
 MeNamara's War -Against tie Truti:

 A Review Essay

 ROGER HILSMAN

 For several weeks in the spring and summer of 1995, Robert
 S. McNamara, secretary of Defense in the Kennedy and Johnson administrations,
 traveled the lecture and television circuits promoting his book, In Retrospect:
 The Tragedy and Lessons of Vietnam.I Pointing at himself, McNamara would
 moan, "Mea culpa." But like a Hindu god, McNamara has not two but several
 arms, and he used all of them to point a finger of blame at many others-often
 unfairly, usually inaccurately, and sometimes in direct contradiction to the facts.
 To put it bluntly, McNamara twists the truth, falsely accuses others, and soils
 the historical record.

 On the first page of the preface of the book, McNamara says that he hesitated
 to write the book "for fear that I might appear self-serving, defensive, or vindic-
 tive." In my opinion, he has managed to be all three. Inevitably the reader is
 drawn to speculate about McNamara's motive in writing this very peculiar book.
 At first the reader assumes that it was an act of contrition to ease his feelings
 of guilt, and that may indeed be one of his basic motives. Then somewhat deeper
 into the book, the reader begins to suspect that writing the book may also have
 been an ego trip. McNamara takes full credit for so many policy decisions that
 were in fact joint decisions and brags so much about them that one is reminded
 of Peter Pan-"Oh, the wonderfulness of me!"

 For example, McNamara notes that during the 1960 presidential campaign,
 the Air Force leaked to the press its belief that there was a missile gap in the
 Soviets' favor (p. 20). The CIA did not agree with the Air Force, McNamara

 'Robert McNamara with Brian VanDeMark, In Retrospect: The Tragedy and Lessons of Vietnam
 (New York: Times Books, 1995).
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 says; and so as soon as he entered the Pentagon, he spent several days going
 over the photos himself. He writes that he decided that the missile gap was

 actually in favor of the United States. He said as much in a background news
 conference, which caused a storm in the newspapers. The Senate minority leader,
 Everett Dirksen, Republican of Illinois, called for McNamara's resignation.
 McNamara says that he went to John Kennedy and offered to resign, but Kennedy
 said that "we all put our foot in our mouth once in a while. Just forget it. It'll
 blow over."

 McNamara may have had a gut feeling that there was no missile gap, but
 there was no hard evidence to support that view. Even as late as June 1961, after
 Kennedy had been in office for five months, the evidence about the so-called
 missile gap was contradictory. In its June National Intelligence Estimate, the

 intelligence community was badly split. The Air Force was estimating that the

 Soviets had as many as 300 ICBMs deployed, while the Navy was estimating
 less than a dozen. The evidence was not adequate to make a definitive judgment,

 so the CIA and the State Department intelligence people split the difference with
 an estimate of 150.

 But in his book, McNamara still does not get the point that you don't make
 vital policy decisions on gut feelings. The so-called roles and missions of the

 three services were what the argument over the missile gap was really all about,

 and the services saw themselves in a battle for their very existence. They found
 it difficult to accept even the hardest kind of evidence that went against their
 parochial interests. Gut feelings, no matter how prescient, did nothing but enrage
 them.

 The idea that the book is an ego trip gains support by the way that McNamara
 takes full credit for decisions that were not his alone. An example was the idea
 of "flexible response"-to meet different kinds of aggression with a range of
 different responses (p. 25). While it is true that McNamara adopted and developed
 the idea, it had originated in academia and on Capitol Hill (where Kennedy had
 a lot to do with it) while McNamara was still making Ford automobiles and had
 little if any knowledge of military strategy.

 On the other hand, it could be argued that the book is not really an ego trip,
 but just the opposite: what drives McNamara is a feeling of inadequacy, and
 his lifelong habit of brusquely brushing aside the opinions of others is really
 compensating for such feelings. Still another possibility comes from Deborah

 Shapley, who wrote a biography of McNamara.2 Detailing inconsistencies from
 one interview to another that McNamara gave her, she lamented the difficulties
 of writing the biography of a man who doesn't really know himself (personal
 communication).

