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M
cN

am
ara : #

4  61  
)7

n
• 

by G
eneral T

aylor, he w
as gone nine days. T

his tim
e the results 

w
ere strikingly different. G

eneral H
arkins w

as still w
inning the 

w
ar on paper. B

ut dissenting voices at low
er levels w

ere becom
ing 

lou
d

er an
d

 m
ore n

u
m

erou
s. L

od
ge h

ad
 tak

en
 a h

ard
 look

 at 

Saigon, disliked w
hat he saw

 in both m
ilitary and political term

s, 

and set out to turn M
cN

am
ara around. H

e succeeded partially. 

M
cN

am
ara conceded a need for active pressure to force the D

iem
 

governm
ent to change course. 

It w
as a breakthrough of sorts, and it w

as the m
ost im

portant 
d

evelop
m

en
t at a m

eetin
g of th

e N
ation

al S
ecu

rity C
ou

n
cil on

 

O
ctober 2. T

he M
cN

am
ara-T

aylor report held firm
ly that the w

ar 

w
as continuing to progress favorably, but conceded that further 

political disaffection could change that trend. M
cN

am
ara did not 

reverse course easily. 
O

n
 th

e m
ilitary sid

e, p
lan

s w
ou

ld
 b

e d
rafted

 to clean
 u

p
 th

e 

m
ajor V

iet C
on

g th
reats b

y th
e en

d
 of 1965. A

t th
e sam

e tim
e 

V
ietn

am
ese w

ou
ld

 b
e train

ed
 to tak

e over th
e roles b

ein
g p

er-
form

ed by A
m

ericans. P
olitically, the U

nited States w
ould begin 

to w
ithhold aid funds gradually and thus force the governm

ent to 

m
ake reform

s. L
odge, w

hose cool arrogance already w
as begin-

n
in

g to m
ak

e th
e D

iem
 regim

e n
ervou

s, w
ou

ld
 let V

ietn
am

ese 
officials com

e to h
im

. W
h

en
 th

ey d
id

, h
e w

ou
ld

 tell th
em

 w
h

at 
h

ad
 to b

e d
on

e. 
T

he public statem
ent that follow

ed the N
SC

 m
eeting seem

ed so 

rem
arkably optim

istic that its deeper im
plications w

ere generally 

overlook
ed

. It h
ad

 b
een

 d
rafted

 an
d

 red
rafted

 b
y M

cN
am

ara, 

w
ith a dissent from

 W
illiam

 H
. Sullivan, the State D

epartm
ent 

officer w
ho had accom

panied him
 to Saigon. It cam

e out of the 
N

SC
 over the objection of M

cG
eorge B

undy. 
A

ccording to the m
ost pertinent paragraph: 

M
ajor U

.S. assistance in support of this m
ilitary effort is needed 

only until the insurgency has been suppressed, or until the national 
security forces of the G

overnm
ent of South V

ietnam
 are capable of 

suppressing it. Secretary M
cN

am
ara and G

eneral T
aylor reported 

their judgm
ent that the m

ajor part of the U
.S. m

ilitary task can be 

ieolv 
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com
pleted by the end of 1965, although there m

ay be a continuing 
requirem

ent for a lim
ited num

ber of U
.S. training personnel. T

hey 
reported that by the end of this year, the U

.S. program
 for training 

V
ietn

am
ese sh

ou
ld

 h
ave p

rogressed
 to th

e p
oin

t w
h

ere 1,000 U
.S

. 

m
ilitary personnel assigned to South V

ietnam
 can be w

ithdraw
n. 

