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Oral History Interview 
 

with 
 

ADAM YARMOLINSKY 
 

December 5, 1964 
 
 

By Daniel Ellsberg 
 

For the John F. Kennedy Library 
 
 
 
ELLSBERG: This morning we will cover a number of brief subjects: The Foreign  

Affairs Academy, conflict of interests, the SKYBOLT affair, Cuba, 
and  

the Federal Radiation Committee. They are all fairly unrelated items. 
Would you like to talk about the SKYBOLT episode? 
 
YARMOLINSKY: I don’t mind. 
 
ELLSBERG: At what point did you come into it? Was it the point where McNamara  

had gone to England to talk to Thorneycroft? 
 
YARMOLINSKY: I came back from a short sailing vacation at the end of November or  

beginning of December 1962, to find McNamara had been anxious to  
get in touch with me. I got into the matter when I returned, and 

McNamara asked me to prepare the aide-memoire which he was to take with him on his trip 
to London. I prepared the aide-memoire, laying out the arguments as to why we found it 
necessary to terminate, what alternatives we were proposing to the British, what we thought 
our obligations to the British were, and what alternatives we were proposing to offer them. 
The document speaks for itself. 

 



 
ELLSBERG: Did you work with Harry Rowen? 
 
YARMOLINSKY: I don’t recall who was available to assist me on it. I have the  

impression that this was one that I wrote myself. It wasn’t just that I  
had the responsibility for writing it, I wrote it. I consulted with Harold 

Brown and some of his people. I don’t think I consulted with Harry Rowen or any of the ISA 
people. After I had it finished I sent it over to George Ball who suggested some very minor 
textual changes. It then went to the President and he approved it. 
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ELLSBERG: So that aide-memoire which McNamara proceeded to read to  

Thorneycroft in England had been approved both at State and at the  
White House? 

 
YARMOLINSKY: Yes. 
 
ELLSBERG: Did it mention the possibility of an offer of POLARIS? 
 
YARMOLINSKY: No, I don’t believe it did. 
 
ELLSBERG: According to John Rubel’s notes, McNamara had informed Rubel on  

the trip that he had up his sleeve the possibility of an offer of  
POLARIS submarines, but didn’t want to put it into the memoire. 

 
YARMOLINSKY: I spoke to McNamara when he returned and he asked me to join him  

and Gilpatric at the White House to discuss the results of the London  
meeting. McNamara had it in mind to propose at Nassau the POLARIS 

idea, because he recalled that there was a requirement that SKYBOLT would be assigned to 
NATO. I believe this is correct. He and Gilpatric went into the meeting with the President. I 
remember being a little miffed because McNamara always likes to go into meetings without 
any staff, and he did not take me along, although Rusk took Jeff Kitchen, and there were a 
couple of other people who were in there. George Ball, Bruce and McGeorge Bundy were 
there. When they came out we reassembled in the Situation Room and there was a good deal 
of conversation which I could not follow since I didn’t know what had gone on in the 
meeting with the President. I whispered to Gilpatric something to the effect that it seemed to 
me as if McNamara was making a false assumption as to the nature of the SKYBOLT 
agreement. You remember the Camp David agreement on SKYBOLT. Gilpatric said no, it 
was something that was all right. So I assumed that I was not  
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fully informed. It turned out that I was correct and McNamara had made an error which I 
think significantly complicated the negotiations. 
 
ELLSBERG: To fill in the record, let us recall that McNamara had discussed the  

probable decision to drop SKYBOLT with Thorneycroft and  
MacMillan early in October and expected the British to be doing staff 

work on alternatives. 
 
YARMOLINSKY: Which the British did not do. 
 
ELLSBERG: At that time, Thorneycroft had mentioned that POLARIS submarines  

seemed like the only acceptable alternative and McNamara had no  
intention of ruling that out. As a matter of fact, it appears from earlier 

discussions that the President, McNamara and Rusk had been sympathetic to the idea of 
POLARIS as a replacement for SKYBOLT. The work at staff levels in the State Department 
and in the Defense Department had been on the assumption that POLARIS would not be 
given. When McNamara went to England with your aide-memoire, he had intended to 
propose POLARIS as a possible alternative, but he had that up his sleeve. It wasn’t 
something that he meant to bring out initially. Thorneycroft’s reaction apparently to the 
reading of your aide-memoire was considerable fury. He explained later to some 
investigators that this was because he had expected to see POLARIS listed as one of the main 
alternatives, and was outraged to discover that it wasn’t listed. Had you heard this? 
 
