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• Final Transcript 12/31/87 

Matloft, This is Part III of the oral history interview held with 
Mr. Melvin R. Laird on October 29. 1986, at 10;30 a ••• in Washington, 
D.C. Representing the OSD Kistorical Office are Dr. Alfred Goldberg and 
Dr. Maurice MaUoff. 

Matloff: To what extent did you as the Secretary of Defense become inVOlved 

with NATO policies, buildup, and strategy? Do you recollect that 

aspect of your service? 

The first meeting of the NATO Council that I went to, I believe, was 

probably not until April or May, and also at that same time I went to the 

Nuclear Planning Group meet.ing. That is when I invit.ed them t.o come to 

the United States. The next year we had our meeting t.wo days here in 

town and then we went out for three or four days ~o Airlie, which is in 

Warrenton, Virginia. I think that was t.he first time the Nuclear Planning 

Group had met in the United States. I had several visits with Kelmut 

Schmidt, who was then a kind of shadow defense person in the Social Demo-

crat.ic Part.y. I a180 had some meetings with Gerhard Schroeder, who waa 

the Defense Minist.er of the Federal Republic, and we put t.ogether a t.ask 

force t.o work on various papers and other matt.ers for NATO. I also devel-

oped a relationship with Dennis Healey ahead of time. I had known him as 

1\ member of British Parliament over a long period of time. So my contacts 

as Secretary of Defense were ahead of that NATO meeting. I put together 

a NATO task force in ISA and I also had Ivan Selin put together a little 

group down in Systems Analysis that worked and reported to Bob Pursely in 

preparation for NATO initiatives. particularly on burden-sharing, and 

also to develop and start. moving towards the total force concept with the 

NATO croup. 
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MaUoff: What did you see as the major problems in NATO during the period 

when you were Secretary of Defense? 

LaiDiI The major problem in NAto was that the European cOllllllUnity was 

very mueh opposed to what the United States was dOing in Vietnam. Tht! 

first thing that I had to do was to explain to tbem that we had 8 program 

to disengage and to Vietnamize the Vietnam-Southeast Asia problem. instead 

of eontinuing the problem of Amerieanizing it. The first matter they 

raised wi tb me was Vietnam. I tried to get them onto the question 

of burden-sharing and the proper role that they must play. They were 

very critical of what the past administration had done in taking four 

billion dollars worth of stores out of Burope and not replacing them. In 

particular, ammunition. aircraft, and other material had been diverted 

supposedly from the NATO forces, had not been replaeed and had not 

been paid for. 'l'hey would always come back and hit you on that, but I 

tried to get tbe argument over to their lack of response and their lack 

of contribution to the NATO alliance because several of the eountries had 

gone down almost one percent of their gross national product in their 

support for the alliance. The most important thing I had to deal with was 

the Vietnam thing, whether it was with Helmut Schmidt 9 Gerbard Schroeder~ 

Dennia Bealey. Margaret thatcher. or any of the players that were in the 

other arena over there in those major countries, and even in France" 

where Defense Minister :Dupree was a long-time French pOlitician. He bad 

gone through the whole French involvement in Vietnam, and he wanted to 

spend the first couple of hours talking about Vietnam. So when you ask 

What major problem I had in NATO When I became Secretary of Defense, the 
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answer 18 Vietnam. They were raising cain. They had the budget figures 

on the withdrawal of 8IIIIl'U.nition and spare parts. Our supreme commander 

at the time was giving them that information because he had to share that 

information, even though he was a U.S. General. He gave them all that 

information, and all those drawdowns were real because the Defense Depart-

ment was not coming to Congress to get replacements. They were actually 

stealing from NATO to finance Vietnam. 

GoldHrc: That is what the Prench had done with Algeria and Vietnam before. 

J&1t4: That is right. They were getting us. I did the same thing to 

Dupree. You asked the most important problem. and I have to tell you t.hat 

was the moat important problem. I tried not to let them dwell on that. 

MatlgU: You raised the queation of burden sharing. In your view were 

the Europeans pulling their weight in NATO? 

LaiDl: ! did not feel that they were pulling it adequately. They used 

as an excuse the fact that we had drawn down on all that stuff, but I had 

to be sanetimes not easygoing with them. You know. you can't be easy-

going with them when you are talking to them. I t was as though they did 

not believe that the Russians were going forward with the buildup. I 

told them at the first NATO meeting that the Russians were going forward 

for a first strike capability. I said that 1 did not know what their 

intentions were, but I was talking about capabilities. You know that I 

got a lot of bad publicity on tbat--for example, bad editorials in ~ 

Wuhin&tOll pon. Tonight I am having dinner with Meg Greenfield from 

The Washtnltoo Post and Cap [Weinberger} is going to be there--just about 

four of us having dinner t.o&ether. At that particular time she was the 
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number two person with :fbI Washington Post in the editorial section. I 

have needled her about those editorials because the RU8aians did move 

forward with the big weapons and ao forth and so on. 1 gave them briefings 

and 1 showed them for the first time our satellite photography. ! went 

through a full briefing with all of the Defense Ministers of NATO. showing 

them exactly what was going on. This was the first time that they had 

seen the clean photos without screens. We had been showing them some 

photos but we had screened them with the device which took away some of 

the resolution. 

Matloff; I talte it you went along with the allied aha.ring in the nuclear 

defense planning in NATO? 

WD1: You bet. 

Goldbenn Do you think that we ever felt that the other NATO countries were 

pulling their weight! 

LaU:dl I bave never felt that they had been pulling th.eir weight. 1 am 

sure that some people may differ on that~ but I do not think they are pull-

ing their weight today. 1 mean that they are crying right now because of 

what the President has proposed in Iceland. They are very critical. 1 

talked to Fran2 Josef Strauss the other day in Bavaria. Mrs. Thatcher is 

very critical. They think tbey are pulling away the whole Shield as far 

as Europe is concerned. They have got to understand that if we do go 

down to a low level of nuclear weapons, missiles, and so forth, their 

responsibilities are going to be even greater and they bave got to face 

up to that. They somehow do not want to. 

