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=

he day ! starced working on Vietnam endeci with the president’s tele-
vised assurance “We still seek no wider war. Soon.that became -ih ma-
jor theme of his electoral campaign. But every official 1 dealtP w1-d ;r:;
Washington that summer and fall expected a wider war under Preside
Johnson no later than the start of the new year. ‘ N
To a man, administration insiders had agreed smc.e th-e s?nélg of 19 ;;E
that the present course of U.S. policy in V1et%1am,' which limite ou;-: f);rz
involvement to funding, equipment, and adw‘scrs in the -Soutg, v\éas aili ﬁ:
rapidly. Unless the United States broadened its role to 1nc111u ;] iiao Eb
ticipation in combat, either by air and naval. attacks on the 13 L OW};
ground units in the South, or both, Communist-led forces would ta "
South Vietnam within months. This would come about by some combi
nation of Communist military victory, collaPse of the antl—li]-omn?utms(t)
regime or army, or negotiations among tl'.le Vletnarr.lese. On ¢ 153 p(;(;n a:e :
one in internal government discussions disagreed with Senam:or1 0 Jten
or his Republican colleagues. Nor was there anyone, so far :i\:i bcou erted,
who departed from the internal consensus that defeat cou le ;\}Fl 1;
even in the relatively short run, only by a direct U.S. combatr role. .e ?cTaj
internal controversy throughout 1964 involved when and on what initi
scale it must begin and exactly what form it should ta}ke. e
Except for their chairman, Maxwell Taylot, the Joint Chiefs o fECh- ra:a
vored stasting a large-scale bombing program up to the border of Chi S
immediately, along with mining North Vietnamese ports and waterways.
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General Taylor, who became ambassador to Saigon in midyear, disagreed
ractically on this. Like a number of civilians, he preferred a more gradual
approach, to begin later, in hopes that the government of Vietnam (GVN)
would achieve some stability beforehand. (The generals who had over-
thrown President Ngo Dinh Diem in November had themselves been dis-

-~ placed in a coup by General Nguyen Khanh eatly in 1964.)

Johnson had not yer decided these issues of timing and eactics. For that

- matter, he had not made a definite decision on the basic question of escala-
- tion versus extrication. But there was little doubt in the Pentagon, or any
. other place I visited in Washington, what his decision would be berween
. those last alternatives. He had made clear within the government two days
- after he had raken office that he was determined not to accept failure or de-

- feat in Vietnam, not to be “the President who saw Southeast Asia go the way

China went,” His secretaries of state and defense, along with the JCS,

. shared that commitment. Moreover, since both the Joint Chiefs and Secre-
- taty of Defense McNamara were strongly convinced that some form of
.- bombing campaign against the North was essential to avoid defeat, it was

. taken for granted in the Pentagon that the president would come to accept
. that conclusion.

However, the president was clearly very anxious not to make this deci-

- sion or act on it before the election in November. He wanted not just to
. beat Goldwater—all polls showed that was virtually a foregone conclu-
“'sion—but to win by the largest possible margin, preferably by the largest

andslide in history. That would erase the notion that he was an “accidental

‘president.” He wanted a strong mandate for his Great Society programs.
< Along with many of his fellow Democtats, he also hoped to smash the Re-
publican right wing supporting the Goldwater candidacy. He intended to

‘run as the reasonable, moderate “peace” candidate, emphasizing domestic

issues, while painting his opponent as a dangerous, unbalanced extremist,
- eager to escalate to full-scale war in Vietnam. At the same time, he needed

to answer Goldwater’s charge that he was indecisive and weak in foreign
policy.

The one-shot “restrained reprisal” on August s fitted his campaign needs
incredibly well. He shot up in the polls, and bipartisan support for his

action and the resolution took the issue of Vietnam out of the campaign,

except as a negative for Goldwater. But after the Tonkin Gulf reprisals
Johnson strongly hoped to avoid any furcher major military moves before

the election and to conceal the pressures for escalation within his own ad-
Tuinistration. He was campaigning in large part against Goldwater’s pro-
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ironi :dentical to those of Johnson's
i hich ironically were identic :
Posakj f'or \g;::{?:?fvgtal‘f; That last fact was a well-kept secret during the
own Joint .
Caﬁgaign' tember 25 the president criticized “thase thlat say'1 }$§ ougzytst;)a‘ic;
o i the supply lines.” Three
to wipe out the supply
norh and 07 bombs:‘;‘z)rtnrz :f ofr people—Mr. Nixon, Mr. Ro;kefeller,
__have all, at some time of other, sug:
and Mr. Goldwater I, at s 6
e Sdcrimozssible wisdom of going north 1n Vietnam. Neki.th.er iuzr; ;ah
e v
ny :)thei ime did he mention that the pecéple zf};o said ; ;zyu;c; uled e
g ili i CS and his secr 5
i < cinal military advisers, the | .
i O‘El FI’\;;I:ZLI;& ;rtl’s tnz that the president was 10t commit;tfj 'DDc:tfor:E
c ) + - n
I;Ob(elrc:ction 1o following their specific advice, and Cci;al;:ly hf:f ; 1 szng
e inati but they, and those o
fhicial determination to do so, ‘ s
ffnacili . Oknz;f that he disagreed as sharply as any of thj Repubimz:lr:is 1;1) >
oned th and get out a
i ith “ ho say we ought to go sou ou °
tmned”vgie;ﬁevzws of his top advisers in the Pentagon, insiders uniizr
o
homde‘ that to mean that bombing lay ahead for North Vietnam n :
$too

than early 1965, whichever candidate: was elf:ctecgll.n Loy
It didi’t mean that there was 1o difference at all on
t didn’

he was more spec1ﬁc:

gCStC
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aggerated view of the difference on the war between the two candidates,
Moreover, we didn’t start the work a day or week later, after the votes had
been cast, because there was no time to waste. It scemned urgent to arrive at
an internal consensus on how to avert a Communist victory in South Vier-
nam by expanding the war. Except for a status quo option, a straw man, all
the alternatives we considered called for escalation. On the day the elec-
* torate, as expected in polls, was voting in unprecedented numbers against
bombing North Vietnam or otherwise escalating the war, we were working
to set such a policy in motion.

