
TONY MCGREW 
Here with me today is Dr Robert McNamara. Dr McNamara 
was Secretary of Defense to Presidents Kennedy and Johnson 
during the period 1961 to ‘67 when the United States became 
drawn into what became the Vietnam War. 
 
 
Dr McNamara, tell me how did the president of Ford 
Motors come to be President Kennedy’s Defense 
Secretary? 
 
 
DR ROBERT MCNAMARA 
(Laughter) 
Well I’m not entirely sure. I’d only been president for 
about er five weeks. I was the first president not a member 
of the Ford family, so when I left at the end of five weeks it 
was quite a traumatic event in the history of the company. 
And I’m not entirely sure how it came about. For one thing 
President Kennedy believed I was a Republican. He wanted 
to give the public a feeling that he was going to pursue a 
bipartisan ship both domestically and internationally. He 
subsequently appointed a Republican as Secretary of the 
Treasury, for example. He had initially offered that to me, 
which I thought I was unqualified for, and then he offered 
Secretary of Defense and why did he offer it? I’m not 
entirely sure, but I believe that Robert Lovett who had been 
an Assistant Secretary of War in World War II and with 
whom I had worked when I was an officer in World War II 
on administrative matters and who knew of my work in the 
auto industry as an executive. As well as Professor Kenneth 
Galbraith from Harvard who was a close friend of President 
Kennedy’s who also knew of my work and to some degree 
radical reputation, if you want to call it that, in the 
automotive industry. Both of those individuals, I believe, 
recommended my appointment to the President and I think 
that’s how it came about. 
 
 
TONY MCGREW 
Do you find the transition from being the president of a 
large private company like Ford to being a kind of 
politician, did you find that difficult? 
 
 

 1



Well, it was not the transition from I’ll call it a private 
sector executive to public sector executive, from a private 
executive to a politician as you call it that was difficult. 
One can learn I think rather quickly how to handle oneself 
in a public environment, public arena. What was difficult, 
not just for me but for all of us, was becoming competent in 
geopolitics, because it was geopolitical considerations that 
underlay our relationships. Political relationships, military 
relationships with many of the other nations in the world, 
particularly with communist countries, Soviet Union, 
China, and which underlay our actions in South East Asia. 
And, to be quite frank, many of us, and that certainly 
included me, but, most of my associates, both military and 
civilian, at the senior level were not geopoliticians by 
training and I think our actions showed our lack of 
understanding in that field. As, by the way, do the action of 
many of your leaders and my leaders today. 
 
 
TONY MCGREW 
One of the important points of that period though, when 
you became Secretary of Defense, was the Soviet threat? 
 
 
DR ROBERT MCNAMARA 
Yes, now, let’s stop there a second, because we’ll talk 
further, I’m sure, about the falling dominoes, and was it a 
real threat, and did we judge it properly? But let’s first talk 
the atmosphere of the times. Many of my associates in the 
Kennedy and Johnson administrations had, both Presidents 
and Secretary Rusk, for example, and of course all of the 
senior military leaders, and we were, I think, quite shocked 
in the fact that the end of the war, having fought to save the 
free world as we saw it from domination by hostile powers. 
We were shocked by the degree to which communism 
began to spread across the world, and in particular, 
threatened Western Europe. And we were shocked further 
by our experiences in the Kennedy and Johnson 
administrations. During the seven years I was Secretary of 
Defense we came, and I’m speaking of ‘we’ the US, but I 
could just as easily define ‘we’ as including we the US and 
UK, came very, very close to major war with the Soviet 
Union on at least three occasions. Once in the Fall on 1961, 
when the Soviet Union, or the Warsaw Pact, sought to 
literally take away West Berlin from the West. It was a 
very, very dangerous situation and in talking to Larry 
Norstad, at the time the Supreme Allied Commander in 
Europe, I said to him on one occasion ‘Larry they did A, 
we did B, they did C, we did D, now how’s this going to 
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evolve?’ and he said ‘well they’ll do G, and we’ll do H, and 
they’ll do I, and we’ll do J, and they’ll do K’, and I said, 
‘What do we do then?’ ‘Well’, he said, ‘I guess we use 
nuclear weapons’. Now I’m not trying to exaggerate this 
I’m just trying to paint the atmosphere of the time, because 
Lord Mountbatten, with whom I’d been associated in the 
China-Burma-Indo theatre at the end of World War II, was 
then your chief of Defence Staff and I asked him to come 
over to Washington to talk about it and I went through the 
same thing with him. And I said ‘What about the use of 
nuclear weapons?’ He said, and quite rightly, ‘Are you out 
of your mind?’ Now I mention these, however, as 
illustrations of how intense the conflict was in the minds of 
many of us at the time. Larry Norstad was no fool, he was 
Supreme Allied Commander. Dickie Mountbatten was no 
fool, and yet there was a tremendous concern about the 
conflict. But a difference of opinion is perhaps how to 
handle it. That was one case. 
 