YARMOLINSKY: I guess I had heard this from Neustadt. 
 
ELLSBERG: He took a very strong line with McNamara, one of outrage, really, in  

an attempt to recover ground. 
 
YARMOLINSKY: McNamara had the impression that Thorneycroft didn't 
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know this was coming. In fact he did know it was coming. His concern  
was not that McNamara said no more SKYBOLT, but that McNamara 

did not offer POLARIS in exchange. 
 
ELLSBERG: Apparently Thorneycroft felt it was impossible for him to ask for  

POLARIS, particularly in the presence of some British staff people  
who were present at the meeting. It was a political requirement for him 

that McNamara be very forthcoming in offering POLARIS to him in the form of a deal which 
Thorneycroft simply could not refuse. This brings us up to the point where McNamara had 
returned from England. At this meeting did McNamara raise the point that the British were 
very set on having POLARIS? I think the other people at the meeting were unreceptive to the 
idea. What was the impression he had about this? 

 



 
YARMOLINSKY: He had the impression that the Camp David agreement provided for  

assignment of the British bombers that would be equipped with  
SKYBOLT to NATO. 

 
ELLSBERG: How did it come through to you that this was his impression? Did he  

say as much? 
 
YARMOLINSKY: He said if we give them POLARIS which they must assign to NATO,  

we are substituting one kind of NATO-assigned weapon for another. I  
wanted to point out that there was no such commitment, but I thought 

perhaps I misunderstood what he was saying because he was referring to the earlier 
conversation in the President’s office, which I did not attend.  
 
ELLSBERG: Did that ever get straightened out? 
 
YARMOLINSKY: Yes, 48 hours later. I looked at the documents and went to Gilpatric  

and said I think McNamara misunderstands. Gilpatric said yes I guess  
he does. Then we cleared it up with McNamara and he went off to 

Nassau with a problem. 
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ELLSBERG: Namely? 
 
YARMOLINSKY: If he was going to offer POLARISES, he couldn’t offer them under the  

conditions that he wanted to offer them and expect to get firm  
agreement from the British. He didn’t have the clincher that these were 

the same conditions under which we had offered SKYBOLT. 
 
ELLSBERG: Did you ever read John Rubel’s notes on the meeting in England? 
 
YARMOLINSKY: Yes. 
 
ELLSBERG: McNamara was very puzzled by Thorneycroft’s reaction, but in the  

light of this particular misunderstanding, it becomes very clear --  
namely, Thorneycroft's first reaction was of rage, that he had been 

stabbed in the back, that POLARIS had not been included despite their telephone 
conversation. However, he then brought up POLARIS, and since McNamara had been 
hoping that he would bring it up, they did discuss it. McNamara discussed it on the 
assumption that POLARISES would be assigned to NATO, and apparently, in the light of 
what you say, in the belief that this would probably prove acceptable to the English, since he 
thought they had accepted this for SKYBOLT as well. Thorneycroft brushed this aside, and 

 



insisted that that was quite unacceptable. What he was really emphasizing was that it was 
unacceptable to assign them irrevocably to NATO. He felt they had to have an escape clause. 
 
YARMOLINSKY: Right. 
 
ELLSBERG: It appears that McNamara came away from the conversation with the  

feeling that the British had really been very hostile to the idea of  
POLARIS, but what they particularly were hostile to was assigning 

POLARIS to NATO. 
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YARMOLINSKY: Yes, that’s right. In other words, there were misunderstandings all  

around. 
 
ELLSBERG: What was the next step? We had a conversation on this when you were  

preparing background material on the Camp David meeting. 
 
YARMOLINSKY: Yes. I was at a Christmas carol party at Tom Farmer’s, and Rubel  

called me from Nassau. He asked me to send someone down to look  
up and find out what was the actual text of the Camp David agreement. 