How could we possibly have justified doing this? We served the president
and our immediate bosses. It was our understanding that it was the presi-
dent’s job to make foreign policy, with the advice of our bosses, not, in any
serious sense, with the advice of Congress. It didn’t matter that much to us
what the public thought.

After all, it dide’t make much difference what we ourselves thought. I

~ soon learned from John McNaughton that Lyndon Johnson was skeptical
-~ about the value of a systematic bombing campaign against the North. T my-
.~ self was more than skeptical, and so was McNaughton. But our boss, Me-
. Namara, was not, and we worked for him. In the fall of 1964 McNaughton

kely to begin bombing in the precise way
he way of the four service
almost surely would. That was t e |
thét GOIdW?rtler ourilvery big with 2 “hard knock,” hitting tal:gets ?ONS;E
Chlefs" Sta;t togChina at the outset, and pursuing the destruction (;d -
i 0
I\}I'mm :rLln to full victory. But it was even Jess likely thar; iohnson wo:r cc;; o
b - i ine of 1965. There was s
i b at all in the spring of 1965. 21 s 5
blcimbmgh t?ethlji;ts :ole by then would still be within the limits observed
chance tha S.

- began to accompany McNamara to regular White House meetings on Viet-
- nam with the president. Some of these were cabinet-level meetings at which
John was the only assistant secretary in the room. If he had time to debrief
. me when he came back from the White House, he did, and at those mo-
- ments I heard things about the personal perspectives of the playets I could

- never have read in cables or memos. This was a ranning course for me on
" bureaucratic behavior, a subject of endless fascination for McNaugheon.

- John would mention what someone had said, and then he would give his
 interpretation about why he had said that ar that moment and in just that
j:-: way: how it related to his agency’s interests and the relationships he was try-
. ing to protect and serve. Or he would comment on what some had not said,
- what they had been silent about and why. That applied to John himself. He
~"told me he said very little at these meetings, never volunteering anything,
commenting only when McNamara asked him something, One reason for
- that was his junior position. McNamara was the only one who could get
~away with bringing an assistant with him. John felc very privileged to hear
-~ what the big boys and especially the president were thinking—it was pre-

- cious to us in our work; it was bureaucratic gold—and he knew his position
. there was precarious. He didn’t want to jeopardize it by being intrusive and
perhaps stepping on anyone’s toes.

cwo candidates. Johnson was not ki

64. o o
fmr\? 1—9;:5 tt (\)vv?s \ihat most voters thought Johnson was projecting with his
ex tha

” helmin:
ion slogan “We seek no wider war.” It was wha'% andovcr;;fo:emb fl.
i ¢ them believed chey were voting for on election day, NG enber
o on OI knew within the administration voted under tha‘; par:;l; o
?. NO 0;lcdon’t remember having time to vote that day myse‘l , an o,
'?ﬁnﬁau hton did. We both were attending the first r.neetllillg ;t he S
1Df:p(z:trtmegm of an interagency working group addressing the best way
| | i of
WKE.‘;E thke’oz;rhad been set up by the president under Ass1s;ant Seci:t:arl}-rl g
v [ ted a wee
ills before. It hadnt star
William P Bundy the day o
ls)tataeuse i'1ts focus might have leaked to the voters. Tha}t ;ouflld ix:;'zn "
. c
siederably jessened the landslide victory for Johnson, which refle
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Another reason was that at this time he often privately disagreed with
what he was hearing McNamara say to the president. The secretary of de-
fense was pressing for the necessity of a bombing campaign against the
Nortth, which McNaughton didirr believe in, any more than 1 did. These
meetings gave him the chance to learn that the president was dubious about
it t00. That was vital information of a sort that McNaughton would get
only by being in the room with them. McNamara wouldnt have been likely
1o tell him about the president’s doubts and questions, at least with any
concteteness and vividness. 7

Those reports gave me a good impression of Johnson. For once Mec-
Namara seemed off base to me; I couldn figure out why. The president
sounded like the only sensible adult in the room. 'T'hat gave me some hope
that fall that things would turn out all right, (What I didn't know at the
time—and I don't think John knew cither—was that LB]’s own preference
sas to put troops in South Vietnam rather than bomb the North.) To hear
from John that the president, in speaking to McNamara, regularly referred
to “your bombing bullshit” made me think that Johnson was reluctant to
undertake escalation of any kind and perhaps therefore open-minded about

extricating us altogether.

McNaughton told me that McNamara would say of bombing, “It’s
something you can stop. Its a bargaining chip.” When someone criticized
it, as not being likely to get good results or to be all that easy to stop, he
challenged him: “Well, what's your alternative?” Answering McNamara's
question by saying, “Getting out, withdrawing, negotiating out,” would
have amounted to saying, “My alternative is quitting. Losing.” Given the
president’s views, that was an answer no one in these meetings, which were
in effect preparatory to discussions in front of the president, was willing to
advance. It was a nonoption. As a result, McNamara’s challenge and his pro-
posed policy (which was far from his alone) looked less crazy than they
really were.

