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Notes on Meeting with Wilfred J. McNeil 
Former Assistant Secretary of Deterlse, Cau,ptroller 

1 Ma;y 1974 

Present: 

In the Office of the Historian, OSD 

Al:f'red Goldberg 
S.A. Tucker 
Harry Yoshpe 
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This meet1ng was intended as a prel1Joinary to a full scale interview 

with Mr. M:Bell in New York on Mq 14. McNeil had suggested that it 

would be helpful to him it he could ascertain more defini te4 subjects 

that we would like to discuss with him and same of the questions that we 

would put to him. 

The discussion began 'With some questions raised by Mr. Yoshpe about 

the budget functions. McNeil said that he fa.vored the "red peDeil" ~h 

in budgetiIl8 and tbat in that area he did not approve at plea4111g azecuti ve 

privilege before CongreesiOD&l aClllllDittees. He felt that ForresteJ. did not 

get &deq'll&te support from President '1ruI8n in his deal.1ng w:l.th the budget. 

McNeil said that he bad written T:l tle IV ~ the 1949 aaemments to the 

National Security Act. He spoke also of the parUamentary maDeuver:lng con­

cerning Title IV a.nd of the role pJ.qed by' carl Vinson in reseu1Ilg the 

amendments. !t:Ne1l remarked tba.t the cod1~1catkn of the N&tiOD8l. Securit.y 

Act in Title 10 of the U.S. COde bad separated tbe 1nd1v!d1l8l. sections so 

1d.dely that present DoD oft! clal.e were not 1'ul.ly aware of T1 tl.e IV provisions. 

still, with reference to the budget, McNeil pointed out tbe.t Preiident 

~ had put. 8 ceiling on tbe budget, but he thought that Frank P&ce, as 

Director of the Budget, bad bad & great deal. to do with P\1tt1ns the 13. 5 

billion dollar ceiling on the budget &Il4 that this total included the 

f'Imda tor st.ock:PiUng. Forrestal gave Gruenther &Dd ~Nel1 tbree lI'lOl'Xths 
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in which to develop a program Of forces tbat could be supported w:l th a 

17 billion dollar budget. President TrIlman didn't buy it. Forresta.l 

had asked what was the maximum fighting force tbat could be deployed 

under the 13.5 bil.l1on dol.l.ar bUCJ8et. This came out to about 84,000 men, 

a very small. number for & country such as the United states. The study 

showed that this number could be doubl.ed by' the ada1t10n of 3i billion 

dollars to the budget. 

Forresta.l seemed to be the only maaiber of the President I s cabinet 

duriIJg these years who thought tbat the coUll'tr1 vas in d.az!.ger. He didn't 

get a~ support from outside of Defense. He thought that he bad tailed 

to alert AIIIer1ca to its troubles, and that's wtJiY he jl.lZlWed out of the 

willdow. The Forrestal. diaries are not canplete. The documeuts that were 

1DOst cr1 tical have disappeared. 

Once again, with reference to the budget, McNeil stated that he felt 

that it was deml'ab1e to force the Services into cQl6l8tit1on for resources. 

He said that it vas his practice to sit down alld go over the budget 'With 

the Chairman 01' the Joint Chief's of staff. Admiral. Radford was Vf!lrY' good 

about tb:l.s, but General. Bradley did net do his homework as well as Ba.d:ford. 

One of the 'POints stressed several times by' McNell was the extent of the 

ignorance of the mill tary services about each other's forces, equipment, 

and operations during the late 1940's and ear~ 1950's. Thq SeeDI.ed to 

know very 11 tt1e about each other. TWent,. years of cross-service st~ 

at the Naticmal war College has lessened this ignorance. McBei1 a1so 

spoke of the ro1e of (]enera1 Eisenhower in 1949 working on the 1950 budget. 

On the subject Of Louis Johnson, lok:Nei1 mentioned the c8Jlcellat10n 

of the Navy a.ircraft carrier in 1949. He pointed out that the Navy itself' 
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bad. begun to question the design of the flush-deck ce.rr1er -- that there 

was considerab1e reason to believe that the des1gn was wrong, and that 1 t 

was therefore, a good thillg that the carrier was cancelled. Adm1ra1 DeJ1teld 

bad signed off on the cancellation unbeknownst to Secretary 6ul1ivan, who 

resigned in protest. 

