
TONY MCGREW 
Of course the other option was some kind of negotiated 
settlement. 
 
 
DR ROBERT MCNAMARA 
Yes 
 
 
TONY MCGREW 
You established the basis for the Christmas bombing pause 
and … 
 
 
DR ROBERT MCNAMARA 
In, in 1965 in December, in December ‘65 
 
 
TONY MCGREW 
But why did this come to nothing? Was this because of the 
North Vietnamese? 
 
 
DR ROBERT MCNAMARA 
Well, the simple answer, which is not by any means a 
complete answer, is that we were very crude in the way we 
handled these negotiations. We’d put forward a negotiating 
proposal and then at the same time it would appear to the 
North Vietnamese we were increasing our bombing 
pressure. These were not coordinated. I’ll just give you one 
illustration. We gave the commanders an allotment of 
targets and bombing for a month and they had to apply it in 
relation to the weather. If the weather was bad and you 
couldn’t see the targets you didn’t fly the missions. So, in a 
sense, they would have an unused allotment at a time when 
a peace negotiation was going forward. So the North 
Vietnamese would see a peace negotiation at a time when 
there were heavier bombing. 
 
 
Now that was one of the reasons why they didn’t succeed. I 
don’t think that was the primary reason. The primary 
reason was the North Vietnamese felt they couldn’t win at 
the negotiating table anything they hadn’t already won on 
the battlefield. And at, particularly in December ’65, they 
did not believe that they had won on the battlefield, they 
felt, we thought and certainly most of our military did, we 
could still win on the battlefield, and therefore if they went 
into negotiating when most of our military felt, thought we 
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could still win on the battlefield, and they hadn’t proved to 
us that we couldn’t, they would be in a weak negotiating 
position. I think that affected them very substantially. 
However, equal and later in later periods after ’65 in ’66, 
’67 and I put forward a major negotiating proposal in the 
Fall of ’67 which came very, very close to fruition and did 
ultimately lead to a start of negotiations. But in those 
occasions we didn’t make clear the kind of a negotiated 
solution we would have accepted which they might well 
have accepted. Let me just give you one illustration. We in 
our minds, and I actually said in a memorandum that I sent 
to the President, I believed we would ultimately have to 
settle for a coalition government in the South, which would 
include elements of the National Liberation Front from 
South Vietnam and some communists representatives from 
North Vietnam. The North Vietnamese never believed we 
would accept anything like that. We never made it clear to 
them we would. We didn’t communicate. In seven years as 
Secretary of Defense there wasn’t one moment during that 
period when we had a direct communication between a 
President of the US and Ho Chi Minh. Not one! That was a 
serious error, in my opinion. 
 
 
TONY MCGREW 
When you resigned, did you resign then because you felt it 
was really impossible to change the course of the 
administration’s policy? Or was it the fact that you know 
the war was just unwinnable? 
 
 
DR ROBERT MCNAMARA 
Well to tell you the truth, today thirty one years after I left 
the government I don’t know whether I quit or was fired. 
Now you may think that’s impossible to believe. You’ve 
got to put yourself in our positions. I came to Washington 
‘coz I believed in serving the government. I believed every 
American has an obligation to serve. And once one’s 
appointed by a President one should serve as long as the 
President wants him to. As long as you can feel you’re 
contributing to the nation’s welfare. And up until the last I 
was fighting against expanding the war. I prevented an 
additional two hundred thousand troops from going there, 
for example. But toward the end, the last six months, 
Johnson and I were at loggerheads. I think in a very real 
sense we loved each other, we respected each other, we 
admired each other, but we were absolutely opposed to 
each others thoughts and policies on Vietnam. Something 
had to give and he was President. 
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TONY MCGREW 
That’s an interesting aspect this, the resignation because it 
seems to me to suggest, and I think you’ve implied it in 
your books, that maybe the whole Vietnam debacle was a 
product not just of misjudgement but something wrong 
fundamentally at the heart of government, the structure of 
government? 
 