McNaughton’s fear, he told me one afternoon when he had just come
back from the White House, was that one day the president would turn to
him and ask him what he thought about bombing. In a memoit written

years later, NSC aide Chester Cooper describes having had a comparable

fantasy mote than once. The president would be going around the table,

asking if everyone agreed with his decision, and he imagined himself saying
when it came to his turn, “No, Mr. President, I do not agree!” As he was con-
templating this thought, he would notice the president’s eyes turning to him
and he would hear himself saying, as he nodded yes, “1 agree, Mr. President.”

The Road to Escalation

McNaughton told me, “I've asked myself what T would do.” Then h
paused and looked at me. “I would have to follow McNamar:a’s le Zn I’j
havﬁ? t0 say something along the same lines as McNamara. 1 couldn;i .
tradlc‘t McNamara or undercut him in front of the preside;nt 71 dicin’: 0“'
gnythm?. He went on: “You know, my family owns a newspap.er in Iilin Y
'\ng don't have much to do with running it; that’s for the editor, The in
t;hmg, we have to do is pick the editor. And when we pick an e'ditor -maul;
theree a number of things you look for, but my father taught me thj Wehj
number one thing you look for is loyalty.” ° o

He c-ontinued to look at me, and I continued to listen. I knew why h
was telling me this. He didn’t define what he meant by loyalty, but i s
cl.ear enough from his story: Do what’s good for your boss ttlf; mazit “:S
hlred you; put that above what you think is best for the courjltry abovew' ;
ing the president or the secretary of defense your best advice if Jthat gl;ci
embarrass your boss. I heard it, but I didn’t accept it. Actuall V;O“

: shocked. Lie to the president? Deprive him of your own best 'ué] int
when he was asking you for it, on a marter of war and peace? OrJIie %:)n If/rfl ;
- Namara, the secretary of defense, if T was in the room with' him and Mc_
| hﬁl;g.hton ang he asi:e;il me for my own thoughts? That was the real poiri;
- of this story. Never, I ¢ idn’ i
o nevex;yamse. ought. I didn't say anything to John, and the situ-
- .I. dl.d have a chance earlier in the fall to argue outside our offices agai
 initiating air strikes against the North at all. Walt Rostow, the chairn-:g amS;
¢ the policy planning staff at State, circulated a paper prop(;sin that . Ok
- to change, by both declaration and action, the prevailing “cimm o lsee”
rules of the game in international relations. These limited our rnilic;n e
- sponses to what he called “covert aggression” such as what we all bzlr'y EZ
Lo be North Vietnam’s covert direction and support of the National Li::rc;a—
: lt10f1 iFront (NLE) in Sf)uth Vietnam. Rostow had argued since 1961 for the
.: egitimacy and necessity of American bombing of North Vietnam. M
Nallghton asked various parts of his staff to contribute to a detailed cr.it' y
of “the Rostow thesis that covert aggression justifies and must be fou hl qEC
attacks on the source of the aggression.” I wrote a section of our ve gct' 4
_. cal response, which was circulated to all the relevant agencies, on thr}; cz:;;

| and risks of applying the thesis:

Given i icati
v present attitudes, application of the Rostow approach risks domestic
and int i iti i i
! ;rnatmnal opposition ranging from anxiety and protest to condemna
tlon * - . . i
, efforts to disassociate from U.S. policies or alliances, or even strong
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.. ]
CO easures . Currcntly, dlen, 1t 18 the ROStOW approach, ‘ 1
LU TCTINEDS N rathey 1lla“
th ures 1t counters, tha[ Would be seen gCIlefﬂliy as an uIlStab!.l.IZ[ng
€ 1meas
h i the I‘ulcs Of the galne, an escalatlorl Of COnﬂlCE, an incx g
C mge mn £4s1n (}i

i i }‘ S10n demand'
h ]Cd ]‘ntcfﬂatioilal Iisks, &tld qultﬁ POSSlbl L, a5 an OPCn a.ggfﬂs 0
shal

ing condemnation. . . .

'This is one of the very few passages in the surviving drafts or official do;—
is : _
of that period in which I can recognize my own Wo.rd's. On re;ea
e w, I'm struck by two things. First, so far as | know, it is the only use
n}fgdilt T;or)d “aggression” applied to a possible action of the United Sta;es in
Gh Ztire official documentation of that era. Second, I note that [ to ca:lc
o i jective j as my owiL.
lling, objective judgment or
der that word not as a compelling "
:et;nressed how our bombing a country that had mat}i,e no mrer;cl .ztrrnet(i1 :11)
tacklzgainst us or anyone else would possibly be seen and c::)-:l ceifnne ioz
thers. There was no other way to get such a thought into O:I:ﬁm. 1 1scus§r on
: tern'ally even once and remain employed. I'm sure tf{ats stil trlt.le. the
ZZme holds for the words “criminal” and “immoral app:ed to a policy
i ight favor or has adopted.:
’s agency or the president might ; -
om’:lfhtgse :l-):ree taboo words would have been widely usl,ied(.1 by otll:ers, ;x;
ies, i i iefs d program had ever been 1m-
i allies, if the Joint Chiefs’ preferred p :
ClludIZIgltzeret the same words, only a little fess obviously, cox.]ﬂd tzppllj\zd W
he ¢ % the DRV [Hanoi regime]” that Mec-
the plan for “graduated pressure on ey
i He drafted this on Sep
hton had fashioned for McNamara. ’ .
E::leleg W::ks after he had drafted instructions for Seaborn’s threat © I—E;Tm
d about the same time I was criticizing Rostow’s proposal. In }'us ﬂ:ri
?n Action for South Vietnam,” John listed several classes of act}tior;s) . \;»
Or 0 - - . A
“should cause apprehension, ideally increasing apprel:u-snsmn, in the "
and “should be likely at some point to provoke a military DRV respons