When Johnson came in, McNeil told him that be had his bag packed aIId 

that he was ready to leave. Jobnson asked MeWeil to stq on for 30 d.ay's, 

and atter that for another 30 <1.qs, aDd. then another 30 dlqs. Melfei 1 didn It 

leave for anotber 10 years. 'When )kNell asked Johnson what he hoped to do 

as Secretary 01" Defense, Johnson told him that he wa.nted to make II colonel 

a colone1 aga1n. It seemed to ~Neil that this was II desirable objective. 

Johnson's first budget came into the picture in July 194-9. McNeil 

demurred at including strategic materials in the budget, and he stated his 

objections to Johnson and TruIaan. Johnson didn't pus the buck. '1'lle basis 

for decisions on the budget was economic, not strateg1c. One of McHe:1.1 t s 

objections to Johnson was that Johnson worked with SODIe 0:1" the co1'1D111lbts. 

MeNeil considered this uneth1cal. 

Rol.es and missions occupied II great deal at the time aDd attention of' 

Forrestal. Ms.ny meetiDgs on the subject were held in the Pentagon and the 

Chief's vo'Uld seem to have agreed to saue changes, - then tbe;y 1IOUld go 

back to their offices durillg lunch time and the colonels YOUld tell them 

that they shou14n I t have agreed to SODIe 01: the things that they bad agreed 

to. As a result, notb1ng got done. Fina.1lT, Forrestal. decided to take 

the Joint Cb1efs of Staff' out at town, aDd he deelded on Key West. They-

were all set to go when Forresta.1 told MeDe1l tbat the deal. was oft. It 

was II question of e:x:pense. ~Ne1l weut up to capitol Hill and saw 
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OoDgresSIIBD John Taber a.IXl Clareoae Qmnon. When he told them about this 

latest developlllent, Taber said that the trouble was that Defense worr1 ed 

too much about pennies, - that Key West wasn't far enougb &'W8¥ and that 

Ferre.tal ought to take the Joint Chiefs to the C8nary Islands. KeNeil 

went back aDd told Farrestal about it. Farrestal. changed his mind and 

said the meeti:ag was on at Key' West. At Key West, cOJIIIIDmications were 

blocked off and there were DO outside and :lncca1~ streams of messages. 

The JOint Cbiefs had to ake up their minds on their own. The Key" West 

aareement 'WaS not a good Job, but it was a start. McNeil ran most of the 

meeting at Key West, and Key West was followed by Newport where )t:Neil did 

not have much of a role, but John Ohl:y' c11.d. 

Anather -.jor problem in 1948 was ma.u;power. The draft bad ended and 

Gruenther told kNeil and Forrestal that the Anv was going to hell. It 

couldn't get BZ13' anpower and the dra1"t ought to "be reinstated. Forrestal 

8Jld McNeil talked with TrUllll.ll about reinstating the dra.:tt. Ma.rshal.l was 

present at the meeting and he was far un1 versal. mil! ta.ry training rather 

than Just the dra.:f't. Truman had a very- high reprd aDd respect for Ma.rsball 

and didn't 'WII.Ilt to gO 86BiD.Bt him. Most o£ the other advisors to the 

President were apinst the draft and adnsed the President not to reinstate 

it. Postmaster Genere.l Halmegan, who was also the Chairman of the Democratic 

National Cc:IDmittee, came in and told the President that it was an election 

year and he coul.dn' t reinstate the draft. TruIIIan looked Hamlegan in the 

eye a.nd said that he would not make that decision on political grounds 8lld 

that he would reinstate the dr8.:f't even. if it was an election y-ea.r. 