 Still deeper in the book, one begins to suspect that admitting that the war
 was a mistake might actually be a clever ploy to disarm his audience and set
 them up for the argument that if it hadn't been for all the other people he accuses,

 2 Deborah Shapley, The Life and Times of Robert McNamara (Boston: Little, Brown, 1992).
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 the United States could still have won the war in Vietnam. In the end one suspects
 that each of these various motives is partly true, but that McNamara had a still
 broader motive-to try by himself to make sure of his place in history.

 What follows will examine the allegations and accusations that McNamara
 makes about the Vietnam decisions and compare them with what actually hap-
 pened. It should also be said that the accounts given below of what actually
 happened are fully supported by recently declassified documents in the Kennedy
 and Johnson libraries.

 Lack of Experts

 McNamara argues that one fundamental cause of the American failure in Vietnam
 was the lack of experts on both Vietnam and China and the lack of knowledge
 of the two countries among the top officials. McNamara reminds us that in the
 Cuban missile crisis the United States had Charles "Chip" Bohlen and Llewellyn
 "Tommy" Thompson, two senior foreign service officers who had spent their
 careers on the Soviet Union. But when it came to China and Vietnam, McNamara
 asserts, it had none.

 But in fact the United States government had a large number of such experts.
 The State Department alone had at least a dozen. Of these I had the privilege
 of working closely.with three on China and three on Vietnam. One of the China
 experts was Allen Whiting, author of China Crosses the Yalu, and he is one of
 the top half-dozen China experts in the United States. He served as head of the
 Far Eastern Division of the State Department's Bureau of Intelligence and Re-
 search and as deputy consul general in Hong Kong heading up the staff of China
 watchers. Another was Edward Rice, a career foreign service officer who spent
 many years on China. He was in the Policy Planning Staff of the Departnent
 of State, deputy assistant secretary of State for Far Eastern Affairs, and consul
 general in Hong Kong with the specific job of watching China. Still another was
 Marshall Green, who also served as both deputy assistant secretary of State for
 Far Eastern Affairs and as consul general in Hong Kong. All three spoke Chinese.
 Bohlen and Thompson are well known to the general public, because they were
 at one time ambassadors in Moscow. Whiting, Rice, and Green are less well
 known for the simple reason that the United States did not recognize China in
 their day, and so they never became the ambassador in Beijing.

 One of the Vietnam experts was Louis Sarris, who spent most of his working
 life on the Vietnam desk in the State Department's Bureau of Intelligence and
 Research, visiting Vietnam regularly and reading every cable, report, and dis-
 patch. Another was Paul Kattenberg, a Yale Ph.D. specializing in Southeast
 Asia, who served both in the Intelligence Bureau and as the policy planning
 officer for the Bureau of Far Eastern Affairs. Still another was Dorothy Avery,
 who also spent most of her working life on the Vietnam desk in the Intelligence
 Bureau.
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 From the very beginning of the Kennedy administration, these experts piled
 up memo after memo that were consistently pessimistic about the chances of
 winning the war. One memo, written by Edward Rice while he was in the Policy
 Planning Staff, was specifically skeptical of using American troops in a counter-
 guerrilla role in Vietnam. His view was so widely shared in the State Department
 that a familiar aphorism at the time was that foreign troops would so alienate the
 nationalistic Vietnamese that the American troops would create more communists
 than they could possibly kill.

 The memos that specifically considered escalation by either bombing or by
 the introduction of American troops concluded that neither action would change
 the result unless the United States invaded and occupied North Vietnam. And
 they also concluded that if the United States did invade North Vietnam, China
 would very probably intervene, as it had done in Korea.

 When I was head of the Intelligence Bureau, we sent McNamara every one
 of these memos, and my successor, Thomas L. Hughes, continued the practice.
 All of the reasons that McNamara now gives that the United States should not
 have made Vietnam an American war were repeated to him again and again-
 not only by these experts with their memos, but in person over and over by
 Robert Kennedy, Averell Harriman, George Ball, and me. So the problem was
 not that McNamara got no expert advice, as he now claims. The problem was
 that he would not listen to it.