 
DR ROBERT MCNAMARA 
Well, I don’t think it’s the structure of government that’s 
wrong, but I think it’s the administration of government, 
particularly in crises moving in slow motion. You got to 
recognise this went on for the seven years I was Secretary 
and then for several years later. And during that time we 
had a hundred different crises, national and international. 
So we were one day worrying about the Cuban missile 
crisis, another day worrying about Berlin, another day 
about whether Russia was going to intervene in the Middle 
East war. We had a hundred other issues to be concerned 
about and we never got ourselves, I think, properly 
organised to force to the top the critical problems, critical 
issues relating to Vietnam and force out on the table the 
divergent views of senior members of the administration 
with respect to those issues and debate them fully and 
finally resolve them and settle them. But that is not 
something unique to the Kennedy and Johnson 
administrations with respect to Vietnam. That’s going on 
every day in every major government in the world. 
 
 
TONY MCGREW 
Did you feel throughout this that you were riding a tiger, 
that in a sense that you weren’t really in control of 
developments? 
 
 
DR ROBERT MCNAMARA 
Well no. It wasn’t exactly that. It wasn’t so much a riding a 
tiger, we weren’t in control as it was being involved in a 
situation we couldn’t see clearly. There were so many 
unknowns. Did the Chinese really intend to try to take over 
the world as some of Moa Tse Tung’s warriors Defence 
Minster’s words would lead you to believe? Did Krushchev 
really believe and intend to bury the West? If they believed 
and that was their intent did they actually have the 
capability? These were the questions. Now you say, well 
even if they intended but they didn’t have the capability. 

 3



The fact is that they put Sputnik up before we put anything 
up in orbit. So that you have to drench yourself, immerse 
yourself in the emotions of the time and then recognise that 
we had, in a sense, just fought one of the bloodiest wars in 
all human history, World War II over concern that we 
would lose our freedom. In that case to Hitler 
 
 
TONY MCGREW 
Given your position now on Vietnam, does it make it very 
difficult to defend your actions, defend really the actions of 
the Johnson administration in relation to all those fifty 
thousand Americans that died? What do you say to the 
Vets? 
 
 
DR ROBERT MCNAMARA 
What I would say to them is that what we owe you is a 
thoughtful retrospective examination of what happened and 
how to avoid it in the future. Because Mr Vet, you and all 
of your, most of your friends and families were all 
supporting the policy. The fact is that the majority of 
academicians, the majority of Congressman, the majority of 
the media, the majority of US citizens all supported the US 
policy in Vietnam from the late fifties early sixties into the 
later part of the sixties, end of ’67 early ’68. There have 
been some vey interesting studies recently on that subject. 
And I think we were all wrong. The question’s why? What 
can we learn for the future? 
 
 
TONY MCGREW 
What are the lessons? 
 
 
DR ROBERT MCNAMARA 
One of them is, for God’s sake know more about your 
opponent. We didn’t understand the Vietnamese, we didn’t 
understand the Chinese. I don’t think today, just to pick one 
group, I don’t think we understand Muslim 
fundamentalism. I’m not sure, at least we in the US, 
understand the Serbs and the Albanians as much as we 
should. I’m not sure that you do either by the way. So 
there’s much we have to learn about the world. 
 
 
That’s one point. The second point is for God’s sake 
communicate with your opponents. Using Kosovo as an 
illustration, I don’t think we communicated with the West. 
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You, we, I don’t think we communicated with the Russians 
early enough. If we’d brought the Russians in earlier I think 
we could have avoided some of the conflict in Kosovo, 
some of the terrible loss of life, the movement of peoples 
and so on. 
 
 
Another lesson is that some problems in this world don’t 
have immediate solutions, particularly some political 
problems. And in any event they don’t have solutions that 
can be achieved by application of external military force. 
 
 
TONY MCGREW 
That’s probably a good point to stop. 
 
 
DR ROBERT MCNAMARA 
Thank you. 
 
 
TONY MCGREW 
Thank you. 

 5