Ggldbarg: But our experience has been in doing these historical studies 

that at almost every stage since the beginning our problem has been getting 

the European countries to meet the goals that were established. 
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La.il:d: That bn't only true of lurope; it'. a180 true of the whole world 

in which we Uvea Everybody loou to us to do everything. Look. at Asia. 

The Japanese tried to hide behind the MacArthur constitution. The MacArthur 

conatitution does not preclude them from contrib~ting to their defense. 

The MacArthur constitution does not say that they cannot take Over the 

ASV and the air defenses of Japan. We are doing IIOst of it. They finally 

,ot above one percent of ,ross national prod~ct in Japan. Finally. they 

are at one-point-one as in this budget, right there now, and that is only 

the last budget. But they have had a free ride, aDd they always say. f~he 

United States will take care of it--the United States will take care of 

it." That is why I went to Japan. 

tJatlQff: How did you view the future of NATO from the standpoint of the 

American military role in it, when yw were the Secretary of Defanse? 

Did you see the American military role as permanent or eventually 

withdrawing? 

~: I thought that there would be an eventual lessenin, of the troop 

preaence of the United States in Europe--just as there was in Korea. You 

know, when I made that withdrawal in Korea, a lot of people thought t.hat. 

was terrible. I did not. think we coWd malte a manpower wi t.hdrawal from 

NATO then. I argued with Senator Mansfield and others at that time that 

we could not make that move 88 long as we were pulling out spare parts, 

ammunition. and all theae other things, 8a we had since '66, '67, '68, 

and with some programmed even after I ,ot there. I convinced a majority 

of the Congress that. although we could malte 8 manpower move in Korea 

because of our Asian involvement. and the Vietnam affair. we should not. 
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make any troop withdrawal in NATO at that time since it would send the 

wrong signal. 

Matloff: You were envisaging an eventual troop reduction but not the 

reduction of the nuclear deterrent? 

1&iDl: No, but we had too many nuclear weapons in Europe. There is no 

question about that. When I became Secretary of Defense, we 

6 

nuclear weapons in Europe and a lot of them were old and bad. You probably 

know that. We still have too many there. 

them. They shouldn't be there. 

Goldberg: That its always a big problem. 

They have not moved some of 
05D 

Section 6.2 (a) 

Matloff: iy implication I take it that the last element to be uncoupled, if 

there were to be an uncoupling, would probably be the nuclear deterrent 

rather than the American ground forces. 

lcIit.d: Sure, and now with the President's proposal on the table that is 

even more important. You know that this President is gOing to get an 

agreement regardless of what anybody miaht think. He is determined to do 

it, and he has gone much further than the Defense Department or anybody 

else around this town wanted to go. He went further than a paper that Cy 

Vance, Schlesinger, :Brown. Brent Scowcroft. Bud McFarlane, and I wrote. 

I do not know if you ever saw that paper. 

Goldberg: We have it. 

~l Cap raised hell with me on that paper and the Defense Department 

raised hell becaUSe we said no deployment for seven years. The President 

has already agreed to ten years of no deployment. I'm talking about SDl. 
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We got Cy Vance to sign that paper. That was an unusual thing. When you 

get people together in a kind of consensus, everybody has to give a little 

bit. Cy gave quite a bit. 

Matloff: Let me focus, since we already raised the question of the rela-

tionship between NATO and Indochina, on the war in Asia. Do you recall 

your attitude toward the struggle in Vietnam when you took over as Secretary 

of Defense! 

1dd.J.:d.: Ply attitude always was, and has been, as you know, that that was 

a bad place for us to fight. I put out the White paper in 1966. I 

really think that Eisenhower was right. Remember when Hixon came out 

when he was Vice President and said we shOuld send forces, Ike called him 

back and gave him a public spanking. 

MatloU: Bow DIllch of your time as Secretary of Defense was actually 

taken up with the war in Indochina? 

LaiI:d: I hate to tell you-too much time. The first thing every morning 

I would meet with my ao-called public affairs group, since that was very 

important. That meeting would be with Dan Henken, Jerry Friedheim, Dick 

Capen, Carl Wallace, Jill laroody, and Fred Juzhardt. Of course, my 

two military assistants would always be there. The Chairman of the Vietnam 

Task Force would always be there, too~ because we always had somebody 

from the trained staff that had the watch during the night. That was 

always good for maybe thirty minutes. Then the next meetinr; was with 

the Vietnam Task Force every morning and that would run from thirty to 

forty minutes, or as long as it was necessary. 
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Matlot!: YOu met with them every day? 

La.i.l:.d: Every day. Then every night before I would leave, the targeting 

list would come up to me. Everybody think. 1 changed targets and things 

like ~at. The idea was that r would approve the order going out, and I 

did approve it every night. Admiral Moorer would u8ua11y bring that up. 
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If he was not there, the director of the Joint Staff--~ere were several--

did. We had some good directors on tbe Joint Staff and you ean talk to 

them sometime, if yOu want to. Johnny Vogt was always very good. and 

also George Seignious. 1 interviewed every watch offieer before he was 

appointed to ~e jOint staff. I thought it was important that I knew the 

man that was in charge down there eaeh time. I only turned down one. I 

turned one down, not for a very good reason, but I wanted them to know that 

I was reviewing them. I just turned him down.. But once in a while you 

have got to do ~at in order to show that you are paying attention. It 

was probably unfair to the person. I thought about it afterwards, and 

maybe it was unfair. 1 said, tlSend up another name. I WOuld like to 

look at someone else." But you do that for a purpose. With the military 

you have to. I am very pro miH tary but you bave lot to show onee in a 

while Who is in charge. That is lite the Admiral's list and things like 

that. I have told you about sending some of those back and it is always 

good to do that. 

Mat1aff: Where and how were you obtaining adviee on the war in Indochina? 

Was it primarily through the Vietnam Task Force or were you seeking 

advice from other SPUrces? 

Page determined to be Unclassified 
Reviewed Chief. ROD, WHS 
lAW EO 13526. Section 3.5 

Date: FEB 19 2014 

I " 



. ' '" ·'1'1'-11 

~: I was seeking advice. I always met separately with the CIA and 

that was George Carver. He would do a briefing for me once a week. 