A
gain

st th
e b

ack
grou

n
d

 of tu
rm

oil in
 S

aigon
, W

ash
in

gton
's 

com
m

en
tators p

eered
 at th

e statem
en

t w
ith

 th
e fascin

ation
 they 

w
ould accord a strange bug. Som

e saw
 it as a gesture to calm

 a 

restive C
ongress, w

hich w
as beginning to dem

and cuts in aid unless 

Saigon im
proved. O

thers suggested M
cN

am
ara w

as w
arning D

iem
 

that A
m

erican patience w
as not w

ithout lim
it. B

oth groups w
ere 

p
artly correct. A

p
p

aren
tly few

 carried
 th

e an
alysis on

e step
 

further. 
F

or M
cN

am
ara, according to officials fam

iliar w
ith his think-

ing, contem
plated a deadline to the V

ietnam
 com

m
itm

ent, w
in or 

lose. T
he Secretary of D

efense believed the U
nited States w

ould 

have to w
ind up its direct involvem

ent in V
ietnam

 by the end of 

1965. If the effort had failed, then the departure w
ould have to be 

glazed over w
ith the assertion that the U

.S. role, w
hich after all 

w
as advisory, had been honorably fulfilled. 
T

h
is, of cou

rse, w
as n

ot th
e com

m
on

 in
terp

retation
 of th

e 
M

cN
am

ara-T
aylor report, w

hich from
 hindsight w

as sim
ply that 

the tw
o had m

ade a gross m
iscalculation. N

or is it provable today. 

E
ven if M

cN
am

ara now
 should step forw

ard w
ith a retrospective 

explanation, w
hich is m

ost unlikely, allow
ance w

ould have to be 

m
ade for the influence of tim

e and intervening events. 
T

aylor, w
hose report it w

as also, certainly did not intend that 

th
e U

n
ited

 S
tates sh

ou
ld

 get ou
t at an

y cost. T
h

e lan
gu

age, in
- 

d
eed

, left op
en

 w
h

at w
ou

ld
 h

ap
p

en
 if th

e assu
m

p
tion

s p
roved

 

w
rong. B

y endorsing it, T
aylor presum

ably w
as being tolerant of 

M
cN

am
ara, confident that com

m
on sense as he saw

 it w
ould pre-

vail as events dem
anded. B

ut the statem
ent, w

ritten and rew
ritten, 

w
as first of all M

cN
am

ara's. T
aylor's interpretation of it w

as less 

im
portant than that of M

cN
am

ara. W
hat M

cN
am

ara w
anted w

as 

language that suited his policy purpose, as vaguely put as neces- 



208 	
M

cN
am

ara 
209 	

V
ietnam

: Y
ears of Illusion 

:w
ry to secure T

aylor's approvaL
 M

cN
am

ara conceived T
aylor's 

support to be essential. 
T

he principals w
ho claim

 certainty that M
cN

am
ara m

eant to 

lay a base for liquidation of the com
m

itm
ent insist also that he 

believed this to reflect the conviction of the P
resident. N

eedless 

to say, particularly in the light of later events, others intim
ately 

involved reject this belief. In any case, the effect of M
cN

am
ara's 

indulgence in a bit of naive and clum
sy duplicity soon w

ould be 

neutralized by events. 
F

or the m
om

ent, how
ever, the package approach that cam

e out 

of the N
SC

 m
eeting assum

ed the survival of D
iem

. F
or m

ost of 

O
ctober there w

as no change in the attitude of the Saigon govern-

m
ent as the first econom

ic restrictions w
ere applied. T

hen on the 

last day of the m
onth D

iem
 asked L

odge to accom
pany him

 on a 

brief trip out of Saigon. A
long the w

ay he asked the A
m

bassador 

w
hat the A

m
ericans w

anted of him
. L

odge told him
—

including 

the exile of N
hu. D

iem
 m

ade no com
m

itm
ents. B

ut neither did he 
rule out reform

. 
W

hether or not he w
as approaching com

prom
ise w

ill never be 

know
n. F

or the next day the generals launched their coup, and 

both D
iem

 and N
hu w

ere m
urdered. 

