
TONY MCGREW 
Was it more than the engagement with Vietnam, I’m 
thinking in particular of Kennedy’s first initial kind of 
engagements with Vietnam, the initial escalation … 
 
 
DR ROBERT MCNAMARA 
The initial escalation was, could hardly be called escalation 
because during the Kennedy period it had amounted to not 
sending in combat troops, but increasing the number of 
advisers. Eisenhower had sent US military advisers to help 
President Diem and his associates in South Vietnam 
strengthen the South Vietnamese military capability to 
offset pressure from the communist Hanoi. And I’ve 
forgotten how many, I think that at the beginning of the 
Kennedy administration it might have been say four 
thousand. And when Kennedy died there were on the order 
of sixteen thousand. I want to talk particularly about a 
meeting three weeks before Kennedy died, at which time he 
decided to, on my recommendation, to reduce that and 
ultimately plan to withdraw them. But the particular point I 
want to make now is that during the Kennedy 
administration no US combat troops were introduced. The 
US military forces were limited to sixteen thousand 
advisers that contrasts to something in the order of five 
hundred and fifty thousand combat troops there at the time 
the Johnson administration ended. 
 
 
TONY MCGREW 
But in a sense though once the advisers were there, wasn’t 
there a problem of credibility? In other words they had to 
be kept there … 
 
 
DR ROBERT MCNAMARA 
Well there was a problem of credibility you’re absolutely 
right, but they didn’t have to be kept there. Some people 
urged that they continue to be kept there … 
 
 
TONY MCGREW 
Who for example? 
 
 
DR ROBERT MCNAMARA 
Well, we had a very controversial meeting of the National 
Security Council on October 2nd 1963, that’s a month or so 
before Kennedy died, and he had asked me to go out to 
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Vietnam to examine what was going on there and to come 
back and report and recommend action. I’d gone out with 
associates, the military, State Department, CIA, etc., and I 
came back and we essentially had a, at least what I thought 
was a unanimous report that said we believe we can remove 
a thousand military advisers before the end of this year, 
that’s within ninety days by December 31 1963 and we can 
plan to remove all advisers by the end of 1965. That was 
my recommendation, Security Council my recommendation 
we had a hell of a debate. The forces were about evenly 
divided on the action, but the reasons fell into three groups. 
One group thought we could remove the advisers whether 
or not we were winning or South Vietnam was winning 
because they’d been long enough in Vietnam, to achieve 
whatever training and strengthening of South Vietnamese 
capability could be achieved by US advisers. If we hadn’t 
done it by then there’s no use leaving it any longer. We 
never could do it, so get them out. Another group thought 
yes we could bring them out because they had done so well 
and the South Vietnamese had learned and they were 
capable of defending themselves. And a third group 
thought, no they should not be taken out because the South 
Vietnamese were not capable of defending themselves and 
they should be left there. But those three groups ultimately 
coalesced into a recommendation. The two groups that 
thought advisors should be taken out overcame the group 
that thought they should be left and Kennedy agreed, after 
great controversy, to withdraw a thousand of the advisers 
within ninety days and to plan to withdraw them all within 
two years. And moreover, because this was so 
controversial, I recognised that the opponents might live to 
fight another day, to put it in concrete, I recommended and 
he agreed to announce it that day. So there is today on the 
public record the announcement after this Security Council 
meeting on the 2nd October 1963, a month or so before 
Kennedy died, that the US planned to withdraw all military 
within two years starting with one thousand in ninety days. 
 
 
TONY MCGREW 
It’s very difficult in hindsight, but do you think if Kennedy 
had lived America would never have lived through the 
Vietnam debacle? 
 
 
DR ROBERT MCNAMARA 
This is a, this is speculation and I’ve been asked it a 
thousand times, and I’m going to respond, not because I’m 
certain I know what Kennedy would have done, but the 
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answer I will give which is I think if he’d lived we would 
not have gone in militarily. To draw the distinction between 
not what I think he would have done and what Johnson and 
those of us who’d been associated with Kennedy and 
worked with Johnson did. And I do that because I think it 
puts the burden of proof on us as to why we did what we 
did, which should point to some lessons. Because I think 
what we did was wrong. I don’t think Kennedy would have 
done it. I’m not certain, but I don’t think Kennedy he 
would have and among the reasons I don’t think he would 
have, I’ll mention two or three in a moment, are reasons 
that I think should teach us lessons. For one thing he had a 
greate4r familiarity with history than some of the others. 
For another thing, he felt a President’s primary 
responsibility was to keep the nation out of war, if at all 
possible short of serious damage to the nation’s interests. I 
think that’s why, among other reasons, we didn’t have a 
war over the Cuban missile crisis. If you read the tapes that 
have recently been published of a meeting on Saturday 
October 27 1962, which was a critical date in the missile 
crisis, you’ll see that Kennedy and some of the rest of us, 
me included, fought all day long to a war over what 
Kennedy called ‘a pile of junk’, meaning the Jupiter 
missiles that were stationed in Turkey which Krushchev 
had said if we would take those out of Turkey he’d take his 
missiles out of Cuba. And NATO was opposed to removing 
them from Turkey under pressure like that, Turkey was 
opposed to it and many in the US were opposed. But 
Kennedy was determined to try avoid war in the Cuban 
missile crisis. I think he would have followed the same 
thought process in relation to Vietnam. He said publicly, 
and he believed privately, that the war in Vietnam could 
not be won other than by the South Vietnamese. And one of 
my arguments for withdrawing the military advisers after a 
two year period from October 2nd ’63 to the end of 1965 
was if we couldn’t train the South Vietnamese to carry the 
war themselves in that period of time, we never could. So 
we should get out, because I agreed with Kennedy that the 
war couldn’t be won other than by the South Vietnamese 
external military force could not deal with what was 
basically an internal political problem. I don’t think we saw 
the political problem, internal political problem as clearly 
then as I think I do now. We saw it as a problem of 
aggression from the Northern half of Vietnam, if you will, 
Hanoi backed by the Chinese and backed the Soviets to 
overcome, I’ll call it an independent South Vietnam. It was 
much more a civil war than it was a war of external 
aggression. 
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