Neither Murphy nor Pursley was there because I wanted to get a different 

input. 1 met with nIA and! would also meet with the service intel-

ligenee directors. 1 do not know if they still do that or not, but I 
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would have that breakfast with them. Then, individually of course, I met 

with Noel Gayler, who was my NSA man, on Monday afternoon and on Friday 

afternoon--twice a week. 

Goldber&: Was George Keegan one of the service directors? Did you let a 

lot out of him? 

t..a.i.ts1: Yes. I got more than he wanted. 

~atloff: Haw often did you go to Vietnam as Secretary of DefenSe? 

Lait4: 1 did not go too often. 1 decided that I would go twice a year, 

and that I would use my service secretaries. On occasions I sent the 

service secretaries, one in each quarter. I would also send Barry Shillito. 

a very load man. who was in charge of installations and logistics. I had 

great confidence in Barry and I sent him almost every month. Barry's 

wife to this day bitches about that, but I had to have someone who had 

continuity. I could not be running over there all the time and so we 

decided, at the start, that I would go twice a year. I had somebody 

there on quite a regular basis. I did not let service secretaries overlap 

in any way. I approved all those trips. 

Mat.12ff; When did you reach the conclusion that the time had come for 

the United States to withdraw? 
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~: To start withdrawing? I reached that eonclusion very early. 1 

thought that we were committing too many people there in 1966 when I 
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put out the white paper to the public and Congress. Then. I think. you 

will recall. I put out the fact that there was 8 plan to withdraw troops 

from Vietnam in October, and Clark Clifford came out on the orders from 

President Johnson in 1968. He was forced to go on Meet the Press 

and say that there was not a single plan to withdraw a single troop in 

Vietnua. That was a big mistake. I guarant.ee that if he had not 

done that, if Clifford or Humphrey would have just broken a lit.tle bit 

with Johnson at that time, Humphrey would have been President. 

Goldberg: If Johnson had just not been so hard nosed about. it. 

1&..i.Dl: Yes, but he ordered Clark Clifford. r know Clark Clifford did not 

believe what he was told to do, but he did it. as a good soldier--one of 

the t.oughes t things, I think, he had to do in t.he ten month$ he was 

Secretary of Defense. 

Matloff: What or who influenced you to make the Vietnamization of the war 

your first priority? Did domestic political considerations--for example, 

Nixon's reelection in 1972--influence you in any way? 

WDi: No. It was just the public position our country was in. We had 

to get wit.h it. The whole country was fed up with this thing. 

Goldberg: The President felt the same way? 

Lait4: Be did not feel quite that way. No, he did not feel as strongly. 

He thought t.hat he could ride it out &nd t of course t Henry was always 

pushing him one way and I was pushing him t.he other way. 
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Goldber&: Kissinger was pushing to ride it out, to continue until we got 

something we could accept1 

~: Yes. 

HBtloff: Did this lead to a conflict with Nixon and Kissinger on the 

question of the pace of Vietnamization? Which were you arguing for--the 

faster pace, I take it? 

LAttd: Yes, the faster pace, and I always overstated what we needed to 

take out each time. One time it was only 5,000. but for 5-1.5,000 my 

program was always just a little bit more because I knew they would cut 

back. The State Department was particularly concerned. Alex Johnson 

would get to Bill kogers and he would get Bill so worked up that we were 

going to go down the drain the next day. At the meetings there Jill 

would always express Alex Johnson's position. 

na,loff: Apart from Vietnamization, were you consulted on possible initi-

atives and operational measures to end the war in Vietnam? I'm thinking 

of such things as bombings of North Vietnam? 

Laini= Yes. We sent those papers. 

HltloU: Do you recall what position you took on the secret bombings of 

North Vietnam soon after you came into office? 

~: 7here was no secret bombing in North Vietnam. There was secret 

bombing in Cambodia, but there was nothing secret about the bombing of 

the North. 

MaUoff: Bow about the incursion in Cambodia of May 1970? 

Lai..ni; I was for that, but I disagreed with the administration. I had 

authorized them to 80 in there before the White lfoUSe even knew it. 
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I had authorized Abrams to go forward in Laos, the Southern Vietnamese 

troops to go in there and to pursue into Cambodia, into those sanctuary 

areas. I was for bOlllbing the sanctuaries. My disagreement with the 

President and with Rolers and Kissinger was on keeping it aecret because 

I said that you cannot keep a secret with 12,000 people involved. That is 

why they accused me of leaking to Bill Beecher that we were bOlllbin& in 

Cambodia-that came out as a front page story. I was the first person 

they called. I was playing golf at Burning Tree. Kissinger called me 

out there and said, "You have got to go in there and see the Preaident. 

He is just madder than hell at you for leaking that story." I said, 

"1'11 be glad to cOllIe in to him. but that is a lot of baloney. I want 

you to ltn.ow that I don't have to defend my position by leaking information. 

I told you that this was l0ing to be public knowledge." I know how he got 

the information. Be has told me since. But that was a great mistake to 

do that on a secret basis. That really set off the students and everybody 

else all over the United States. I could have defended that with the 

Congress in a public way. I went up and told my frias in the Congress 

about it. I told George Mahon and .Jerry Pord. I told Ed Hebert. I told' 

Senator Stennis. I told Senator Symington. I told Margaret Smith. I 

told them in secret, privately, because I knew that it would cOllIe out. 

That leak did not come from me or from any of the people that I had briefed. 

Goldber,:= It always has worse repercussions when it comes out that way. 

~I You bet. It u best to put it up front at the beginning. That 

is the trouble with some of the books that have been written about this. 

They all say that I opposed that bombing. 
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I recommended the bombing. I recommended the whole bombing plan. The 

difference was not in the plan, which I wanted, but in tbe manner in 

whieb it was conducted. 
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Matloff: Did this position extend also to the bombings in North Vietnam and 

the mining of Harbors in 19721 

~~ We did not keep the mining in the harbors Secret. but I recommended 

mining the harbors. In 1969 I sent the paperwork recommending the mining 

of the harbors, but I never recommended keeping anything like that secret. 

You cannot, in a aituation like that, operate in tbe secrecy mode when 

you have many people involved. 

Goldberc: What was your view of the extent to which tbe civilians in the 

Whi te House, from the President on down, became involved in the actual 

meehanic8 of the war? 