that would

i i . to commence a
provide good grounds for us to escalate if we wished . . . to -
i i ating ac-
crescendo of GVN-U.S. military actions against the DRV. The es o g
i i inst North Vietnam
i i ining of harbors . . . air strikes agains
tions might be . .. mining o orth Yictnam
moving from southern to northern targets, from targets assoclat; h .
ili i ial i tance. . . . The possibil-
i litary then industrial impor
tration . . . to targets of mi nce pebosh
ity that such actions would escalate further, perhaps bringing Chin
war, would have to be faced.

Aside from the issue of aggression involved in planning for provocat;losc;
T believed, as McNaughton did privately, that this graduated approac

The Road 1o Escalation

bombing was not a whole lot better than the
scale atrack. I thought it was likely to come t
Still, given that some form of bombing seemed inevitable, McNaughton’s
proposal slowed the progression roward the most destructive and dangerous
forms. Its other supposed advantage was flexibility and control. “The tim-
ing and crescendo should be under our contro,
being turned off at any time.” In a later formulation for the Bundy group,
McNaughton wrote thar the scenario “would be designed to give the U.S,
the option at any point to proceed or not, to escalate or not and to quicken
the pace or not.”

But was such controllability real? Did John himself believe in it? In The
Best and the Brightest (1972) journalist David Halberstam answers the latter
question. He describes McNaughton as having shared with Michael For-
restal, then at the White House, as early as the spring of 1964 all his doubts
about the GVN, bombing, and the war that I heard from him when I joined
him months later. Evidently quoting Forrestal as his source, Halberstam says

Michael “was not yet as pessimistic as McNaughton.” He didn’t think en-
trapment was inevitable.

JCS plan for an initiaf filj-
0 the same thing eventually,

L, with the scenario capable of

He was sure that it could be avoided somehow,

that there were options, that
good intelligent

men in Washington could control decisions and avoid the
great entanglement. McNaughton was not sure, ©

"The wouble with you, For-
restal,” he once said

» “is that you always think we can turn this thing off, and
that we can get off of it whenever we want. But I wonder. I think it gets harder
every day, each day we lose a lirtle control, each decision that we make wrong,
or don’t make at all, makes the next decision a little harder because if we

haven't stopped it today, then the reasons for not stopping it will still exist to-
morrow, and we'll be in even deeper.”

‘That was the John McNaughton I knew in private. I was how he spoke
to me, and he told me it was whar he said to McNamara when they were
alone together. But it was not what he drafted for McNamara's usc as talk-
ing papers or memos to others or what he said in meetings, speaking for his
boss. None of that seems so wise, Whether McNamara himself really felt
differently or not, 1 don't know, He worked directly for the president, Thar
means his written memos to the president or others, often drafted by Mec-
Naughton, might mistepresent his most private thinking as much as John’s
did his own. It’s more than possible that his positions in meetings of in writ-
ing, like McNaughton’s, often represented his boss’s beliefs and priorities,

with which he didn't agree. But the written record can't answer that. Unless
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McNamara chooses to clarify more than he has how his perspective differed
from those of his two presidents, 1 dont think his own behavior, or the his-
tory of that era, can be adequately understood. .
Meanwhile John was giving him what he wanted. Subsequent accounts
based on documents from the Pentagon tend to credit, or blame, Me-
Naughton as a driving force in the promotion of bombing, particularly as it
was actually conducted (against the instincts of the JCS). In those memos,
my boss appeared constantly to be making recommendations to bomb, as
well as how to do it, when and what and why to bomb, in what sequence
and to what effect. He didr’t believe any of it. That is, he didn’t believe any
of it was necessary or to the advantage of the United States or the Viet-
namese, except that it was preferable to—less disastrous than—what the
JCS wanted to do. His attitude, like mine, was that bombing the North was
absurd and dangerous, that it would not achieve anything positive but
would only bring us into the war in a heavier way.

Fven more than 1, considerably more, McNaughton was committed to
the view that we should stop what we were already doing in Vietam and
get out on almost any basis. He was not impressed with the arguments that

our efforts up till then had created a serious national interest, that we were
being tested in some significant way, that withdrawal would lose us prestige,
or that important alliances would suffer along with our influence in world
affairs. On the contrary, he believed that we would suffer more in every one
of these dimensions by our prolonged involvernent than by our withdrawal.
Moreover, even if by means of massive milicary intervention we could in
some sense be successful, he didr’t believe the benefirs in terms of out na-
tional interest could measure up to the costs or 1o the harm we would in-
fiict on the Vietnamese. There is scarcely a hint of any of these attitudes in
any piece of paper he drafted or signed in the last years of his life; from 1964
to 1967. Yet that is what he did believe. Where we disagreed on these as-
sessments, he was right; I was wrong,
Personally 1 thought he underrated the cost o our influence and our

ability to confront communism elsewhere that would result from a U.S.