 
ELLSBERG: As I remember you had some trouble getting the documents. 
 
YARMOLINSKY: I called General Eaton, and he had already had a request from Rubel  

directly. General Eaton felt that people were running around like  
chickens with their heads off, but he got somebody down there to dig 

out the documents. I thought these documents were the ones I had already looked at before 
McNamara left for Nassau, but there must have been some additional documents. 
 
ELLSBERG: Was this request you received from Nassau or from London? 
 
YARMOLINSKY: It was from Nassau. 
 
ELLSBERG: I am almost certain that you were compiling a set of memorandums  

because I remember calling Harry Rowen in Paris when he was at the  
NATO meeting. 

 
YARMOLINSKY: I don’t remember that. 
 
ELLSBERG: Do you remember discussing at that time the possibility of a  

mixed-man MINUTEMAN? 
 
YARMOLINSKY: Yes. You suggested that maybe what we should propose instead of a  

 



mixed-man seaborne force was mixed-madding of MINUTEMAN on  
US soil. 

 
[-65-] 

 
ELLSBERG: Do you remember what your reaction was? 
 
YARMOLINSKY: Essentially my reaction was that politically it would be very difficult  

to put it over in this country. 
 
ELLSBERG: I then called Harry in Paris and suggested this to him. 
 
YARMOLINSKY: I think I suggested it to McNamara or to Gilpatric, and they were not  

enthusiastic about it. 
 
ELLSBERG: Had they thought of the idea before? 
 
YARMOLINSKY: No. It was a new idea to them. 
 
ELLSBERG: That’s interesting.  
 
YARMOLINSKY: It has come up again. 
 
ELLSBERG: Yes, it has come up very strongly again. Did you have any further  

dealings on the SKYBOLT? 
 
YARMOLINSKY: No, the frantic search for documents while they were in Nassau was  

about all. 
 
ELLSBERG: As a matter of fact, and as a matter of some interest for historians, I  

think that there was a problem of retrieving records from the  
Eisenhower Library, was there not? 

 
YARMOLINSKY: Yes, that was some question of that. I don’t know that we ever did go  

to the Eisenhower Library. 
 
ELLSBERG: Yes, as a matter of fact, I believe Tim Stanley told me that he went to  

John Eisenhower, who at that time was handling the Eisenhower  
papers at the Library, and asked for these papers. They were so mad at 

Stanley for having deserted the Eisenhower Administration and now working for the 
Kennedy Administration that he got a very unreceptive reception and somebody else had to 
make the request.  
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YARMOLINSKY: Yes. 
 
ELLSBERG: Perhaps we should move backward to the episode that took place just  

before the SKYBOLT affair, namely, the Cuban crisis. 
 
YARMOLINSKY: I don’t know what I can contribute on the Cuban crisis. I heard about it  

from McNamara, the morning after the discovery was made. 
 
ELLSBERG: The photographs were taken on Sunday, October 14, and they were  

interpreted on Monday, October 15. McNamara was told Monday  
evening.  

 
YARMOLINSKY: I think I was told Tuesday morning. 
 
ELLSBERG: Do you remember the occasion? 
 
YARMOLINSKY: Well I happened to be in McNamara’s office and he was rushing off to  

the White House. He indicated that there was trouble. 
 
ELLSBERG: Do you remember his tone, his words? 
 
YARMOLINSKY: No. He was gravely concerned. 
 
ELLSBERG: To put this in perspective, can you remember occasions when you  

would say you had seen commotion expressed by McNamara over  
international events? 

 
YARMOLINSKY: Well I supposed this was the point at which there was the gravest  

concern. I didn't talk to him about Cuba, except afterwards, and he was  
greatly distressed about the failure of the Administration to handle the 

thing properly, but this was more in retrospect. The point at which he was most concerned 
was after Major Anderson had been shot down, and just before the next round, the last round 
of messages. 
 
ELLSBERG: That’s very interesting. 
 
YARMOLINSKY: He felt that either the Russians were not getting the signals, or they  

were deciding to escalate. 
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ELLSBERG: Do you remember his initial reaction regarding US policy when the  

missile were discovered? 

 



 
YARMOLINSKY: I do not. 
 