I&im: It took them a long time to 10 along with the mining of t.he harbor. 

I mean that should bave been done before we put troops in there. That should 

have been back in 1966. 

Goldberg: 1 am really talting about what has been called the micromanagement 

of the war at that level. 

~: It took them a long time sometimes to let the responses out of the 

White House. I had no problems with the White House. They never interfered 

with any bombinc or orders to any commanders, contrary to what you mean 

here. Admiral Moorer wil.l tel.l you this. People who worked with ius 

Wheeler will tell you this. 

Goldberg: This was. then~ a change from the previous administration in that 

regard? 

Page determined to be Unclassified 
Reviewed Chief. ROD. WHS 
lAW EO 13526, Section 3.5 

Date: fEB 1 9 2014 



Lakd: I think that. is true, but. I had a directive frOll. Nixon. I made 

him sign it. and sent. it to everybody in the Defenae Department, every­

body in the Stat.e Department., and everybody in the White Bouse.. You 
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have probably seen it-I can't give you the nUlllber of it but. it was a 

prett.y firm order that I lot him to dgn. I had no problema with anybody 

over there. Nixon never interfered. When I briefed him on the Son Tay 

Raid, and that I WaDted to go forward with it, I did that on a carrier. 

I remember that was on the nicht of Nasser's death. We came from the 

Pope out on this carrier and I lave a dinner party. 'lhen I took him away 

and gave him a briefing an what I wanted to do on Son Tay. I told him 

how we were getting this information and what it would mean to our POWs. 

I also told him that I waS not sure there would be anybody there. I 

was very careful about that. I said, "1 have had these people training 

and we are going ahead with it, unless you have same objection." He said, 

tlMel, go to it." I never had any problem with him. He did not call uP. 

after it failed. I did not think it was a failure 88 an operational 

affair. We got. everybody in there and we got everybody out. They came 

all the way from Thailand and that is a hell of a long way. That operation 

involved a lot more aileage than the rescue miasion in Iran, and those 

men did a fine job. General Leroy Manor was in charge. He had everything 

that. he needed. Be talked to me regularly but there WaS nobody that 

could interfere after the go was given. Be had that decision himself, 

whether to go or no go. You understand that~ don't. you? 

GoldberCI Yea, I do. 
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La1.1:4: I had a good relatiousbip with Kissinger. I want that understood. 

Kissinger and 1 are atill very good friends. He supported me on most 

occasions. I can reaaember five or six places where we had differences. 

The one that probably caused us the biggest fallout was the secrecy of 

the Cambodia affair. We had a knoclt-down drag-out. fipt. It wasn't. a 

fight. about. gOing into Cambodia. but. the manner in which it was done. 

Mal;l.gffl The Son lay raid. November 1970, will be covered in the OSD 

history which is being written on POW/MIA policy within the Department 

of DefeD8e. I know that you are I_liar with the Ben Schemmer book on 

that and IDOst publ:ic knowledge of the raid comes from that boole. Do you 

feel that there is anything of special int.erest that the historians should 

be aware of? 

~: It. would be good for you to know that we had a blaet"""OUt. of all 

communications wit.h those people. Absolut.ely no one could communicate 

with them until they got back. I want you to lr:now that there was one 

person aitt:l.ng there with me all during that time. I invited him over to 

my office because I was interested in getting the first report when they 

lOt over the border. That persOll was Dick BellDS. A lot of people say. 

"The CIA told you that you shouldn't do that in the first place." That'. 

just not right. The CIA and our intelligence people told us that there 

was a SO/50 chance that they would be there. I told that to Bull [Simona]. 

I had him and [DG] Manor in my office, and told theaa to tell their peaple 

also, to let them know in advance. I told them to mate sure that all the 

people were volunteers and that they understood that this meant more than 

rescuing these people. It would show our concern for the POW.. Dick was 
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there, and then Tom would come Up. We had an open line down to the cODaand 

center. There wasntt any big difference in the intelligence committee. 

they hadn't come up and told me to call that raid off. 

Motloff: This will be very useful to the historians. To get back to 

Vietnamization, What was the reaction of the Joint Chiefs of Staff to the 

pace that you wanted in Vietnam? 

Idlil:.d: they were always a bit alower. 1 don't blame them. they always 

want to have a little extra insurance. Once in a while you can't afford 

all the insurance policies that you might need. 

Matloff: How did you convince them that there was a need to withdraw 

American forces? 

~: 1 convinced them strictly on the politics of the situation. 

Abrams understood that better than anyone else. In our country you have 

to have the public behind you, and we had failed to do that. We had not 

leveled with them during the previous four years and there is no way you 

can get that credibility back. "Gentlemen." I would tell them, ''You've 

got to be practical here. there are many more important things coming 

down the line as far as the defense of America is concerned and as far as 

our alliances are concerned. If we lose all of our support, whether in 

the Navy, the Air Porce, the Army, or wherever you are in the defense 

establishment, it will be 80mething we wontt be able to recover from.. It 

Matloff: Were you thinking in terms of the need to rebuild the armed 

forces? 

l..a.ilsi: NAtO; the whole situation as far as Asia was concerned; the whole 

area of the four multilateral defense treaties that we had and the four 
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bilateral treaties that we had. We had to live up to those commitments 

and we couldn't let everything slip away. Abrams was the best on this. 

Were you able to interview him before he died! 

Matloff: No, but some of our people in the Army historical office did. 

He was a great supporter of nistory in the Army. 

1&.iJ:.d: He was a great man. I've never had anybody support me as well as 

he did. 

Hatloffs Were you also thinking in terms of the need to rebuild the 

armed forces system in the post-war era? 

L.a.U:.Q t Yes. I went through the whole gamut of t.hat. That's interesting 

about. Abrams. Nixon didn't want me t.o appoint. Abrams as Chief of Staff of 

the Army. He called me to the White House and said, "I'll sign this 

thing, but: I really don't think he's the man you should appoint." Al 

Hair was always e.gaiMt Abrams, as you know. He didn't want him appointed. 

He got to the president through Kissinger. So I had to go over there and 

make a special call. In that appointment I had to call my chips, as I 

had to do it with Bob Froehllte' 8 becoming Secretary of the Army. 

