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— FOREWORD ——

THE NINTH VOLUME IN THE Secretaries of Defense Historical Series focuses
on President Jimmy Carter’s defense secretary, Harold Brown, who brought stability
to an office that had seen three different secretaries in the last four years under the
Nixon-Ford administrations. When Brown began his tenure in January 1977, he and
his staff confronted an array of national security and international policy concerns,
especially the Warsaw Pact’s conventional and nuclear theater forces superiority
over NATO and the Soviet threat to U.S. land-based missiles. Within the context
of the national security and foreign policy challenges of Carter’s administration,
this volume describes the role of the Pentagon chief, the advice he gave the presi-
dent, and his interactions with other senior political and military leaders. It is also
a history of the management of the Defense Department, including the continual
development of the All-Volunteer Force and the organizational changes that saw
improved policy formulation and acquisition decisions.

One of the book’s major themes is inherent in the title. Secretary Brown and
his staff responded to a daunting challenge: to offset the Soviet Union’s quantitative
strategic and conventional military advantages by the judicious use of America’s
ability to innovate and apply its lead in technology. The book also reveals that more
continuity than contrast existed between the later years of Carter’s term and the
start of the Reagan administration’s first term, due in good part to the offset strat-
egy and the insistence of Brown, the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and defense supporters in
Congress that the president allocate increased funding for the Pentagon. At the very
least, Brown and Carter prepared the foundation for President Ronald Reagan’s and
Secretary of Defense Caspar Weinberger’s military buildup and revolution in defense.

This volume and the series as a whole have a value above and beyond their
contribution to historical scholarship about the Defense Department under the
Carter administration. The Pentagon is the largest department with the largest
discretionary budget in the United States government. An organization of this

size requires an institutional memory. Even before this volume was published, its
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analyses and discoveries provided answers to questions from the deputy secretary
and secretary of defense. The series continues to serve as a reference and framework
for policymakers seeking to draw insights from the past as they meet the challenges
of the present and future. There is another intrinsic value to this body of work: in
a democracy such as the United States, the public has the right to know what its
leaders did in its name. Transparency is the bedrock of democratic accountability.
The titles in the Secretaries of Defense Historical Series examine the decisions and
motivations of the Pentagon leadership some three decades after a secretary has
left office. This time lag allows for the release of previously classified information.
It also permits the reader to assess a book’s conclusions in conjunction with sim-
ilarly timed releases of documents by the relevant presidential library and by the
Department of State’s Foreign Relations of the United States series.

This is an authorized history, but not an official one. There is a distinction. The
OSD Historical Office has contracted with an experienced historian to write an
account of Harold Brown and the office he led. Dr. Edward Keefer has succeeded in
producing an eminently readable and revealing narrative of a secretary of defense
whose accomplishments and legacy heretofore have not been fully appreciated. While
this book has been peer reviewed—by an outside panel, staff historians, and myself—
and cleared for publication by Department of Defense declassification review officials
and their counterparts in other interested agencies, it remains the author’s own
assessment of Brown’s tenure. Although the text has been declassified, some of the
official sources in the volume may remain classified. The opinions and assessments

are the author’s and do not necessarily represent those of the Department of Defense.

Erin R. Mahan
Chief Historian
Office of the Secretary of Defense



PREFACE

HAROLD BROWN, PRESIDENT JIMMY CARTER'’S secretary of defense, was
among the most low-profile defense chiefs to hold the post, and among the most
misunderstood. When he is remembered, his image suffers from a common mis-
conception about the administration of Jimmy Carter: that it was throughout its
four years antidefense, favoring arms control and disarmament to the point of
jeopardizing the nation’s security. For those who hold this interpretation, Brown
is considered at best a capable secretary swimming against the riptide of Carter’s
incompetence, often undercut by the president’s misguided thinking.

Such characterizations of Carter and especially Brown are simply false. The
story is much more complicated. Secretary Brown was a leader among a group
of top likeminded policy advisers, including National Security Adviser Zbigniew
Brzezinski, the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and key members of Congress such as Senator
Samuel A. Nunn (D-GA), who advised a reluctant President Carter to challenge the
Soviet Union’s military resurgence. The impact that Brown and his staff in the Office
of the Secretary of Defense (OSD) had in persuading Carter to reverse the decline in
defense spending since 1974 and upgrade America’s defenses is central to the theme
of this book. Carter proved a reluctant convert, but nonetheless changed his mind
in the middle of his term. As a result, beginning in his last two years, he and Brown
increased defense spending and brought into production new weapons, including
stealth aircraft, precision bombs, and modern digital technology. Their actions
paved the way for a new, more accurate and powerful missile, the MX (later called
Peacemaker), to counter Soviet advances in missile technology that threatened to
make the U.S. Minuteman missile force vulnerable to a devastating first strike.
Brown championed the low-flying cruise missile, which could be fired from aircraft
well off the borders of the Soviet Union, offsetting advantages enjoyed by the Soviet
air defense system. The Carter administration obtained West European approval
for the deployment of Pershing II missiles and cruise missiles on European NATO

(North Atlantic Treaty Organization) members’ soil to match the Soviet Union’s
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mobile SS-20 missiles that gave Moscow a clear superiority on the continent. Brown
and OSD spearheaded a campaign to upgrade NATO’s conventional forces, created
a new security framework in the Persian Gulf backstopped by an incipient rapid
deployment force, and supported Afghan resistance to the Soviet invasion. These
initiatives provided a head start for the much-acclaimed Ronald Reagan defense
revolution. Although Reagan and his surrogates in 1980 emphasized the difference
between their defense policy and Carter’s, there was much more continuity than
contrast between the two. The defense revolution began with Carter.