T
heir deaths closed a sadly bungled episode of the exercise of 

m
ilitary p

olicy for p
olitical en

d
s. T

h
ere w

ere so m
an

y m
igh

t-

have-beens, as there alw
ays are in the political genesis of arm

ed 

con
flict. If A

R
V

N
 h

ad
 b

een
 train

ed
 d

ifferen
tly, if th

e p
olitical 

n
atu

re of th
e u

n
d

ertak
in

g h
ad

 b
een

 b
etter u

n
d

erstood
, if th

e 

assessm
ents of progress had not been so grossly incorrect, if the 

U
n

ited
 S

tates h
ad

 acted
 soon

er to tak
e D

iem
 in

 h
an

d
, if th

e 

A
u

gu
st 24 cab

le h
ad

 b
een

 d
rafted

 d
ifferen

tly . . . or p
erh

ap
s 

M
cN

am
ara w

as right, and the central w
eakness w

as the failure to 

com
p

reh
en

d
 th

e V
ietn

am
ese, an

d
 all th

at th
is failu

re im
p

lied
. 

M
cN

am
ara never believed, even long afterw

ard, that D
iem

 had 

served U
.S. purposes badly until the B

uddhist crisis. A
s a strong 

leader, how
ever far from

 ideal, and as a patriot, D
iem

 appeared 

to him
 far preferable to the totally unknow

n. B
ut the deed w

as 
done, and it w

as tim
e to pick up the pieces. 

O
n the day of the coup, just before it erupted, G

eneral H
arkins 

had proclaim
ed that "victory, in the sense it w

ould apply to this 

kind of w
ar," w

as only m
onths aw

ay. T
he chief of the A

m
erican 

advisory group announced that A
R

V
N

 had been trained to the 

point that it w
as "as professional as you can get." 

Y
et even as the planned w

ithdraw
al of 1,000 A

m
ericans began, 

it w
as depressingly clear that the V

iet C
ong w

ere gaining rapidly. 

W
hether or not enem

y progress had been constant becam
e irrele-

vant. W
hat w

as certain w
as that the V

iet C
ong had stepped up 

their pace by Septem
ber and from

 the day of the coup w
ere run-

ning w
ild. W

eaknesses in the strategic ham
let program

 com
pleted 

the bleak picture. 
It w

as a p
eriod

 of d
ep

ression
 for M

cN
am

ara. T
h

e d
eath

 of 

D
iem

 w
as a failure of both policy and perform

ance. H
e w

as shat-

tered
 b

y th
e assassin

ation
 of Joh

n
 K

en
n

ed
y th

ree w
eek

s later. 

A
id

es rep
orted

 ie w
as d

rivin
g h

im
self w

ith
 greater fu

ry. A
s a 

m
ilitary ju

n
ta led

 b
y G

en
eral D

u
on

g V
an

 M
in

h
 stru

ggled
 to 

establish control' in Saigon, his hopes for liquidating the A
m

er-

ican
 p

resen
ce, w

ith
 som

e rem
n

an
ts of n

ation
al p

restige in
tact, 

began to look less and less realistic. 
T

his w
as a period of reassessm

ent for the new
 P

resident of the 

U
nited States as, w

ell, of course, and M
cN

am
ara set out in m

id-

D
ecem

ber to spend tw
o days w

ith N
A

T
O

 m
inisters in P

aris and 

tw
o days on the scene in Saigon. A

s he left O
rly A

irport in P
aris 

for Saigon, the tires blew
 on the "M

cN
am

ara Special" w
hen his 

pilot m
ade an em

ergency stop in the fog to avoid a com
m

ercial 

airliner. N
o one w

as injured, but it had been close enough. 

U
n

d
er all circu

m
stan

ces, h
e w

as in
 rem

ark
ab

ly good
 sp

irits 

w
h

en
 h

e arrived
 b

ack
 in

 W
ash

in
gton

 on
 D

ecem
b

er 21. H
e b

e-

trayed not a trace of disorientation from
 his travels. H

e w
as still 

the perfect perform
er w

ho could leap hem
ispheres and im

m
edi-

ately ab
sorb

 an
d

 tran
slate in

cred
ib

ly com
p

lex d
ata w

ith
ou

t a 

pause to adjust his internal clock. (G
eneral W

estm
oreland once 

rem
ark

ed
 w

ith
 aw

e, "
H

e h
as an

 u
n

b
elievab

le con
stitu

tion
."

) 

H
atless, freshly shaved, he w

as the faithful executor of his new
 

P
resident's policy. 