G.gldluilrC' What was the objection to Abrams? 

L&i!:4: They thought that Abrams was not the type of public image that 

was needed in the Army. 

Goldberc; They were 100% wrong on that one. weren't they? 

~: Absolutely. 

Hatlof!: About the Vietnam settlement. which was signed on 27 January 1973. 

just two days before you left office--were you satisfied With that settle-

ment and had you played any role in connection with it? 
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LiiJ:d: Yes. I got the agreement in there that you could only put in 

replacements. that the Russians t Chinese. and the North Vietnamese would 

agree with that. That agreement really broke down on that point. and 

that was the point that I insisted in putting in. They went forward 

with a massive buildup in the next year, which was absolutely in violation 

of the Paris agreement. I blame the Chinese just as much as I do the 

Russians. 1 pointed this out to Dang, when I was in China. I had a good 

visit with him. He was always raising cain about Vietnam because now he 

was on the other side. I said, "You in China let all that stuff come on 

Chinese railway. This problem with the replacement.s, which was in violation 

of the Paris accord, is as much on your hands as it is on the Russians".n 

He didn't know what to make of that. but I just kept hammering at him. 

Goldberg: It's a familiar story. The same thing happened in Korea, the 

Korean armistice specifications on what could and could not be brought 

in. They didn'tt pay any attention. 

Hatloff: When you left office at the end of the first Nixon administra-

tion, were you satisfied that your central objective in Vietnamization, 

that is., the withdrawal of American combat troops, had been successfully 

aceomplished? 

~: I felt it could succeed, provided the Paris accord was lived up 

to and provided that the South Vietnamese would demonstrate the will and 

desire to remain free. I always had some problems with their developing 

8 will. I saw a stronger will on the part of the north than on the part 

of the south. 'lha t 's something you can't provi.de a person or a country. 

That has to come from within. You can give them all the arms and everything 
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else, but if they don't have the will and the desire to remain free and 

have a sense of loyalty to country, they are not goins to make it. 

Gold'be[&: 'lbey didn!t even have an effective government. 

1dlW: 'lbey had B bad government, and they had a lot of people in that 

government that had their hands out too often. 

Hatloff: Let me give you a quote appearins in your final report as 

Secretary of Defense in early 1973. 

Laix.sl: Didn"t I put "will and desire" in there? 

19 

Hat1off: Bot in this connection. This is what you said: "Vietnamiution 

today is virtually completed. As a conaequence of the success of the 

milit.ary aspects of Vietnamization, the South Vietnamese people today ~ in 

my view, are fully capable of providing for their own in-country security 

against the North Vietnamese." That sounds optimistic at that time. 

Why, in your view. did the South Vietnamese then later fail to secure 

their independence? 

~: I think that you will find in that report someplace the "will and 

the desire" thing. I'm sure that I stressed that, because you can't 

guarantee the military security of South Vietnam without the will and 

desire factor. 

Goldbe[g: Did you get hearts and minds in there, too? 

1dJ.lll; No, I didn't get that in there. 

Hetloff : In your view, did the United States fail in Vietnam? If so. 

was it a failure of national policy, military policy, or failure to take 

into account American public opinion? 
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Lair.4: I think. that it waa a failure on our part to put the needed pres­

sure that we should have been putting on the Soviet Union and the Chineae 

to live within the accords. I believe that we got carried away with 

detente-the whole idea that, by goah. we could get along with the RUllians. 

But the Russians just continued pouring stuff in there, violation after 

violation. We did not even want to call to their attention that they 

were violating the accords, and that the North Vietnamese were being 

equipped in this manner. It was like when I went over and tded to get 

Henry to point out the violations the Russians were mating in the SALT I 

agreement 011 the ABM and how they were going forward. with inscription and 

so on. He absolutely insisted and got Ford to make a public atatement 

that there were no violations. I finally wrote an article for the Rladars' 

DiDst and pointed out the violations that were going forward. In most of 

these tbin&s, once you go public with the Russians, and really go after 

them. they will pull back. Henry and President NixoD got carried away 

there for a period, and Nixon became almost impossible to get any decisions 

from. Ford got carried away with the idea that Henry got him in this 

detente period, and they didn't want to point out these things. 

Matloff: Did you write that article when you were Secretary of Defense? 

~, NO, it was after. I will give you a copy of it. 

tJatlgU; Hav about the factor of .American public optnion-was that taken 

sufficiently into account by our policy makers, by our theorists who were 

writing about limited war before the Vietnam War? 

LaiE4: I don't think that our public was ever fully informed and prepared 

about what was going on. A declaration of war, if you are going into 
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something like that, has got to be made. You have to go forward and you 

have to have public support. That was a bad mistake we made. 

Goldberg: What do you think of our theorists who, from the Korean War 

on, were talking about being prepared for limited war. conventional wars, 

etc. Our lessons from Korea and Vietnam have been that it. is very hard 

for us t.o get involved in a limit.ed war and an undeclared one. 

LaiId: We just can't get involved in that. 1 think that we should have 

learned that-particularly where we have t.o commit American ground forces. 

It is just something that we"ve got to stay away from in our kind of 

society. 

Goldbl[&: Could we have gotten declarations of war for Korea and Vietnam. 

do you think? 

~: We could have. When Truman went to the united Rations. I think he 

should have gone to the Congress at the same time. 

Goldberg: And Vietnam, also? 

Lail:d: Yes. 

Goldbl[g: And you think we would have then taken the gloves off. 

1&iD1: Right. 

Matlotf: Some of the theorists who have written on limited war, like 

Robert Osgood, have recanted on that question of public opinion, that the 

theorists had not taken into account--that if you had 8 protracted 

limited war, American public opinion might not hold up. 'fhey had completely 

neglect.ed that in their writing. 

~: It won·t hold up in Central America if we get. heavily involved down 

there, I-II tell you. That will be the biggest mess you have ever seen. 
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Hatl.off: Would you COlDllle1"1t 01\ the role of the pre88 ami :l ts reportinc 01\ 

Vietnam? 