 Kennedy and Vietnam

 As for the lack of knowledge of China and Vietnam among the top officials,
 McNamara says that he had never visited Vietnam and that he knew nothing
 about it (p. 32). "The same must be said, to varying degrees," he goes on to
 say "about President Kennedy, Secretary of State Dean Rusk, National Security
 Adviser McGeorge Bundy, military adviser Maxwell Taylor, and many others."

 But both Rusk and Kennedy did have personal knowledge of Vietnam. Rusk
 had been G-3, that is head of war plans in World War II in the China-Burma-India
 theater headquarters in New Delhi. At the end of the war, he was assigned to
 the War Plans Division in the Pentagon, where he worked on occupation policies
 for Germany and Japan and for the United Nations. In 1946, he joined the State
 Department as assistant chief of what later became the Bureau of United Nations
 Affairs; later he rose to head that bureau, and then he served as assistant secretary
 for Far Eastern Affairs. It was not until the end of the Truman administration
 in 1953 that he left to become president of the Rockefeller Foundation.

 In all of his government posts, Rusk learned a lot about China and more
 about Vietnam than all but a few specialists in the American government. In
 1944, in the G-3 job in New Delhi, as Rusk relates in his autobiography, he
 ordered on his own authority an airdrop of weapons and supplies to Ho Chi Minh
 and his guerrillas (p. 113). During this time in the State Department, as he also
 relates in the book, he not only dealt with events in that part of the world, but
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 he also "became convinced of the strategic, political, and economic importance
 of Southeast Asia. . . . and I argued for continuing American economic and
 military assistance to the region".3

 Kennedy himself had a rather impressive knowledge of Vietnam, and decid-
 edly more than McNamara suggests. He had visited Vietnam as a young con-
 gressman, and while he was there he talked at great length with Edmund Gullion,
 the minister and political affairs officer in the American embassy. They became
 great friends, and Gullion was later one of the attendants at Kennedy's wedding.
 As a Catholic, Kennedy had been very pro-Diem when Diem first came to power.
 But during the Buddhist crisis in 1963, Kennedy told me that Gullion had caused
 him to have grave doubts. Gullion had come to believe that the Catholic Diem
 did not represent his people and could not possibly win, and he had at least
 half persuaded Kennedy. As a consequence, Kennedy was from the beginning
 extremely skeptical of the possibility of South Vietnam winning the war and
 was unwilling to send American troops to Vietnam or to bomb North Vietnam.
 Kennedy greatly increased both the amount of supplies sent to South Vietnam
 and the number of advisers over what the Eisenhower administration had sent.
 But United States policy toward Vietnam remained within the Eisenhower ball-
 park-to help with military and economic aid and advisers, but not with troops
 or bombing.

 McNamara says that President Kennedy would probably not have made
 Vietnam an American war (pp. 95-96). But Kennedy's view was much stronger
 than McNamara suggests. As assistant secretary of State for Far Eastern Affairs
 at the time, I was the action officer on Vietnam, and Kennedy told me over and
 over again that my job was to keep American involvement at a minimum, so
 that we could withdraw as soon as an opportunity presented itself.

 The Coup Overthrowing Diem

 The second cause of the United States failure in Vietnam, according to McNamara,
 was that while he and several other high officials were out of town, "several of
 the officials we had left behind" saw an opportunity and "set in motion a military
 coup, which I believe was one of the truly pivotal decisions concerning Vietnam
 made during the Kennedy and Johnson administrations" (page 52).

 The officials McNamara accuses are W. Averell Harriman, Henry Cabot
 Lodge, George Ball, Michael V. Forrestal, and me. And he singles me out for
 particular blame, because I was the one, he says, who "took the initiative." Since
 the other four are dead, I write on behalf of all of us to correct McNamara's
 errors, omissions, and-to be blunt-self-serving untruths.