ELLSBERG: Was it you who told me that his first reaction was that it was a mistake  

for Kennedy to have made the public commitment? 
 
YARMOLINSKY: This was an early reaction but I don’t remember how early. 
 
ELLSBERG: I think you said it was the first thing you remember him saying when 

he told you about the missiles. However, now he is reported by some  
to have had the attitude earlier that these missiles constituted no 

particular additional threat to the US. 
 
YARMOLINSKY: Yes.  
 
ELLSBERG: It is reported that he felt it really was not urgent for the US to move to  

get them out of there. 
 
YARMOLINSKY: As a military threat, that’s right. It was political. mpt ,o;otaru/ 
 
ELLSBERG: Right. What was his feeling on the political side? 
 
YARMOLINSKY: I think he felt that particularly because of the President’s commitment,  

the installation of these missiles presented a political problem that we  
had to deal with. 

 
ELLSBERG: This still allows for the possibility of dealing with them in ways that  

would leave them there in the end. Did he feel that it was almost an  
essential, politically, to get them out? 

 
YARMOLINSKY: I think so, but I doubt that he had a closed mind on it. 
 
ELLSBERG: After the first day he told you about them, did he discuss with you the  

deliberations that were going on that subsequent week, before the  
affair was over? 
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YARMOLINSKY: Only in fragmentary fashion. He did, a little; Gilpatric did, a little; as I  

was involved in various fact-finding. 
 
ELLSBERG: Do you remember Gilpatric’s attitude? 
 
YARMOLINSKY: No, I think Gilpatric was more or less following the McNamara line,  

 



not taking an independent position. 
 
ELLSBERG: Incidentally, in studying the Cuban crisis I found that among  

high-level staff people there was a strong impression that McNamara  
had been in favor of doing nothing. I discovered that all this seemed to 

be based on the opinion that they constituted not military threat. 
 
YARMOLINSKY: That’s very shallow. 
 
ELLSBERG: I think it was simply inferred from that, that he was in favor of doing  

nothing. 
 
YARMOLINSKY: Yes. 
 
ELLSBERG: There is no evidence as to what he was proposing on the policy side.  

Of course, it wouldn’t follow at all that he meant to do nothing. 
 
YARMOLINSKY: That’s right. 
 
ELLSBERG: I suspect by the way that the attitude of the President and Bobby  

Kennedy was the same, that they didn’t constitute a military threat. 
 
YARMOLINSKY: In fact, I don't think they did constitute a military threat. 
 
ELLSBERG: I think that’s a pretty sound position. When did you get some  

assignments in that connection? 
 
YARMOLINSKY: I think within 24 hours he designated John McNaughton and me as his  

counsels, and we had a number of specific assignments, such as  
preparing memoranda. The assignment that I remember being 

designated 
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was defining the quarantine zone. I don’t know whether it was John or I who came up with 
the notion of the two circles, one in Havana and one on the two ends of Cuba. 
 
ELLSBERG: Then later, as I remember, you were dealing with the problem of  

extending the blockade of Cuba, were you not? I remember we had a  
frantic day, when crowds of people were coming into your office and 

briefing you on the effects of the petroleum blockade. 
 
YARMOLINSKY: Yes, that’s right. We prepared a paper on what would be the  

consequences of extending the blockade other than in missiles. 

 



 
ELLSBERG: Can you remember anything during the week of what you saw of the  

evolving attitudes or expectations of any of the principles? 
 
YARMOLINSKY: I know that there was great concern among the military being directed  

in this extraordinary degree of detail by civilians. There was a good  
deal of resentments, particularly by Admiral Anderson. 

 
ELLSBERG: Did you really hear any of the inside? 
 
YARMOLINSKY: Only secondhand. 
 
ELLSBERG: Did you have an impression at various points as to how McNamara or  

Gilpatric thought it was going to come out? 
 
YARMOLINSKY: I think they were reasonably confident until Major Anderson was shot  

down. 
 
ELLSBERG: Were you reading the letters from Khrushchev as they came in? 
 
YARMOLINSKY: Yes. 
 
ELLSBERG: Had you read the Friday night letter dated October 26th? Do you  

remember when you read it? 
 