Lai.l.d: I cantt really fault the pre... I think that probably we have to 

live with that. I alwaY8 Viewed them. sa not 801D8thia& that you could ahove 

aaide. You have to deal with them. openly in our society. It would be 

nice to be in the position like the Russians are in Afghanistan, or the 

Iranians ami Iraqui in their big war. Nobody is putting that. on the 

nightly news. The Russians don't have anything in their news about 

Afghanistan. Pm t.hankfu1 we don't. operate that. way. Everybody saY8 

t.hat. it. would have bean a differant .tory if we hadn't had all those 

reporters over there. hut our society is not 8et up that way_ 

LiU.l:d.: They were good to me. Did you see that article in the 6:r.IIIl4 Foues 

Journal that when the press rated the Secretaries of Defense, they have 

continued to rate me as number one. "lhat should speak fairly well as far 

as my relationa with them. I have raised hell and arlUed with them.. 

Matl.off: How about the publication of the Pant;agoA rapers in .June of 1971'l 

~: I did not leak the Pentason Papers. 

HaUoffl I did not say that you did. 1 mean, what was your react.ion? 

~ I I thought it was good to have them out, but. I had to take the 

position that it was bad the way t.hey were put out. It was to my 

advantage to have that material out, but I had to oppose the IJI8mU1r in 

which they were released. 

Matloff I To this day Secretary 1lu8k is unhappy with their publication. 

He says he was never consul ted by anybody who com.p:l.1ed those papers about 
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the role of the State Department. It was a surprise to him that this 

project was going on in the Department of Defense. 

Goldberet They were not what McNamara intended either, according to him. 

~: Ro. And, of course, Kissinger contributed to those papers. They 

should have been released after being gone over very carefully. There was 

probably less than one percent of the material in the papers that would 

have had to have been deleted. 

GoIQherg: It was deleted in the official publication, and released subsequently. 

MaHoff: In retrospect, how do you view the domino theory? 

L.a11:d: I believe in it. I think that it is a valid principle. The manner 

in which you conduct it, the strategy and tactics you use, is a different 

question. The influence of a neighboring country cannot be underestimated, 

that's all that theory is. 

MaUoff: In connection with China, and the initiatives that were tsien by 

Nixon and Kissinger,. were you informed in any way in advance that the 

administration was going to malte these moves? Were you drawn in at all 

on the discussions? 

~: I was involved in the big discussion on Taiwan and China in the 

National Security Council. 1 was not involved with the decision to send 

Henry to China. 'fhat decision was made by the PreSident himself. I found 

out about it through my log on aircraft. because I made the military air 

transport report to me on the use of every aircraft. I did tell Henry, and 

he damn near went up the wall, because he couldn't believe that I knew that 

he was Boing to China. But r never told anyone else. 

Goldberg: Who brought it to your attention? 
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Laird: The military assistants. They,thought that I should know. because 

I was going to be in Japan. and go to a meeting in Korea. 1 told Nakasone. 

who was the Defense Minister, and I briefed him on that fact the day 

before it was announced that Henry had been to China. I was in Japan. 

Hatloff: Was this a trip you made on your own? Was the President aware 

that you were going? 

La.U:4: Yes. He was aware that this was the first time a Defense Secretary 

had ever lone to Japan and that we were going to set up this Japanese-

American defense committee to have interchange on a regular basis with 

the military. r had gone to Korea first because we had our joint Korean-

American defense meetings which are held twice a year. The two years 

before I had sent Packard. They were a little upset that I had never gone 

to one in Korea so I went to that one. Then I went to Japan and spent 

one week. I reviewed two of the Japanese divisions in the northern 

islands. It was the longest review I've ever seen. I stood there for 

6 1/2 hours. 

HatlQU: This was during the time Kissinger was in China. Was there any 

heartburn on the part of the administration that you were talking with 

the Japanese at the time that Kissinger was laying the groundwork for 

closer relstions with China? 

LaU:d: They were concerned about that and they asked me to cancel my 

visit to Taiwan, which I did because of Kissinger's t.rip. 

Hatloff: Was there any opposition to your going forward with the Japanese? 

~: No. they thought that was a good idea. Kissinger said, Ittou 

cannot go to Taiwan, it will be very embarrassing for you and for me." 
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Katloff: What were your views on arms control and disarmament during the 

period of your tenure, and did they differ in any way from those of 

Kissineer and Nixon? 

L.a1..D1: I had great respect for Paul NiUe. I brought him over here and 

put him down the hall in DDR&E and I made him Special Assistant to the 

Secretary of Defense for Arms Control. I wanted him as Assistant Secretary 

of Defense for ISA, but Goldwater was givine me a bad time about that. 

He was saying that he was the man who fouled him up and accused him of 

wanting to pull the nuclear lever allover Germany, and so forth. He has 

since changed his position. Paul would report to me on arms control and 

had tremendous influence in the whOle program that developed as far as 

SALT I was concerned and had a very great influence on what was done. 

HatlQff: We have interviewed him at great length. 

Lail:si: I think Paul contributed a great deal. I had a backchannel with 

Paul when he'd go out of the country. He was very important. General 

Allison represented the so-called Chiefs, and quite frankly was 8 fine 

military man and general. but was very weak. A very bright man, but 

never really got involved in arms control. I think that he didn't believe 

that anything in arms control could work. He and Paul were at loggerheads 

most of the time. 

Goldberg: He told me once he waS planning to write a book about it. but 

I have never seen it. 

L.ail:d: Allison got across the wrong way with Scoop 3ackson. That's why 

I had to call the Chairman down and tell him he had to change--becauBe of 

Scoop and because of Paul. 
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Golgbers: Did Kissinger have anything to do with replacing Allison? 

That came at the same time that Smith went out. too, didn't it? 

l&ir.d: I'm not sure. Kissinger, I think, heard from Scoop, who was 

getting bis information from Dorothy Posdick and Perle. Perle and 

Posdick were always right down the throat of Allison. Paul handled 

bimself well for the Department of Defense and represented it admirably. 

Matloff: Did you go along with the SALT I agreement? 

Laini: Yes. 

Matloff: Bow about the antiballistic Ddssile treaty in 19121 

26 

~: Yes, I testified more on that than anybody else in the administration. 