 The true story is as follows. South Vietnam was about 90 percent Buddhist,
 while President Ngo Dinh Diem, his brother, Ngo Dinh Nhu, and most of his
 cabinet ministers were Catholic. Beginning in 1962, the Diem regime began to

 3Dean Rusk, As I Saw It (New York: W.W. Norton, 1990), 424.
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 disintegrate, and in desperation Diem issued a number of repressive decrees.
 Among these were orders against flying any flag but that of South Vietnam. On
 8 May 1963, the Buddhists celebrated the 2527th anniversary of the birth of
 Gautama Buddha with a parade that was also intended to protest the order against
 flying the Buddhist flag. What happened next is confusing, but the troops opened
 fire, killing nine of the demonstrators. In the weeks that followed, several Bud-

 dhist monks protested by immolating themselves in towering flames of gasoline.
 In the midst of the crisis, Louis Sarris, the State Department's principal expert

 on Vietnam, wrote a memo that was distributed throughout the government saying
 that the crisis was turning many of the Vietnamese people against their govern-
 ment. The memo also analyzed the military situation since the start of the crisis
 and concluded that the Vietnamese government's treatment of the Buddhists was
 having an adverse effect on the morale of the Vietnamese troops -that they were

 losing significantly more engagements to the Viet Cong. The Joint Chiefs of
 Staff complained to Secretary McNamara, and McNamara complained to Rusk,

 demanding that Rusk forbid anyone in the State Department from making any
 judgments on the "military" question of how the war was going. Rusk ordered
 Thomas L. Hughes, the head of the intelligence bureau at that time, not to permit

 the intelligence analysts to write about military matters. By this act, McNamara
 deliberately cut himself and the rest of the government off from seeing the assess-
 ments on the progress of the war by the State Department's experts on Vietnam.

 Rumors began to circulate that Diem and Nhu were planning some sort of
 attack on the pagodas where the Buddhist leaders lived. Acting on instructions
 from Washington, Ambassador Frederick "Fritz" Nolting warned Diem: "If you
 attack the pagodas, the United States government will have no choice but to
 condemn both the attacks and you in public. This will encourage coup plotters.
 So if you attack the pagodas and a coup occurs, it will be your own doing."

 Nolting, having ended his tour, left Vietnam a few days later. As soon as
 he did, troops under the direct command of Diem and Nhu attacked the main
 pagoda, killing several priests and nuns. McNamara says that the troops "roughed
 up monks who resisted," but the truth is that several monks and nuns were killed,
 all of whom were unarmed and none of whom "resisted" (p. 51).

 Nolting, Henry Cabot Lodge, who was Nolting's replacement as ambassador,
 and I were in Hawaii when this attack occurred, and so had nothing to do with
 the response from the United States government. But the government did just
 what we would have recommended. In fact, it had no choice. In a public announce-
 ment the United States government condemned the action and also condemned
 President Ngo Dinh Diem for ordering it.

 Lodge proceeded to Vietnam, and shortly after he arrived, the senior Viet-
 namese generals contacted him, saying that they had learned that Diem and Nhu
 were plotting to have them killed and that they were going to attempt a coup,
 which was their only chance to save their lives. They wanted to know how the
 United States would view a new government that, if the coup were successful,
 they would head.
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 Ambassador Lodge's cable containing the generals' request arrived in Wash-
 ington on Saturday, 24 August. Just back from Hawaii, I wrote the first draft
 of a reply, and Harriman, George Ball, Mike Forrestal, and I rewrote it several
 times. The United States government receives similar requests fairly often, and
 the proposed cable was pretty standard for such things, careful not to commit
 the United States to much of anything. But it did say that Lodge should go to
 Diem, tell him that the generals were fearful, tell him that the focus of their

 fears was his brother Nhu, and urge him to send Nhu as ambassador to Paris
 to get him out of the country.

 Copies of the proposed cable were sent to President Kennedy, who was in
 Hyannisport, and to Dean Rusk, who was at the UN mission in New York.
 McNamara was on vacation and unreachable. So was John McCone, the head
 of the CIA. Thus the proposed cable was hand-carried to Roswell Gilpatric,
 McNamara's deputy, and to Richard Helms, McCone's deputy.

