
TONY MCGREW 
Because by a year later, by 1964, of course, America was 
deeply engaged in Vietnam. 
 
 
DR ROBERT MCNAMARA 
We were more deeply engaged, we didn’t really become 
very deeply engaged until 1965, particularly July ’65. At 
which time, I’ll call it, we became committed to large scale 
military operations in Vietnam. 
 
 
TONY MCGREW 
But the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution was an important point 
politically, wasn’t it? 
 
 
DR ROBERT MCNAMARA 
Well it was an important point, but it’s not what many 
people think it to be, the determinative point. I don’t think 
so. It was determinative in one sense, that it gave the 
President a full and free and unqualified grant of authority 
to go to war in South East Asia. Now that was not the intent 
of the Congress, but it was exactly what the words said and 
Senator Cooper during the debate on the floor of the Senate 
when the Resolution was up for debate and vote said to 
Senator Fulbright who was the sponsor of the Resolution, 
‘Well now, Senator, does not the language give the 
President full authority to go to war in South East Asia?’ 
And Fulbright said, ‘Yes it does’. But both Cooper and 
Fulbright knew that it was not the President’s intent to go 
to war and both believed that if he did use the full power 
before he did so he’d come back to the Senate and ask them 
to endorse the full application of power as the words 
permitted. That never happened and let me digress a 
moment in terms of time, because when it might have 
happened, almost a year later in July of 1965 when tens of 
thousands of US combat troops were sent over to South 
Vietnam to engage in war, there was so much dissension 
within the Congress that neither the hawks nor the doves 
wanted the President to come back and say to the Senate, 
‘Now Mr Senate you gave me this language but there was 
some indication that you didn’t think I’d use it without 
coming back and getting your endorsement on the 
language. And now I’d like to endorse that language.’ And 
both the leaders of the hawks and the leaders of the doves 
said to us, ‘For God’s sake don’t do that, you’ll tear us 
apart because we can’t agree. Hawks believe one thing and 
Doves believe another. So you just go on your own, you 
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accept the responsibility.’ So in a sense the Tonkin Gulf 
Resolution was very, very important because it did give the 
legal authority to proceed, but it was not intended at the 
time to be used in the way it was ultimately used. 
 
 
TONY MCGREW 
Following the Resolution almost a year later, you wrote 
what I think was a very strategically important memo, the 
‘Fork in Road’ memo. 
 
 
DR ROBERT MCNAMARA 
Well yeah, the Resolution was in August of ‘64 if I 
remember correctly and in the latter part of ’64 or early ’65 
McGeorge Bundy and I sent the President a memorandum, 
since called the ‘Fork in Road’ memorandum, in which we 
said, ‘Mr President, the course we are on is going to lead to 
failure. We cannot succeed doing what we are doing. 
We’ve got to get further in or get out, essentially. We’re 
not sure which we should follow get further in or get out. 
Both should be debated, we tend to lean towards getting 
further in, but both should be debated.’ 
 
 
The memo is very, very clear. I have a copy of it here with 
me now, because it is so fundamental. We didn’t do it. 
 
 
TONY MCGREW 
Why? 
 
 
DR ROBERT MCNAMARA 
Well, there are two reasons, but one is very simple and the 
other is very complicated. The first reason is that at about 
that time President Johnson sent McGeorge Bundy, the 
National Security Adviser, out to visit South Vietnam on 
the ground to see and gain more information and then 
presumably to come back to engage in the debate that 
McGeorge Bundy and I recommended be held about 
getting further in or getting out. While Mac was in South 
Vietnam, the communist forces attacked a garrison at 
Pleiku and killed several Americans and destroyed 
American aircraft and this was interpreted by McGeorge 
Bundy on the scene and by others when they received his 
reports when he returned as intentional escalation by the 
North Vietnamese. And it was thought therefore that we 
could not fail to respond. We had to get further in. That’s 

 2



the line of thought that developed. What is very interesting 
now is that as a result of these meetings that I organised in 
Hanoi, some six meetings between senior living North 
Vietnamese leaders from the 1960s military, diplomatic, 
political and counterpart US leaders, it became clear that 
the attacks at Pleiku that killed Americans and destroyed 
some American aircraft were not ordered by Hanoi, they 
were directed by local commanders as part of their day-to-
day military operations. They had nothing whatsoever to do 
with escalation. We completely misinterpreted it. 
 
 
TONY MCGREW 
Isn’t that one of the major lessons of the escalation, that 
there was a sense in which even though America had all 
this vast intelligence about Vietnam it didn’t really 
understand, in a sense, what was going on there? 
 
 
DR ROBERT MCNAMARA 
You’re quite right on that and it’s an even broader lesson 
than that. There’s a phrase ‘fog of war’ and no politician 
and no military leader should ever forget that or what it 
means. What it means is, it is impossible for commanders 
in war to have all the information they need to make certain 
their decisions are correct. You never do. So you’re making 
decisions on partial understandings, and that’s what we did 
there. But I can give you ten other illustrations of the same 
kind. 
 
 
TONY MCGREW 
How did you deal with the problem that, as America got 
more deeply engaged, you had to actually defend the policy 
which really, in a sense, you had very little confidence in? 
 
 
DR ROBERT MCNAMARA 
Well, I was saying to Johnson early on that I didn’t believe 
we could win militarily. In December 1965 at a meeting of 
Dean Rusk, the President, myself, Averell Harriman was 
present because it was he who made a note for the record of 
the conversation. I said to the President I didn’t believe 
there was more than a one in three or at best one in two 
chance to win the war militarily. He said, ‘What do you 
mean? We’ve got to go to a negotiating track.’ And I said 
‘Yes, absolutely.’ Well, we never did until years, years 
later. We never did do it really effectively. We tried on 
several occasions, but in any event it was clear to me, at 
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least, at that time there was great uncertainty about the 
military progress and potential and we should recognise the 
limitations. 
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