It was pretty hard for me to get that through. If I had lost the ASM, we 

never would have had the treaty. I guess you know how I got that through. 

I had to get Mrs. Smith to change her vote. I did all my lobbying myself. 

On important issues I had to keep ahead of it, but wben there was something 

like that I used the Vice President'S office, right off the floor of the 

Senate. We were losing by one vote. I finally got Mrs. Smith into the 

room, just the two of us, and 1 told her that if she didn't change her 

vote, there would never be any arms control agreement here. I had to 

make a few arrangements with her, but she went in and changed her vote 

and it passed. If we had not had the ADM, at least approved that one 

si te, there would have been no incentive for the Soviets to think that we 

were going forward with the treaty. 

Matloff: Did you oppose a nationwide antiballistic missile program? 

l&.Ull: I was for it. I changed the McNamara program. McNamara had an 

ASM program that was really crazy, to protect us from the Chinese. I was 
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against that in the Congress, 80 when I gOt over there I told Dave [Packard], 

·'We are ,oing forward on the AIM, but we are going to reconfigure the 

whole thing and 11m putting you in charge of this." I didn't. support. it 

in Congress, in the Appropriations Committee. and it is not. a defensible 

posit.ion to take. 

The San Francisco speech that. McNamara made is not defensible and 

that is why I was opposing it. Now if we can reconfigure this toward the 

Soviet threat and then move forward into the arms control arena. t.hat 

makes some sense. So that's what we did, we had that reconfiguration. 

Go1dberc: What about t.his shift from defensi~e bombers to defensive 

missiles? What was behind that! 

Laini.: Same thing. It. was all part. of that general strategy. We have a 

good paper on that--you've got t.hat. paper. havenlOt you? It's a paper 

that we came out with and prepared for our briefing when we went to the 

Whit.e House and ffati~l Securi.t:y Council and got them to junk t.he Chinese 

defense. 

Gqldberl: That·s the one WOh1stetter worked on? 

I.ritil:4 : Al worked on. 

MatloU: We bave interviewed him also. 

LaiJ.:4: Al is a little crazy right now. I am telling you--we did that 

paper on no deployment for seven years. Al wants to deploy almost the 

Bame thing with just a little laser variation next year. Rave you t.alked 

to him? 

Gold'P,rl: Yes. I've seen him in recent years and Maury interviewed him some 

months ago. I've heard him in act:ion on this subject. He has ,one overboard. 
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Lail:d: Yes, he has. 

Goldberg: But he has a lot of company. 

Idl.i.m: Sure. I just talked to the former director of the arDIS control 

agency this morning when I was thet'e. Hets Jerry Smith. I was trying 

to get him to be a little optimistic in his outlook. He is the most 

28 

pessimistic person right now that I have ever aeen and he has been in the 

last three or four years. We are going to have SOllIe real breakthroughs 

in this area. 

Goldberg: You mean on the SDI? 

Laid: Yes, we at'e going to have some real agreements with the Russians. 

Goldberg: Oh, that kind of breakthrough-not the technical aspect. 

Lai.J:d: No, I am not worried about the technology, we are going to malte 

some progress there. But I am saying that we are going to make some 

breakthroughs and there is going to be some sharing with the Soviets. 

Hatloff: Let me ask you about 8 typical workday in yOUt' life as Secretary 

of Defense. How many hours, for example, did you spend a week on the 

job! how much on the Hill? how much at the White House? 

l&U::d: I don'tt know. It is pretty hard to tell you that. That job 

would be so easy to have right now without a war going on. You know, it 

would be duck soup to run that department without a war going on, particu-

lar1y if you had the background with the budget and everything else that 

I had had over the years in Congress. 

Goldberg: You'd have a lot more time for travel, wouldn't you? 

I&i!:d: The war made it an entirely different situation. A lot of my time 

was spent with the Congress because of the war. A lot of my time was 
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8pent with tbe Department of Defense because of the war. There prohahly 

would not be IIJOre than one night a weelt that I would not let out of bed 

beeause 801Deone felt that he needed to call me. I did not want people to 

8top calling me. I always expressed my appreeiation, thanked the caller. 

and 80 forth. Moat of the calls were not necessary. but you never want 

to kill a messenger. 

GoldperC: They want to feel important too. 

t.ait.d: Sure. That' B fine. 

Matlotf: I know from what you said last time that you had contracted for 

just one term. 

LaLt4: I announced the first day that I was going to bave a Yellow Cab 

there to pick me up. 

Matloff: When you retired from the post, did you feel that that was long 

enough? 

Matlgff: Bow long 8hould a Secretary of Defense serve? 

l&.U:!1: IIot more than four years. 

Hatlo£f; Did you get a chance to brief your successor, Elliot RiChardson? 

Wl:d: Yes. I spent quite a lot of time with him, and then I got him to 

take Dan Murphy on. We delayed his going to the Sixth Pleet. I said, 

"Elliot, you keep hill here for a little while. but 1 do not want this order 

changed on his going to the Sixth Fleet. The same thing, I don't want 

anybody playing around with ray arrangement with Chappie James, because I 

have him on that route to BORA» and I do not want anybody playing around 

with those thingS." Dan was great for Elliot. Elliot was only there a short 
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time, as it turned out. then I briefed Schlesinger because they asked me 

to come Over. Elliot asked me to come over and Schlesinger asked me to 

come over--so I did--because Elliot had not really gotten involved. 

Matlo!f: Let·s turn to your perspectives on OSD organization and manage­

ment from your experience and reflection. Do you feel a need for further 

changes in organization, structure. or working relations-for example, 

the relationship of the Secretary to the Chairman of the JCS? 

Lair.:dt Yes, I worked on tbe reorganization with Andy Goodpaster, you 

know--this legislation that just went througb. I was the vice chairman 

of the Georgetown Study and then 1 worked with the Packard Commission. 

Dave Packard used this office here. Be had an office around Lafayette 

Square, but he said that he could never get any work done there so he 

always used this office. I worked with Dave and I am convinced that those 

recommendations are sound and good and I agree with them all. 

Matloff: Do they carry forth the Fitzhugh panel recommendations? 

L.aird.: Yes and they are very good. I bave met witb tbe new man that has 

just taken over and bave had three meetings with him since he's taken 

over. He came from Bechtel and I think that be is going to be all right. 