 McNamara says that Dean Rusk was "unenthusiastic." But the truth is that
 Rusk reworked the cable himself-actually making it much stronger by adding
 a sentence saying that the United States would give the appropriate military
 commanders "direct support in any interim period of breakdown of central govern-
 ment mechanism."4

 McNamara says that Richard Helms was "reluctant." But the truth is that
 Helms phoned me immediately after signing the cable to say that it was about
 time the United States tried to do something about the situation caused by Brother
 Nhu.

 McNamara says that Maxwell Taylor, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff
 (JCS), was "shocked" by the cable, especially "since it had already been approved
 and sent." It is true that through a White House mistake, the cable had already
 been sent. But the whole truth is that Taylor signed it before he knew that. I
 have a xerox of the original cable, and Maxwell Taylor's signature is on it, releasing
 it on behalf of the JCS. The officer who took the cable to Taylor for signature
 said nothing to any of us about any reaction that Taylor might have had.

 McNamara says little about the events that followed. What happened was
 that Lodge cabled back saying that if he talked to Diem, as our cable instructed,
 it would be a death warrant for the generals and that he would do nothing until
 we acted on his recommendation that he not see Diem.

 McNamara skips lightly over the National Security Council (NSC) meeting
 on Monday, 26 August. Kennedy was angry when he opened the meeting-not
 at any particular person, but because the government was so divided, with the
 opposition headed by McCone and McNamara. Kennedy began by repeating

 Lodge's statement that he would do nothing until he heard from us. This left the
 United States, Kennedy said, with three choices: go with the original cable,
 including the instruction for Lodge to see Diem; go with Lodge's recommendation

 ' Cable from Dean Rusk to Henry Cabot Lodge, 24 August 1963. A copy of the final outgoing
 cable is in the personal papers of Roger Hilsman in the JFK Library. This cable is now declassified.

This content downloaded from 86.159.237.118 on Fri, 15 Apr 2016 16:36:05 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms



 158 | POLITICAL SCIENCE QUARTERLY

 not to see Diem but to tell the generals we would back any new government that

 deserved our backing, including the sentence Rusk suggested; send no cable at all.
 President Kennedy then went around the room and asked each person-

 including McNamara-which cable he preferred. Everyone-including McNa-
 mara-voted for the second choice, Lodge's recommendation with Rusk's addi-
 tion, even though it obviously did more to encourage a coup than the one telling
 Lodge to see Diem.

 As it happened, one of the Vietnamese generals balked, and they decided
 not to try a coup. So the coup planned for late August never happened. But
 McNamara fails to mention both the fact that he signed the final cable and the
 fact that that particular coup never happened.

 The coup that did happen, on 1 November, was different, with some of the

 same generals but without others. The coup was carried out by several battalions
 of Vietnamese-troops stationed in and around Saigon, and they began marching
 on the presidential palace from different directions some time in the morning so
 as to reach the palace at noon.

 But this time, the generals did not tell the Americans that a coup was planned.
 Several of the Vietnam experts in the State Department and the CIA believed
 that sooner or later the generals would move. But they had no concrete information
 about who was planning a coup or when it might occur. At an NSC meeting
 shortly before 1 November 1963, most of the participants were skeptical that a
 coup would ever be mounted. Someone suggested that if South Vietnam could
 not defeat the communists with Diem as president, perhaps some way ought to
 be found to put some pressure on the generals. George Ball responded that nothing
 could be done, that putting pressure on the generals would be "like trying to
 push a piece of cooked spaghetti."

 To give another example, Admiral Don Felt, the commander of all American
 forces in the Pacific, had a sometimes annoying habit of popping in for a visit
 to Vietnam with little notice or none at all. 1 November was one of those occasions,
 and Felt was in Saigon. Even if it was only a twenty-four hour visit, protocol
 demanded that Felt pay a courtesy call on President Ngo Dinh Diem, and Admiral
 Felt and Ambassador Lodge duly called. They were sitting with Diem in his
 office shortly after 1 1:00 A.M.