failure in Vietnam. Sometimes | wondered if he might be less of a cold war-
rior than 1 was. I thought our retreat from Vietnam would cause us more
trouble in our worldwide conflict with communism than John seemed to
believe. It would, 1 believed, embolden the Soviets and Chinese and insur-
gents worldwide and discourage our clients and allies. On that pointT could
agree, contrary to John, with Secretary of State Rusk and the JCS. But
whereas the true Vietnam hawles believed that was a sufficient reason for -

The Road to Escaluation

expanding our involvement and generall

ceed at it, I did not. I agreed wirﬁ ] Ohjll’sypzlilx?;g}gﬁ;‘z :fftlzw a way to suc-
even worse off, on balance, if we tried to keep a doomed fi:t e WOUld be
still worse .1f we escalated. Vietnam was not the place to el aFzrt going, and
we wf)fUId Jlui have to deal as best we could with the proglen:si];;tﬂ o Slo
;1'135 if we left. Far more than I knew at the time, that attitude w ";0‘1 |

y a number of officials, cold wartiors all, just below the top 1 1as shared

But not by any of their bosses. It was not what the presidfntel‘;e; L

or Secretary of State Rusk, or the secretary of defense. Given ad " m{nd
for R_Oberf McNamara, I could never understand wh.y he w: myz ot
on th'1s path of provocation and escalation at all, however ::uliteaﬂt ° orout
steadily more perplexing and disturbing for me to know thg ahu y.” It was
the strong proponents of bombing the North, at he was among
That was especially paradoxical for me because of my strong conﬁdcnce

. that M

i O({::Na.rrllara shared some ‘of my deepest values, particularly my abhor-

nuclear war. This feeling had its roots in my eazlier work

! consultant to the Office of the Secretary of Defense on nucl ot

and commz?nd and control of nuclear weapons. Like a numb Carfwar pare

0 colleagues, including Harry Rowen and Morton H Halperine:;o?z,gRand
. \ con-

sultant on arm i ini
_ s control, I believed that to initiate limited or general nuclear

| war i
| :;rn S,u;cit:g?lnjirtc\l:rzxjstanfzt?s would be catast'rophic. We felt strongly about
i, s Eosmondthat contradicted U.S. defense policy and
ey in - That reste openly on U.S. readiness to carry out its
: preparations for a nuclear first-use strike against a Soviet con-

“ventional attack ini
- Our personal opinions also contradicted the doctrine of

- the air force, for which we
s worked at Ran .
:. McNamata agreed with us, ed at Rand. Nevertheless, I believed that

I had inferred his position from the way he talked with me in a privac
vate

B - . .

: Ill;z}rl a hl‘;‘fleSk in 1961, I had written papers that had gone to him but had
m )

b Z‘;ﬂiﬁ;ef(ﬁlﬁ. He cirnpressed me strongly and positively thar day

on that under ne circumstan

s, : ces must there be a first use of

el :a‘:idcaf WjPOHS in Europe. It would be totally disastrous even if itf::l?d

.believed ‘to an all-out war between the United States and the USSR, as he

il it sfureiy would, Even before that, “It would be total war to,tal a

'fepu:::m’ or the Europeans!” He said this with great passion b’cf in hr;

= P I;)m a; a cold, computetlike efficiency expert. Moreovet, he thoight

absurd to suppose that a “limited use” i ,

- : : _ would remain confined .

Tope, that it would not immediarely trigger general nuclear war. e o B

“ Thad
ad recently drafted, and he had approved, the rop secret secretary-of-
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defense guidance to the Joint Chiefs of Staff for a new version of the oper-
ational plans for general auclear war. It was in that contest that he had in-
vited me to funch. At the request of his deputy secretary of defense, Roswell
Gilpatric, 1 had drafted a number of questions on the Eisenhower-era war
plans, which were still current. Gilpatric had sent these to the JCS for their
response. When I showed the draft list to Robert Komer of the NSC stat,
he picked out one of the questions and sent it to the chiefs as a presidential
query. The question was: “If existing general war plans were carried out as
planned, how many people would be killed in the Soviet Union and China
alone?”

During our discussion over tunch, T rold McNamara that the JCS sup-
plied the White House with an answer almost immediately, within a day or
cwo. Tt was classified top secret—for the president’s eyes only—but since [ had
drafted the question, Komer called me over o the NSC offices to look at it.
The answer was in the form of a straight-line graph, a rising line that related
fatalities on the vertical axis, in millions of deaths, against time on the hori-
sontal axis, in months from the time of attack. The number rose to reflect
delayed radiation deaths from fallout after the attacks. (I had asked only for
fatalities, not for casualties, which would have included wounded and sick.)
The lowest point of the graph, starting at the lefi-hand side of the chart, gave
the number that would die in the first few days of our attacks. The highest
number, at the right—hand side of the chart, showed the cumulative number
killed by our attacks within six months of the execution of the plans.

The lower number was 275 million dead. The higher number was 325
million.

This was for the Soviet Union and China alone, all that T had asked for.
[ drafted a follow-up question for Komer covering arcas contiguous to the
Sino-Soviet bloc, and the staff provided comprehensive estimates with
equal dispatch. Another hundred million o so would die from our attacks
on targets in the Eastern European satellite countries. Moreover, fallout
from our surface explosions on the Soviet Union, the satellites, and China
would decimate the populations of the neutral nations bordering these
countries—such as Finland, Sweden, Austria, and Afghanistan—as well as
Japan and Pakistan. The Finns, for example, would be virtually extermi-
nated by the fallout from surface bursts on Soviet submarine pens near their
botders. These fatalities from U.S. atracks, up to another hundred million
depending on wind conditions, would occur without a single American
warhead landing on the territories of these neutral countries.

