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March 2, 1963 

Dictabelt 8B, Item 8B1 

[continuation of item 8A4] 

[begins in mid-conversation] 

JFK: . . . were designed only in part to collect military intelligence data; two: that 
so- . . . four Soviet overflights, staged between January 22nd [27th?] and 
February 23rd in a way McNamara called, quote, a pattern, unquote, also were 
designed to lessen the little enthusiasm the United States' naval allies have 
shown for a multilateral nuclear . . . [sticks] . . . shown for a multilateral 
nuclear force composed of surface vessels by reminding them, etc., . . . that 
they have long range bombers capable of hunting down such ships.  
Diplomatic authorities here stress in that connection McNamara's notation that 
Soviet aerial surveillance had become chronic and hitherto conducted only by 
short or medium, . . . and so on. [finishes reading]  Uh, . . . I don't, uh, . . . 

McNamara1

JFK: Yeah. 

: We . . . we have a reply to that which proved very effective with Von Hassel. 

McNamara: That the . . . the, uh, surface ships carrying Polaris missiles would be 
merchantmen, not easily recognized as these carriers were. Furthermore, that 
they would be lying in the coastal waters, uh, and in the bays and channels  
of . . . of the Western European coast. And it is quite a different situation. 
We'll get in touch with Watson and give him the same story. 

JFK: No. No. This was Ward. I guess . . .   

McNamara: Oh, all right. 

JFK: . . . I don't know. Whoever he is. The only thing is . . . I was wondering . . . 
Have we given, uh, . . .I suppose we have, Merchant2

McNamara: Oh, yes. Yes, indeed, we have. He has . . . and he has Admiral Lee

 the sort of most up-to-
date military thinking at the . . . 
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1 Robert S. McNamara 

 with him, 
as a matter of fact, who . . . 

2Livingston Merchant, Special Representative for Multilateral Force Negotiations.  
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JFK: What is our private naval opinion about the ability of the Russians to . . . get 
these ships? 

McNamara: The private naval opinion as to the ability of the Soviets to, uh, . . . uh, follow 
the . . . the merchant shipping is that it would be almost impossible. 

JFK: Yeah. Yeah. Yeah. 

McNamara: And that were they to follow the merchant shipping, uh, we would be aware of 
it. We can interpose our submarines between the Soviet craft and the . . . the, 
uh, Polaris-carrying merchant shipping. And we would thereby be aware of 
the . . . the, uh, Soviet attempt to follow them. And this in itself would be 
warning of some possible Soviet attempt against the merchant shipping. And 
we would thereby be aware of the . . . the, uh, Soviet attempt to follow them. 
And this in itself would be warning of some possible Soviet attempt against 
the merchant shipping. 

JFK: You mean if they picked . . . where if the air started to follow them all? 

McNamara: Yes. 

JFK: Yeah. Yeah. Yeah. Well, I would, uh, . . . but, anyway . . . 

McNamara: I think that we have effective answers to . . . to the Ward type claim. As a 
matter of fact, in talking to Von Hassel about it, he seemed, uh, . . . uh, to 
completely accept our explanation on why the surface craft were . . . were 
relatively invulnerable in . . . in European-type waters. Now, when you get off 
the coast of China, uh, that's something else again. This is the argument we 
are trying to use, and . . . to use to establish our requirement for Polaris 
submarines, uh, and the European requirement for a surface fleet. 

JFK: Yeah. Yeah. Well, in addition, uh, if you took the idea that you . . . you'd give 
up all surface ships, . . . If you could get the idea they all could be caught, you 
would certainly give up all carriers. If a . . . uh, I mean, you wouldn't be 
building any carriers if we thought they were so easy to detect and destroy. 

McNamara: That's right. Frankly, I don't know how the Soviets detected these carriers. I've 
asked the Navy to look into it. They have an easy explanation that the Soviets 
are aware that the passage of the carriers through the Straits of Gibraltar, and 
of the sailing of the carriers from Norfolk, . . . I don't think that it's quite that 
easy. And therefore we're . . . we're analyzing in great detail the path of these 
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carriers, the speed of the carriers, and the ways in which the Soviets might 
have picked them up. I just don't have an answer to it at the moment. 

JFK: Right. OK. Fine. 

McNamara: I will follow it, and also get in touch with Ward. 

JFK: We might take a look at whoever, uh, . . . Goldwater's latest thing about the 
electronic gear. 

McNamara: I . . . I will do that.  

JFK: OK. Thanks. 