YARMOLINSKY: I can’t sort them out. 
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ELLSBERG: It was a long letter in which he suggested that if we were to give a  

guarantee of non-invasion of Cuba, there would no longer be any  
necessity for the missiles in Cuba. 

 
YARMOLINSKY: And that was followed by a letter on Saturday morning in which he  

sort of took back what he offered on Friday. 
 
ELLSBERG: He suggested that there be a trade for missiles in Turkey. 
 
YARMOLINSKY: Yes. 
 
ELLSBERG: Do you remember discussion of the Turkish missile trade earlier on? 
 
YARMOLINSKY: Yes. 
 

 



ELLSBERG: We had been expecting that offer earlier. 
 
YARMOLINSKY: It was particularly ironic because we planned to take them out anyway. 
 
ELLSBERG: Yes. Did you hear anything of the President’s attitude on that? He was  

apparently very irritated that they were not already out. 
 
YARMOLINSKY: No, I don’t remember hearing that. 
 
ELLSBERG: At any rate the Friday night letter probably generated a good deal of  

optimism.  
 
YARMOLINSKY: Yes. 
 
ELLSBERG: Do you remember the events of Saturday which involved first a  

meeting of the EXCOM to discuss the Friday night letter, which was  
hopeful. In the course of that meeting, they received two very 

disturbing pieces of information: the Saturday morning letter mentioning the Turkish bases, 
and I believe it was during the morning meeting that they heard that Major Anderson’s plane 
was missing. They still did not know that he had been shot 
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down. It was not until about one o’clock that they were pretty sure it had been shot down. Do 
you remember the events of the day? 
 
YARMOLINSKY: No, I don’t. 
 
ELLSBERG: That was the first firing that had been done on one of our planes. 
 
YARMOLINSKY: Yes. 
 
ELLSBERG: Can you remember any details about the reaction that would be worth  

recording? 
 
YARMOLINSKY: They were meeting in the White House, and I was attending to various  

odds and ends in the Pentagon. 
 
ELLSBERG: Did you see McNamara’s mood? 
 
YARMOLINSKY: I saw him that evening because we lived in the Pentagon. We slept  

there and John McNaughton and I took turns sleeping in on alternate  
nights. We ate dinner as well as lunch in the Pentagon. 

 

 



ELLSBERG: How did McNamara show emotion? 
 
YARMOLINSKY: In expression of concern and in looking grave. 
 
ELLSBERG: Can you remember other occasions in your experience with  

McNamara when he had shown a good deal of emotion? 
 
YARMOLINSKY: Oh, annoyance about difficulties on the Hill during the course of the  

TFX or some other hearings. 
 
ELLSBERG: The EXCOM met in the evening and this was after not only Major  

Anderson had been shot down, but they had fired on several of our  
other low-flying recon planes. 

 
YARMOLINSKY: Didn’t we get the information during the night that several of the  

freighters were dead in the water? 
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ELLSBERG: No, that was actually earlier -- on Friday night. 
 
YARMOLINSKY: This was encouraging news. Of course, one of the things that we  

discovered was that this apparently accurate information about where  
all the boats were was very inaccurate. Most of them were tramp 

steamers and they would have reported in several weeks previously. They would have been 
sighted going through the Black Sea or something, and the predicted arrival at a particular 
point might be off by several days. So the chart showing all the boats parading across the 
ocean purporting to have their exact location, until they came within the zone, was a very 
inaccurate chart. 
 
ELLSBERG: Was this experience in Cuba the first real friction between Anderson  

and McNamara? 
 
YARMOLINSKY: I don’t know. 
 
ELLSBERG: Didn’t it leave considerable scars on both sides? 
 
YARMOLINSKY: Yes, in my judgment I think it did. 
 
ELLSBERG: Do you remember your reaction on Sunday morning regarding Cuba?  

Do you remember how you got the news that Khrushchev had  
capitulated? 

 
YARMOLINSKY: No, I don’t. I think I may have gotten it from McNamara. 

 



 
ELLSBERG: Do you recall his attitude? 
 
YARMOLINSKY: Just exaltation. 
 
ELLSBERG: Very noticeable? 
 