The second case October ’62, we, and I mean you as well 
as we, came within a hare’s breath of nuclear war. A hare’s 
breath. It would have destroyed us. In June of ’67, for the 
first time the hotline was used, which was installed after the 
missile crisis, and one of the messages that Kosigin sent to 
Johnson was ‘If you want war you’ll get it’. Now that had 
to do with the conflict in the Middle East between Israel 
and Egypt, but also potentially involving Syria and Russia. 
So, we were in a constant environment of potential conflict 
with the communist world and the rhetoric was just as 
strong as the action. You remember the days when 
Krushchev banged his shoe at the UN and said ‘We’ll bury 
you!’ It we, um, reasonably a little concerned. They were 
first in space not us and the Chinese were talking about 
wars of liberation. So this was the environment we in. I 
think today, looking back on that, I think many of us, and I 
include many of your leaders as well, many of the other 
leaders in the West, misjudged the nature of the threat. It 
was a real threat, but I don’t believe the capabilities were as 
great as we sometimes ascribe to them and hence I don’t 
believe our responses needed to be as great, and as risky, as 
they were. 
 
 
TONY MCGREW 
Let’s actually come to some of those responses, and focus 
on Vietnam. There was this doctrine of falling dominoes, 
and I think you’ve explained the context for that, but did 
you seriously believe at the time, that 
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DR ROBERT MCNAMARA 
The answer is yes, yes. You may remember that President 
Eisenhower used the phrase ‘falling dominoes’, in I think it 
was 1954, in describing why he felt it was absolutely 
essential the West prevent the fall of South East Asia, 
particularly South Vietnam to the control of the communist 
Chinese and Soviets. And on January 19th 1961, which was 
his last day in office, he met with the President Elect 
Kennedy and Kennedy’s two senior Cabinet Officers, the 
Secretary of State and myself, Dean Rusk and myself, and 
Eisenhower said to us in that meeting, ‘Now if its necessary 
to use US military force to prevent Laos and South 
Vietnam falling to control of the communists, I believe you 
should use it.’ He believed that the fall of Laos and South 
Vietnam would lead to further extension of communist 
power across South East Asia and, perhaps, South Asia as 
well, which is what was meant by ‘falling dominoes’. The 
North Vietnamese would take over the South Vietnam with 
Chinese help and Soviet help and then they would expand 
in to Malaysia and Thailand and Indonesia, and so on. I 
think, and by the way, our national intelligence estimates, 
which were put together by scholars, students of history, 
knowledgeable in the politics, geopolitics of the areas, 
generally took that point of view at the time. And those 
were sources of information that we at the political level in 
the Cabinet, the President, the Secretaries of State, Defense, 
National Security Advisor, put great weight on. So the 
answer’s yes. We believed that we were deterring or 
preventing the movement of communist forces, military 
and particularly political across South East Asia, and 
perhaps South Asia as well, including perhaps India. 
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