Fallout fatalities inside our NATO allies from U.S. attacks against the
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Warsaw Pact could be up to a hundred million allied deaths from o
tacks, “depending on which way the wind blows,” as a general tesdfyir': ) l:t_
fore Congress had recently put it. All this was without considerin gt}fd
effects of Seviet nuclear attacks on the United States, Western Euro eg a.n:l
U.S. .ba,ses elsewhere, retaliating for the U.S. fisst strike that these JEES’ cal-
culations presumed. Nor did it include the effects of U.S. tacrical nuclear
weapons, the point that McNamara had just made to me passionately.

The total death toll from our own attacks, in the estimates supplied b the
JCS, was in the neighborhood of five to six hundred million. These w};ulci
be f;lmost entirely civilians. A hundred Holocausts. The greater part would
be inflicted in a day or two, the rest over six months, about a third in alliéd
or neutral countries.

. This was not a hypothetical calculation of what was needed to deter a So-
viet nuclear attack on the United States or its allies (as such it would still
have b.een obscenely absurd). It was the JCS’s best estimate of the actual re-
sults, in rerms of human faalities, of our setting into motion the existin
machinery for implementing the current operational plans of the JCS fo%
general war. Current U.S. plans for “any armed conflice” with conventional
forcias of the Soviet Union, anywhere, arising under any circumstances—
Berlin, uprisings in East Germany, Soviet artacks on Iran or Yugoslavia—
presumed that the president would initiate general nuclear war, with these
consequences outside the United States.

I still remember holding that graph in my hand and looking at it in an
ofﬁ.ce of the White House annex in the Executive Office Building on a
spring day in 1961. I was thinking: This piece of paper, what this piece of pa-
per represents, should not exist. It should never in the course of human his-

- tory have come into existence.

I didn’t say that to the secretary. From the tone of our conversation I

TR . .
didnt think I had to. I've never had a stronger sense in another person of a

k;lndred awareness of this situation and of the intensity of his concern to
change it. Thirty years later McNamara revealed in his memoir /z Retro-

- spect that he had secretly advised President Kennedy, and after him Presi-

dent Johnson, that under no circumstances should they ever initiate nuclear
war. He didn tell me that, but it was implicit in everything he had said
There is no doubt in my mind that he did give that advice and that it wa;
the right advice. Yet it directly contradicted the U.S. “assurances” on U.S.

: readiness for first use he felt compelled to give repeatedly to NATO officials
throughout hlf years in office. (NATO retains a first-use policy to this day,
 as does the United States outside the NATO area~—perhaps now with a new

N,
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degree of sincerity, indicated by the first-use premises of the Bush adminis-
tration’s nuclear policy review leaked in March 2002.) McNamara’s private
advice also contradicted the long-term assumptions in U.S. limited-war
planning for necessary first use of nuclear weapons in a conflict with large
Chinese forces in Asia.

McNamara's assistant Adam Yarmolinsky had joined us for the last part
of the lunch. After we left McNamard's office, Adam took me into his small
adjoining room and said, “You must tell no one outside this room what Sec-
retary McNamara has told you.”

[ asked if he was referring to fears of the reacdon from Congress and the
1CS (I could have added “NATO?), and he said, “Exactly. This could lead .
to his impeachment.” T told him I understood. He went on to emphasize
the seriousness of not telling anyone. “By no one,” he said, “I mean, not
Harry Rowen, not anybody.” Evidently he knew that Harry was my closest
friend and confidant, the colleague with whom I normally would have
shared even such highly sensitive informarion. I got the message and re-
spected his way of putting it. I never did tell anyone what McNamara had
said, even Rowen, though Harry would have found it as heartening as I did.
But I did ask Adam, “As far as you know, is the president’s thinking on these
subjects different from the secretary’s?” He said, “Not an iota.”

I left the sectetary’s suite thinking that Robert McNamara was someone
worthy of my greatest loyalty and erust. He had, as I saw it, the right per-
spective on the greatest dangers in the world and the power and determina-
tion to reduce them. Also, he and his assistant had the street savvy to know
that if he wanted to achieve that, he had to keep his cards very close to his
chest. I felt that extreme loyalty over the next three years, and I broughr it
with me when I came to work full-time in the Pentagon. It was a sense that
McNamara and his trusted lieutenants were men with my values and con-
cerns trying to tame powerful and irrational institutional forces—largely,
though not all, within the same building—that threatened to steer us
toward nuclear disaster. I felt privileged to try to help them.

=

Thus T gave McNamara great benefit of the doubt even when, as now, 1
couldnt understand his choices. Uneasy as I was about the policy of escala-

tion he had us working on, there was no question in my mind that it was,

at least in the short run, far less likely to trigger nuclear war with China than
the Goldwater approach that the JCS was urging. If anything, Johnson
seemed even more concerned about that risk. So my loyalty attached itself
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to Johnson as well. I wanted to see him reelected with as big a mandate
possible, and I don’t recall that the dissimulation to that end bothered ma:
very much. It was important not only to keep men like Johnson, McNa-
mara, and McNaughton in office but to enhance their power relative to the
Joint Chiefs. We were staving off pressure for a course that appeared con-
siderably more dangerous.