 President Diem also had a habit that was sometimes annoying. He was a
 talker, and fairly often he would stretch a fifteen-minute courtesy call into a two
 or three hour monologue. The American embassy had a rule that even before a
 pro-forma call on Diem, American officials must refrain from drinking any liquids
 for at least three hours and go to the bathroom immediately before the call.

 On this particular day, Diem seemed preoccupied, and the call lasted only
 a few minutes. When Admiral Felt got to the airport, General Tran Van Don,
 acting chief of the Vietnamese armed forces, was there to see him off. General
 Don kept nervously looking at his watch. After he boarded the plane, Felt com-
 mented on General Don's nervousness and remarked that he had never seen
 General Don chew gum before. The point is that given Diem's habit of stretching
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 a fifteen-minute courtesy call into a two or three hour monologue, if the United
 States government had thought there was any chance at all of a coup attempt,
 it would never have permitted its ambassador and the commanding officer of its
 forces in the Pacific to go anywhere near Diem's office.

 The fact of the matter is that the first hard information about the coup came
 when the generals telephoned Lucien Conein, the CIA liaison officer, on the
 morning of 1 November and asked him to come to their headquarters. When he
 arrived, the generals told him the troops were already on the march.

 Numbers and Body Counts

 McNamara says that his mathematics professors at Berkeley taught him to see
 math as "a process of thought" (p. 6). "It was a revelation. To this day, I see
 quantification as a language to add precision to reasoning about the world."

 McNamara's skill with numbers did have its good side. Before McNamara,
 the different services competed before Congress for funds for their programs
 with little coordination and less planning. In a war with the Soviet Union, for
 example, the air force and navy would have ended up attacking the same targets
 and getting dangerously in each other's way. The purpose of most studies made
 in the Pentagon in those days was to show that the weapons systems of the other
 services were inferior.

 McNamara introduced both a five-year, rather than one-year, budget cycle
 and what was called the Planning, Programming, and Budgeting System (PPBS)
 that he had used with great success at Ford. This procedure forced the services
 to look at missions across service lines. Planning was based on the mission to
 be performed, rather than the service, and this permitted a much more rational
 approach to a task. If the mission was to attack Soviet industry, for example,
 the role of each service could be specified, eliminating overlap and duplication.

 Eventually the military saw that PPBS was a very useful tool in making
 procurement decisions and in assigning roles and missions. Their complaint was
 that McNamara relied almost entirely on the corps of "whiz kids" he brought
 into the Pentagon from industry and think tanks like the RAND corporation. He
 ignored the generals who had been working on defense problems all their lives.
 (See, for example, Brig. Gen. Geoffrey Cheadle, USAF (ret.), "Not Under-
 standing Military Was McNamara's Big Error," National Defense [July/August
 1995], 52).

 The trouble was that McNamara insisted on using this kind of numbers ap-
 proach not just for procurement and assigning roles and missions but for every
 other kind of problem as well. And a numbers approach was decidedly wrong
 in trying to find a sophisticated response to the complicated national security
 and foreign policy problems in Vietnam.

 One of the practices that came under the most criticism during the Vietnam
 war was that of measuring progress by body counts-the number of dead Viet
 Cong counted on the field. McNamara blames the military for the idea for body
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 counts, but in fact it was one more example of McNamara's foible of trying to
 quantify every aspect of life (p. 48). In short order, the policy was transformed
 into quotas: each unit was given a target of Viet Cong that they had to kill. The
 trouble was that the policy encouraged both the American and the Vietnamese
 troops to count as Viet Cong the bodies of innocent villagers killed accidentally.
 The practice also encouraged the more unscrupulous officers, both American
 and Vietnamese, to invent the figures. On one occasion the State Department
 intelligence people went back over the body count for one particular district and
 found that it had exceeded the total population.