Be is going to bring in his deputy, the former head of Mitre, and that 

thing is moving along very well. Be is not too well informed on defenae 

acquisition and procurement, but he has got good common sense and I think 

that he is a strong person and will do a good job. I think that change was 

long overdue. I would bave made that change, if 1 did not have that darn 

war going on. I was for that change but you can only do so many things. 

You have to set your goal. First I bad Vietnamization; tben I had the 
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selective service. the all volunteer service; then I had the total force 

concept. Those three priority things I had to ,et aero.s. So I made 

some changes. But you cannot do everything. 

Katloff: So you would have done more with the Fiuhugh proposals. absent 

the war? 

LIttd: I agreed with the Fitzhugh proposals and we did quite 8 few of 

them that we could do easily. I think that the change with the Chairman 

was a lang overdue change. and I support all of those recommendations. 1 

got Dave to come back and do this last study. He turned down the President 

and they called me and asked me if I would work on Dave. and I did. I 

got Dave to a,ree to come baclt and do it. Dave did a good job. 

G.olAberg: Bow do you feel about the Navy's continued resistance to these 

changes right from the beginning during the last forty years? 

1dl.W: I think that this new acquisition man has got to malte a lot of 

changes and Cap has got to support him. Bight now the Navy is malting a 

hell of a mistake on forcing contractors to pay tooling in advance. 

The only people that are going to be hurt by that are the Army and the 

Air Foree because they are going get it all unloaded aver to them. You 

have got to have one aequid tion policy, one procurement policy, and you 

cannot let the Navy get out from under it. 

iQlgperg: But. aaide. from that, the Navy is opposing all of these changes. 

~: But the President and the Secretary have got to support these 

changes. They 8ay they are supporting them. There is going 'to be a 

te8 t in that wi thin the next two months. 

Ggldberc: So you 8ee no real weight in the Navy's arguments again? 
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LaU:.d: No. 

Matloff: We would like to ask some questions concemine volunteer forces. 

Goldberg: Do you still consider the volunteer forces a good idea? Do 

you think it is still a good idea for us! 

Lai.I.sl: You put me in a kind of a bad position there. My first priority, 

as far as manpower is concerned. would be uniVersal service. The costs 

of universal service are very high. but I think that you would get a lot 

out of it. The best way to do it is if everyoae gives a certain amount 

of time. 'Jhere was no 'Way of my pusiU.ng that at that particular time 

because of the cost problem. 

Goldbe[,: Harshall could not get it either. 

L.I.U:d: We had to make II change. The first chaose I made was to take 

away the college deferment and to go for lottery. A lot of people said 

that I could not do that but we did that in the first yeu. It was 

important to make that change because military service W88 not being 

shared properly witiU.n our society. That was the first thing I had to 

do-I couldn't let through universal service. "!he second thing was to 

move towards the all-volunteer service because that is cheaper than uni-

versal service, because you really only need one out of seven young man 

and women in the military service in order to fill all your manpower 

requirements. So the volunteer service is cheaper than the universal 

service because of the budget constraints and 80 forth. That was the way 

we had to go and so I am for that. I would still sometime like to go for 

universal service to ful·fill the lower brackets in manpower in the military 

services. When we get into the cost of that. we probably are not going 
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to get it for ten years. It will come sooner or later. It is gOing to 

come sooner if we get an agreement on nuclear weapons. It is going to 

if you got down to a small number, universal service will come and replace 

the volunteer service. It is very costly. jS 1.3(b)( (, ) 
Goldberg; Not selective service, but universal? What about the cost of 

what we actually had when you came in, as compared with the all-volunteer 

foree? 

~: They were not being paid enough anyway. 

GQldberg: So the east was going up? 

~: The cost had to go up anyway. I was in a position where I was 

taking the military services down by a million men, 80 it was easier to 

do it at that particular time. 

Goldberg; So would you say that going to the all-volunteer force caused 

any budget constraints elsewhere? 

1diDl: No. This idea that you would not have to pay t.llose young people 

on the same basis that you pay other people in our society is crazy. You 

cannot have a negative tax against the one out of seven persons who has 

to serve in the military services. That is negative taxation, if you are 

not paying them on the same basiS as an apprentice plumber gets for 

working outside. You have got to pay people on a comparable basis. I 

think you will do that, except in universal service where everybody makes 
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giving a year or eighteen months. I could give you a lecture on that, 

but you do not want the full load right now. do you? 

Matlof!: Ro. but we may come back acain. 
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La.iI:si: :aut watch wbat happens here. When you start. 10ing down on nuclear 

weapons and the deterrent, you are going to have your deterrent in the 

convent.ional area then. The conventional area _ana more manpower. 

HaHott: Let me ask you one last question. What do you regard as your 

major schiev_ents in your tenure as Secretary of Defense and then, 

conversely, what disappointed you the most? 

I have to say: first. was the honorable withdrawal throuCh the 

Viet~ization program; second, was the all-volunteer force eliminating 

the selective service; and third. probably the total force concept as 

far as planning was concerned--not only in the United States but also 

with our allies around the world. My greatest disappointment probably 

was: firat, after 1 got out, I do not think that we put enough emphasis 

on living by the accords of Paris. Secondly. I did not have the time to 

put into effect aome organizational changes that were long overdue in the 

Department of Defense. But a8 we were bringing down our military personnel 

by a million, we were also bringing down our civilian personnel down by a 

million. A lot of people dontt realize what we were doing over there as 

we were malting theae reducti01'lS. We could not do all that reorganization 

at that time. Fortunately, I've had the opportunity to work with the 

Georgetown Institute of Strategic Studies and with Dave Packard on a very 

close personal basis on some of these reforms and they are being made. 
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But I will be forever in the debt of Gil Fitzhugh and that particular 

panel for the work. they did, not only in their intelligence report, but 

also in their organizational report on the Department of Defenae. They 

were right on. 

Matloff: Thank you. 1IIJr. Laird, for your cooperation and for sharing your 

recollections and inaight8 with us. 

Laird: I will be glad to meet with you again Bome time, but I really do 

not think that I can add a lot to your study. 
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