The same objective justified the efforts of my boss and me in the NSC
working group starting on election day. Our job, as McNaughton framed it,
was not to keep alive the withdrawal option, which either of us would per-
sonally have regarded at that time as the least bad of a bad lot. It was to
work to achieve a consensus for McNamaras preferred bombing strategy,
“gradual pressure,” and a rejection of the Joint Chiefs “hard knock.” Thc;
latter called for hitting all the targets on the chiefs’ ninety-four-target list as
nearly simultaneously as possible, for maximum surprise and shock. First to

be hit were the MiG base at Phuc Yen on the outskirts of Hanoi and oil
© storage sites in the same populated area.

Nearly every policy recommendation from the Joint Chiefs reiterated:

- “. .. the United States should seek through military actions to accomplish
- the destruction of the North Vietnamese will and capabilities as necessary to
. compel the [Hanoi regime] to cease providing support to the insurgencies in
! South Vietnam and Laos.” The key words in this objective, as the chiefs
- emphasized in distinguishing it from alternative aims of influencing, coerc-
- ing, or persuading, were “destruction,” “compel,” and “capabilities.” To this
- end they recommended a list of specific proposals, recited so regularly from
.1 early 1964 through 1968 thar it was almost a litany. These included mining
-+ Haiphong Harbor and waterways within North Vietnam, blockading the
- seacoast of Vietnam up to China, bombing land, water, and rail communi-
.' - cations between China and North Vietnam, and eliminating any air support
. from China, along with unrestricted air attacks against military and indus-
. trial rargets throughout North Vietnam up to the Chinese border. The idea
" was to cut off the flow of supplies from the Sino-Soviet bloc that came
. through China and by sea, thus isolating North Vietnam and the NLF in the
: SO}lth from their Communist suppliezs, and, by the unrestricted air cam-

. paign, o pound the leaders and people of North Vietnam into submission.

Moreover, the army and marines believed it was essential to cut off the

s illlﬁltration of both troops and supplies from the North to the NLF by di-
. visions of U.S. ground troops across the infiltration routes in Laos and
Cambodia and/or U.S. divisions within or on the coast of South Vietnam.
-':.-.This part of their victory strategy surfaced only occasionally in interagency
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discussions in 1964. It was submerged not only because of the election cam-
paign but because Maxwell Taylor and Robert McNamara both opposed it
until April 1965. Nevertheless, planning for ground deployments within
army and marine staffs was going on throughout that period. From the
logic of the situation it was no surprise to me when pressure for it became
explicit and urgent in early 1965.

From my study of bombing in World War II and Korea, 1 agreed with
the civilian intelligence analysts of the CIA and the State Deparument that
conventional bombing would simply fail either to cut off the relatively
small flow of infiltration needed to sustain the guerrilla war in the South or
to induce the Hanoi leadesship or its people to give up the armed struggle.
Nor did these intelligence analysts expect ground operations in the high-
fands or border areas to “isolate the battlefield” in the South, as the army
hoped. Even if they did, they wouldn't have a decisive effect in the largely
indigenous conflict in the South. But once the United States had so com-
mitted itself and taken heavy casualties, I foresaw very strong tendencies to
try to recoup early failures and break out of a stalemate by expanding the
wat still further, This would likely take two forms. First, although the chiefs
and the air force disclaimed any intention to target cities or population per
se, as in World War II and Korea, I doubted that restraint would long sur-
vive a failure to destroy the “capability” of the North to persist in the war.
Going after their “will” decisively would mean both city bombing, whether
admitted or not, and destroying the Red River dikes in the North, threat-
ening a million deaths from famine.

. The other response to a failure to end the North’s support to the war in
the South would be our army’s extending the efforts to block infiltration in
Laos and Cambodia to an invasion of the southern part of North Vietnam.
That in turn, in failing to end the war, would encourage full invasion of the
North, meaning a far bloodier replay of the French war, up to the border of
China. This was very likely to bring in Chinese troops, if earlier moves had
not. Qur war planners had long presumed that we would initiate nuclear
war against China in that case.

Tt was popularly understood that the legacy of the Korean stalemate was
a “never again” club in the U.S. Army, meaning “Never again & land war in
Asia.” I knew from my eatlier work on war planning that the real meaning
of that motto was “Never again a land war with China without nuclear
weapons.” The files I read in McNaughton’s office made it clear that lesson
was still doctrine. And not only (though mainly) among the military. Sec-
retary of State Dean Rusk (who had been assistant secretary for the Far Bast
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during the first two years of the Korean War) could not have agreed more.
In a conference with Ambassador Henry Cabot Lodge in Saigon in mid-
April 1964, he had recited the formula in so many words: “[W]e are not go-
ing to take on the masses of Red China with our limited manpower in a
conventtional war.”

In a Honolulu conference on June 2, 1964, General Taylor spoke of the
real possibility that air attacks on the North—which all present favored—
would bring in Chinese Communist ground forces. Secretary McNamara
said we had to be prepared for this eventuality, even if it was not probable;

this led o

a serious question of having to use nuclear weapons at some point. Admiral
[Harry D.] Felt (CINCPAC) responded emphatically that there was no possi-
ble way to hold off the communists on the ground without the use of tactical
nuclear weapons, and that it was essential that che commanders be given the
freedom to use these as had been assumed [in] the vatious plans.