 Only occasionally was McNamara's skill with numbers relevant to the real
 problem in Vietnam. Probably the most important of these occasions was his testi-
 mony on 25 August 1967 before the Senate's Armed Services Preparedness Sub-
 committee chaired by Senator John Stennis - an occasion that also marked McNa-

 mara's own reversal on the Vietnam war (pp. 284-287).
 The hearings were intended to force the Johnson administration to launch

 more massive air attacks on North Vietnam. But McNamara's numbers showed
 that the very low-tech war the communists were fighting needed only fifteen
 tons of supplies a day other than food, and they easily obtained food locally.
 The communist supply system was crude, relying heavily on reinforced bicycles
 carrying about 500 pounds each, but McNamara showed that the supply system
 was easily capable of carrying many times the fifteen tons a day that was needed.
 The obvious conclusion was that even extraordinarily massive air attacks would
 make little difference.

 The 'Suicide" of Diem and Nhu

 McNamara writes that Kennedy doubted the report that Diem and Nhu, both
 Catholics, had committed suicide (p. 84). He then asserts that I intervened to
 say that it was not difficult to conceive of two Catholics committing suicide in
 the face of Armageddon. I was particularly startled to read this statement, since
 I believe exactly the opposite. I then checked my calendars and discovered that
 I was not even at this particular meeting.

 The Withdrawal Plan

 McNamara says that when the American commanding general reported "con-
 tinued progress" on 6 May 1963, "I therefore directed the military to prepare a
 plan for phasing out U. S. forces beginning with the withdrawal of 1,000 advisers
 by year's end" (p. 49). Again, the facts are quite different. Earlier that year,
 President Kennedy had instructed McNamara to order the JCS to develop a plan
 for a complete withdrawal of the American forces. Days, weeks, and months
 passed and no plan was forthcoming. It was probably the military who were
 stalling, but Kennedy kept pushing McNamara, and McNamara no doubt kept
 pushing the JCS. Eventually the JCS did develop a plan, and Kennedy approved
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 it. Implementation began shortly before Kennedy's death, with the withdrawal
 of 1,000 advisers.

 McNamara says he now believes that we should have taken the opportunity
 provided by Diem's death to withdraw (p. 320). But at the time when that exact
 suggestion was made, McNamara vehemently opposed it. Shortly after the coup,
 several of us in the Bureau of Far Eastern Affairs did discuss the idea that the
 time may have come for the United States to withdraw from Vietnam entirely.
 But we decided it would be too soon to raise the idea in an interdepartmental
 or NSC meeting. However, shortly after the coup, at an NSC meeting held at
 the State Department in the absence of President Kennedy, I put forward the
 State Department view, with Paul Kattenberg's support, that the war was going
 very badly. During the discussion, Kattenberg suddenly came out with the sugges-
 tion that perhaps the time had come for the United States to withdraw completely.
 McNamara reacted with such passion that Kattenberg later told me that he thought
 his career as a foreign service officer was in jeopardy.

 The Monkey on McNamara's Back

 Although McNamara falsely accuses W. Averell Harriman, Henry Cabot Lodge,
 George Ball, Michael V. Forrestal, and me of setting in motion a coup against
 Diem, he never mentions that Harriman, Lodge, Forrestal, and I (as well as
 Robert Kennedy) were opposed to making Vietnam an American war, either by
 bombing North Vietnam or by sending American troops rather than just advisers.
 We were, in other words, doves. It is no accident that the only dove that McNa-
 mara has a good word for, or even acknowledges as a dove, is George Ball.
 Ball was also the only dove that President Johnson permitted to stay on after
 Kennedy's assassination, and President Johnson used Ball shamelessly to try to
 show that he had listened to the doves' arguments against making Vietnam an
 American war but decided against them.

 McNamara's first reaction to every disagreement on policy toward Vietnam
 was to insist on going to Vietnam to "see for himself." He would fly to Vietnam,
 talk to the same people who were writing the cables, and then he would change
 his mind and come back and endorse our original view. But in the case of making
 Vietnam an American war, it took McNamara over two years to come around,
 from the time of the start of the bombing in February 1965, for which he was
 the principal architect, until late 1967, when he told President Johnson of his
 doubts about both the bombing and the war.