YARMOLINSKY: Yes. 
 
ELLSBERG: Looking back over the sweep of four years, which included a good  

many crises of different intensity, would you say that to the principals  
Cuba seemed extraordinarily different in intensity from other 

situations? 
 
YARMOLINSKY: Yes, definitely so. 
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ELLSBERG: Much more than during any time in the Berlin crisis? 
 
YARMOLINSKY: Yes, although I wasn’t as much involved in the Berlin crisis. I was out  

in Aspen at the time that the Berlin Wall was built. 
 
ELLSBERG: Well, that was not regarded as a crisis. 
 
YARMOLINSKY: No. 
 
ELLSBERG: Apparently by the Administration? 
 
YARMOLINSKY: No. 
 
ELLSBERG: I ask this because so far as the early stages of Cuba were concerned,  

namely, the period of uncertainty in August and September as to  
whether they would put missiles in there, and then the earliest 

indications that they were putting them in, my impression now is that these stages did not 
differ so much from periods that were reproduced almost every month or so. One result of 
that is I find that people find it fairly hard to remember that period because it doesn’t stand 
out in their memories. 
 
YARMOLINSKY: My recollection is this was a degree of crisis higher not just in degree,  

but different in quality because it was so high in degree from any other  
crisis. 

 
ELLSBERG: I see. Were you involved in the closing out of the Cuban crisis? 

 



 
YARMOLINSKY: Yes, in trying to devise ways to get on-site inspection or to get the  

equivalent of on-side inspection. One of the suggestions that Fubini  
made, for instance, was that we should take the electronic signature of 

the ships without the missiles, and then the electronic signature of the ships with the missiles 
by low-flying planes. It didn’t work because missiles don’t have a distinctive electronic 
signature. 
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ELLSBERG: You are talking about radar? 
 
YARMOLINSKY: Well, I don’t think it is radar. It was a very ingenious technical idea  

that didn’t quite work. 
 
ELLSBERG: This was to see if the ships were carrying missiles? 
 
YARMOLINSKY: Yes. 
 
ELLSBERG: Do you remember your own attitudes during the crisis of how you  

thought it would turn out, and what you thought the West should be  
doing? 

 
YARMOLINSKY: Well, I was scared. 
 
ELLSBERG: Scared of what? 
 
YARMOLINSKY: Scared of escalation into something worse, maybe a lot worse. 
 
ELLSBERG: Through what process? 
 
YARMOLINSKY: Increase in violence, a response which again increased in violence. 
 
ELLSBERG: I mean specifically. Had you thought through the ways? 
 
YARMOLINSKY: No, I hadn’t. 
 
ELLSBERG: As of Saturday, do you remember what your expectation was as to  

whether we would be knocking out the missiles in the next couple of  
days? 

 
YARMOLINSKY: No, I didn’t really have any expectations one way or the other. 
 
ELLSBERG: Do you think McNamara did? 

 



 
YARMOLINSKY: No, I think he kept an open mind. I was very much involved in the  

post-Cuba period in watching over all the utterances that came out of  
here to see that nothing was said that could get us into political trouble. 
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ELLSBERG: What could have gotten us into political trouble? 
 
YARMOLINSKY: Well, you remember that McNamara decision to go on nation-wide  

television and show that the missiles had in fact been taken out. 
 
ELLSBERG: Was that a McNamara decision, or did the White House make that  

decision? 
 
YARMOLINSKY: It was McNamara’s decision, with the President’s approval. But it was  

McNamara’s initiative. I was away on the day that he made the  
decision, but then I was involved in helping him prepare for the show, 

and in the sort of public affairs treatment of the aftermath. You remember Keating said that 
he knew that missiles were still there, and so forth. Senator Keating in fact miss-stated the 
basic facts on which he based his claims. I think he talked about concrete not having been 
broken up, and in fact the pads he was talking about didn’t have concrete they had gravel 
which you do not break up, or vice versa. Then there was the great controversy. You 
remember McNamara said in that TV show that Cuba did not constitute a threat for a center 
of subversion in the US. He said it because he wanted to put CUba back in perspective. He 
was widely criticized for saying it, but he said it really to protect the President, and to try to 
get back to somewhere near the position we had been in the previous June, before the 
President made all these commitments. 
 