Talk of commanders’ “freedom to use” tactical nuclear weapons bore on

. the most dramatic issue of the electoral campaign in its preliminary stages
* that month: Senator Goldwater’s advocacy of using nuclear weapons in
" Vietnam, and even of delegating authority to use tactical nuclear weapons

to field commanders. This position was Goldwater’s greatest vulnerability
in the campaign. (President Johnson's secret delegation of authority under
some circumstances, such as failure of communications with Washington,

. was carefully concealed from the public and Congress, and it was consider-

ably mote limited than the delegation Goldwater proposed with the secret
suppott of General Curtis LeMay, Admiral Felt, and many others among

~ Johnson’s top military men.) Goldwater’s supposedly extreme stand lay be-
* hind the most devastating TV political ad ever: a little gitl plucking petals

off a daisy while a voice in the background counted down “Ten, nine,

. eight...” Nevertheless, though from my knowledge of him McNamara

could not have agreed with either Felt or Rusk, the record of the Honolulu
conference shows no argument with their position from any of the civilian
officials of the Johnson administration present.

Nor was this ofhicial discussion—which would have gotten a good deal
of attention if leaked to Congress or the public that campaign summer—
confined to private talks among American officials. In talking with South
Vietnamese General Nguyen Khanh (who was then premier) in Saigon

. on May 30, 1964, just before the Honolulu conference, Rusk brought up

the subject, along with a reference to somewhat earlier discussions with



Todd
Highlight

Todd
Highlight

Todd
Highlight

Todd
Highlight

Todd
Highlight

Todd
Highlight

Todd
Highlight

Todd
Highlight

Todd
Highlight

Todd
Highlight

Todd
Highlight

Todd
Highlight

Todd
Highlight

Todd
Highlight

Todd
Highlight

Todd
Highlight

Todd
Highlight

Todd
Highlight

Todd
Highlight

Todd
Highlight

Todd
Highlight

Todd
Highlight

Todd
Highlight

Todd
Highlight

Todd
Highlight

Todd
Highlight

Todd
Highlight

Todd
Highlight

Todd
Highlight

Todd
Highlight

Todd
Highlight

Todd
Highlight

Todd
Highlight

Todd
Highlight

Todd
Highlight

Todd
Highlight

Todd
Highlight

Todd
Highlight

Todd
Highlight

Todd
Highlight

Todd
Highlight


64

SECRETS

other Asian leaders. He informed the department in a cable that he had told
Khanh:

1U.S. would never again get involved in a land war in Asia limited to conven-
tional forces. Qur population was 190,000,000, Mainkand China had at least
700,000,000. We would not allow ousselves to be bled white fighting them
with conventional weapons.

... This meant that if escalation brought about major Chinese attack, it
would also involve use of nuclear arms. Many free world leaders would oppose
this. Chiang Kai-Shek had told him fervently he did, and so did [UN Secretary-
General] U Thant. Many Asians seemed to see an clement of racial discrimi-
nation in use of nuclear arms; something we would do to Asians but not to
Westerners, Khanh replied he certainly had no quarrel with American use of
nuclear arms, noted that decisive use of atomic bombs ot Japan had in ending
war saved not only American but also Japanese lives. One must use the force

one had; if Chinese used masses of humanity, we would use superior fire power.

From January 1964 through 1968, the JCS continuously favored the im-
mediate implementation of certain military measures——air, land, and sea—
each of which, it acknowledged, posed tangible risks of war with China, No
civilian quarreled explicitly with its assertion that such a war, if it resulted,
must be nuclear. The differences between the civilians {with whom
Maxwell Taylor tended to side) and the JCS on the scale of these risks, and
on the importance of averting nuclear war with China, were large and sig-
nificant. To a very great extent these differences shaped the strategy Presi-
dent Johnson chose and how he chose to describe it and conceal it, because
he urgently desired to prevent these differences from being made public and
debated. Yer alchough it was the favored proposals of the JCS that raised the
prospect of nuclear war with China most immediately and acutely, all the
proposals that the civilian leaders took seriously also involved clear risks of
such a war eventually. The JCS was inviting the administration to play with
muclear fire. And whatever their reasons and reservations, the top civilian
officials were not refusing to play.

4

Planning Provocation

=

rom early September 1964 U.S. “retaliatory” capability against North
Vietnam was a cocked pistol. Officials just below the president were

. waiting for something to tetaliate to and increasingly ready to provoke an
- excuse for attack if necessary. Six days after John McNaughton's September
© 3 plan “to provoke a military DRV response and to be in a good position to
. seize on that response . . . to commence a crescendo of GVN-U.S. military

actions against the DRV,” the highest officials forwarded the proposal to

_ the president for his decision. After recommending the immediate re-
- sumption of DeSoto patrols off the coast of North Vietnam and the re-

sumption of 34A actions, both suspended since August s, they added: “The

. main further question is the extent to which we should add elements to the
:ﬁ: above actions that would tend deliberately to provoke a DRV reaction, and
: consequent retaliation by us. Examples of actions to be considered would
- be running U.S. naval patrols increasingly close to the North Vietnamese

coast and/or associating them with 34A operations.”

I recall that these proposals excited a flurry of concrete suggestions by
the JCS on how best to provoke an attack on U.S. forces by the North Viet-
namese if it proved hard to get a risc out of them. Along with running a
U.S. destroyer increasingly close to beaching on their coast, U-2 recon-
naissance planes over North Vietnam could be supplemented by low-level
reconnaissance jets flying progressively lower over populated areas. This

- could culminate, if necessary, in a supersonic flight that would break every

window in Hanoi with a sonic boom.
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