Returning to a discussion of the budget, McNeil pointed out some of 

the factors that made the budget 1"unct1ons difficult. Be said that one of 
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the things that worried him was the amoUDt at time that elapsed between 

decisions on forees 8JId weapons and approval. of the budget. He f'elt that 

it was very impOrtant to shortell the time between the decisions and ra.1s-

iJJg of' the money'. He concluded that decisions ought to be made as late 

in the year as possible. Frarlk Pa.ce, who was Director of the Bua8et, agreed 

with him, and. so the B\2reau of the Budget agreed to a December submission 

of' the budget. In effeet, this meant that the Bureau of the Budget work.ed 

on the budget concurrently with Def'ense. They saw the President only on 

major decisions. McNeil also spoke of' the development of' costing factors -

:f'l.y1Dg hours, steam1Dg hours, etc., -- as an aid to the preJjl8.r8.tion of 

valid estimates. 

On the subject of' organi za.Uon, McNeil pointed out the d1fference 

between what people will sq and what they will put in vri ti118. Me.ll¥ 

:people WOUld tone down in writing what they had said verbally. For in-

stance, V8.DI1ev&.r Bush did not put in vritill8 strong opinions tbat he would 

g1 ve verb~. McNeil said that he himself' did not otten wr1 te m.sDOra.tlda 

for the record. 

One ot )bNeil t S techniques as CloIU,Ttiroller was to send people f'ran 

his office out into the f111l.d with mil1tary units and 1Dto industrial 

plants to observe operat1ollS first band, p.rticulaT'~ the use of equipnent. 

He would send men out 'With the fleet or with bauber units in the Air Force, 

aDd they woul.d spend a month or months on this service. He f'el.t tbat this 

gave him the Id.Jld of know~edge and information that he could not acquire 

through resul.ar channels. He believed. 'bhat he could lea.r:t1 a whole lot 

more fram listening to a lieutenant eQlll!&Zlder talking about an aircraf't 

or a ship than he could :f':ran an ac1m1ral. 
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On the B-36 controversy, McNeil was the "nudler two" witness bef'ore 

the Congressional CoaIrli ttee. McNeil thought tbat the B-36 was 8. waste of 

moDey'" that it was a valley in Air Force developnent. It seemed to him 

that the Air Force looked on it as a com;praa1se peDding the develOJjlllent 

of' more advanced. bombers such as the B-47 aDd the B-52. It was like 

carry1.:cg iJlSuraDCe, on1¥ the cOlJlllBll¥ might not be solvent. 

McNeil said that he had bad more trouble with the Air Force thaD w1 th 

the Artlra' and the Navy, but not during his l.a.st rew years in the Pentagon" 

that 1s in the late 50' s. The Air Foree thought that lJi:Neil had a Navy 

bias because he bad c::aae from the Navy with Forrestal.. When he wou1cl cut 

the Navy budget, the Na'V,Y' peopl.e didn't thiDk tbat McNeil was try.1ng to 

diddle them. He didn't have much trouble w1th the ArrIq, but the Air Force 

was young and headstrong, and Air Farce leaders vere susplc10us of' Forrestal 

aIld ~Neil. 

Another example of the lsnorance of' the Services about each other t s 

c::apabil1t1es Blld opera.tlons occurred during the work on the f'irst post­

war strategic plan by' the JCS. Forrest&! bad McNeil am. John McCOne 

sitting in with the Chief's. There was an instance pertaining to l'Iavy 

vessels f'or the Mec11terraneall. The Arfq raised stroIlS objections to the 

Navy's concept and numbers, reveel.1ng an ignorance of the basic liaV7 con-

cept of a reservoir a£ power. The ArIrr1' aIId the Air Force just bad different 

views i'rQm the Ifav about dep10yment f'orces and this was ref'l.ected in the 

ccm;nrtation of forces. When the Na:V)" redrafted 1 t s plan &long .A.rIQ" con­

cepts, the ~ was prepared to accept a larger force than the Navy had 

originaJ.ly proposed. MoBetl al'W8¥s felt that the National War 0011. 
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and the Industrial College for the Araed Forces were ver,r good devices 

for m111 ta.r;y education because they brought Officers 1'.rOm all of the 

Services together for a year and forced thea to st'Udy together and talk 

with each other. 
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