 Because of this, Johnson decided to get McNamara out of the way in early
 1968. To do so, and to induce him to keep quiet, Johnson appointed McNamara
 to the presidency of the World Bank, where he spent many years keeping silent
 while the war went on and on. Not once did McNamara speak out against the
 war, although if he had done so, he might well have helped end it years sooner.

 McNamara's excuse was that he was loyal to President Johnson and that
 challenging Johnson's Vietnam policy "would have been a violation of my respon-
 sibility to the president and my oath to uphold the Constitution" (p. 314).
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 But what kind of morality is it to be loyal to a wrong-headed president by
 keeping silent while over 25,000 more Americans and several hundred thousand
 Vietnamese are killed when your speaking out might well have stopped the war?

 And it is simply incorrect to suggest that it is unconstitutional for a cabinet
 minister to oppose a president's policies. If so, an extraordinary number of the
 best cabinet ministers in American history have violated the Constitution, begin-
 ning with Thomas Jefferson who spent much of his time as secretary of state
 launching attacks on the foreign policy of his president, George Washington.

 Johnson replaced McNamara with a trusted friend and a confirmed hawk,
 Clark Clifford. Within a few months, Clifford saw that the war could not be
 won. But instead of being content with merely telling the president his opinion,
 as McNamara and George Ball had done, and justifying silence by a specious
 reference to the Constitution, Clifford proceeded to organize an opposition inside
 the United States government and persuaded Johnson to agree to the opening of
 peace negotiations in Paris.

 The people McNamara attacks most vehemently have one thing in common:
 they were doves who actively opposed the war. But McNamara himself has
 become a dove, so why is he so vindictive? The answer seems to be that what
 was most galling to McNamara was that the doves had been right and he had
 been wrong.

 Consider the following incident. On the day that McNamara left office, I
 got a telephone call from Peter Lisagor, Washington correspondent for the Chi-
 cago Daily News. He said that he had just finished interviewing McNamara and
 that he had a strange story to tell me. All of McNamara's books were already
 packed in boxes except two, of which one wasmy To Move a Nation: The Politics
 of Policy Making in the Administration of John F. Kennedy. Lisagor said that
 after the interview was finished, he pointed to my book and remarked that Dean
 Rusk was angry at me for having written a book at all, and what did McNamara
 think? Lisagor said that McNamara replied, "I won't criticize Roger. It turns out
 he was right all along."

 Some time later, on 20 January 1969, the day that Lyndon Johnson left office,
 I wrote Johnson saying that as someone who had caused him some annoyance
 about Vietnam I wanted to say that his accomplishments in domestic affairs would
 in the long run outweigh Vietnam and that his place in history was secure. I
 wrote similar, but not nearly so praiseful letters to Dean Rusk and to Robert
 McNamara.

 In March I got a letter from Johnson saying that he had just now gotten
 around to reading the mail received when he left office and that he could not let
 a day pass without writing me. In a typical Lyndon Johnson bear hug, he made
 it clear that all was forgiven. It is not surprising that Dean Rusk never answered
 me at all. Rusk went to his grave defending the decisions to make Vietnam an
 American war and never gave any hint of regret. But what did McNamara do-
 especially in the light of what he had said to Lisagor? He had his wife write me
 a very nice and friendly letter.
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 What, then, can be said about McNamara's motives in writing this very
 strange book? He is an extraordinarily complicated man. It would not be surprising
 if all the hypotheses about his motives given at the beginning of this article have
 some element of truth, in spite of being contradictory. But it is doubtful if any
 one of these hypotheses is the whole explanation.

 But two conclusions do seem justified. The first is that McNamara was bright
 enough to see- eventually -both that the war was wrong and that it could not
 be won. The second is that he lacked the courage or humility or whatever other

 quality was needed to speak out while the war was going on to try to stop it.
 For this, certainly, history will not forgive him.
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