ELLSBERG: Yes. Do you remember what had led him to have the TV show? 
 
YARMOLINSKY: Because there were so many claims that we hadn't gotten the missiles  

out. 
 
ELLSBERG: Why did he feel that it was essential to take this step? 
 
YARMOLINSKY: Public confidence in the United States. 
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ELLSBERG: Did he feel it was a success afterwards? 
 
YARMOLINSKY: Yes.  
 

 



ELLSBERG: A good idea? 
 
YARMOLINSKY: Yes, I think he did. It did result in some significant losses in  

intelligence potential. It told the Russians how much we knew about  
cratology. 

 
ELLSBERG: It told about the crates. 
 
YARMOLINSKY: Yes, about cratology. What Joe Carroll, Head of CIA calls cratology,  

and I think he told me they started using different crates. 
 
ELLSBERG: Wasn’t there a good deal of resistance by the Intelligence Community  

to this? 
 
YARMOLINSKY: I’m sure there was, and particularly I think byn McCone. 
 
ELLSBERG: There was also the question of organization in there of DOD/DIA  

doing it rather than CIA? 
 
YARMOLINSKY: Yes.  
 
ELLSBERG: I understand that this was done on very short notice without clearing it  

with CIA. 
 
YARMOLINSKY: It was done on very short notice. It was cleared with the President. I  

am sure CIA was involved, but to what extent I do not know. 
 
ELLSBERG: The whole Administration has been criticized for being too willing to  

use intelligence information for what you would call national  
objectives, or for political purposes. Did you ever enter into any 

discussions on that? 
 
YARMOLINSKY: I don’t think it comes up in general context. It’s a question in each  

specific case of whether it’s more important to protect the information  
or to get the results you get by releasing it. 
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ELLSBERG: Now the point was often made that although the television show was  

fascinating, many viewers were left with the impression that although  
there might not be missiles there, they were impressed by how much 

there was there, which they had now seen more clearly than before; which, to some extent, 
gave a vivid picture of Soviet presence. 
 

 



YARMOLINSKY: Soviet presence in Cuba. 
 
ELLSBERG: Soviet strength in Cuba. 
 
YARMOLINSKY: I hadn’t heard that criticism. Of course it is true. 
 
ELLSBERG: Another aspect is that in looking into this, it is really quite difficult to  

make what can be called a conclusive case that some missiles were not  
left behind. In fact, that’s very difficult to prove. 

 
YARMOLINSKY: It is difficult to prove. 
 
ELLSBERG: I’m almost surprised in the light of that, that McNamara took that job  

on so forcefully. He, in effect, involved himself in assertions, which  
could just possibly have been shown to be wrong. 

 
YARMOLINSKY: True, but he felt that it was politically necessary to do so.  
 
ELLSBERG: What did he think the costs would be of not doing so? 
 
YARMOLINSKY: I suppose deterioration of national unity and public confidence in the  

Administration. 
 
ELLSBERG: Did you take any part in any of the discussions of what to do if a U-2  

were shot down? 
 
YARMOLINSKY: I did discuss it, but I don’t remember whether I discussed it before an  

official or semi-official gathering. 
 
ELLSBERG: Then there was the issue of getting Soviet troops out of  
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Cuba, and trying to get assurance from Khruschev that he would do  
this. Looking back at the Bay of Pigs, you said that McNamara had 

said that he felt that that hadn’t been handled right. 
 
YARMOLINSKY: He never made any statements about it to me. He simply said he  

wasn’t going to talk about it. 
 
ELLSBERG: Do you think he felt very personally involved? 
 
YARMOLINSKY: I think he felt responsible to a degree. 
 

 



ELLSBERG: Did that leave the scars on him that it did on some others? 
 
YARMOLINSKY: What kind of scars? 
 
ELLSBERG: A feeling that they personally had made grave mistakes. 
 
YARMOLINSKY: I think that it left on these people a feeling that they had, in a sense,  

been taken in. They had put too much confidence in their staffs, in the  
professionals, and they wouldn't do that again. They would want to get 

the facts themselves. 
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[END OF INTERVIEW] 

 