This book highlights Brown’s policymaking efforts and his influence on the
president’s response to international events. The major foreign policy issues cov-
ered—the Middle East peace process, the Iran revolution and hostage crisis, nego-
tiations with the Soviet Union and the Strategic Arms Limitations Talks (SALT
II), the strengthening of NATO, readjustment in East Asia, the Soviet invasion of
Afghanistan, and a new command structure in the Persian Gulf—emphasize the
role of the secretary of defense and his immediate staff. Other topics cover the role of
Brown and OSD in shaping Carter’s policies on Latin America, Africa, lesser-known
arms control initiatives, and global issues such as terrorism.

This volume also provides a history of the Pentagon during the Carter years.
It recounts how Brown took control of the government’s largest executive agency,
and how he and his staft worked with the White House and then Congress to pass
Defense budgets, the lifeblood of national security. It documents Brown’s and OSD’s
attempts to rethink both conventional and nuclear warfare and to ensure the con-
tinued success of the All-Volunteer Force. The major weapons procurement issues
of the Carter years—the decisions to scrap the B-1 bomber and the neutron bomb
and to move ahead with the MX missile—are discussed within the context of bud-
gets or SALT II negotiations. The campaign to use defense technology to offset the
Soviet Union’s military advantages, spearheaded by Brown and Under Secretary of
Defense for Research and Engineering William J. Perry, supplied the United States
with a crucial advantage during the Cold War competition with Moscow.

Harold Brown, an intellectually gifted nuclear physicist with outstanding
administrative abilities, by his own admission often gave the impression of being
aloof and introverted. Yet he dominated the Pentagon and put it under his central
control, much like his mentor, Robert McNamara. He worked well with the Joint

Chiefs, who were often at odds with presidential decisions. When Brown had to
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deliver the support of the Chiefs, he usually did. After working with people over time
Brown found his comfort zone. Those who earned his trust and worked closely with
him found him to be loyal, generous, fair, and considerate. They especially appreci-
ated his willingness to delegate responsibility without looking over their shoulders.

One critic of Brown, General Alexander M. Haig Jr., who served as Supreme
Allied Commander in Europe during the Carter years, recalled that Brown was
unwilling to confront the president when he disagreed with him. The charge misses
the point of the relationship between Carter and his Pentagon chief. Brown was
and has remained loyal to Carter. A team player, Brown realized that he would not
always see eye-to-eye with his commander in chief. Ultimately, the president was
the final arbiter. Dramatic confrontation was not the secretary’s style. A great friend
and fellow physicist, Eugene G. Fubini, described Brown in a newspaper interview
as “extremely sensitive.” Brown had difficulty opening up and praise made him
uncomfortable. By his own accounting, if the secretary had a major difference of
principle with the president, he would have resigned. That point never came, but
Brown certainly had differences with Carter. He did not shy away from making
recommendations that would not be well received by the president, yet he did so
with rational arguments and persistence, not dramatic confrontations or resigna-
tion threats. Brown prepossessed a remarkable ability to see both sides of an issue
and to appreciate the value of an opposing argument, tendencies that made him a
natural compromiser in the best sense of the word.

Brown assembled an impressive staff. His first deputy secretary of defense,
businessman Charles W. Duncan Jr., successfully administered the Pentagon. Dun-
can’s talents so impressed Carter that he chose him to succeed James R. Schlesinger
as secretary of energy. Businessman and Washington, DC, lawyer W. Graham
Claytor Jr. fit the traditional model of a strong, assertive secretary of the Navy. He
then replaced Duncan as deputy secretary. Carter had wanted to name Claytor
secretary of transportation, but Brown successfully argued that he was too valuable
a Pentagon leader to lose. Under Secretary for Research and Engineering William J.
Perry became Brown’s crucial collaborator in applying technology to the Pentagon’s
weapon systems as part of the offset strategy to negate the Soviet Union’s advances
in conventional forces and ballistic missiles. Robert W. Komer provided bureau-
cratic energy, firstas a NATO point man and then as under secretary of defense for

policy. Komer’s exuberance and unorthodox approach to problem solving were his
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trademarks. Brown also received support from a strong team of under secretaries,
assistant secretaries, and directors of the Office of the Secretary of Defense.

Brown’s prodigious work ethic and intellectual abilities allowed him to digest
large amounts of information and to put his own imprimatur on the policy mem-
oranda that went out under his name. He made at least a few significant revisions
to most documents he reviewed, and routinely caught typos or mistakes in graphs
and budget figures.

Unlike previous secretaries of defense, Brown faced the Soviet Union at the
apex of its Cold War military might. Flush from new discoveries of oil and natural
gas in an era of high energy prices, the Soviet Union of the Carter years came closer
to matching the United States in strategic power than it had in any other period.
By most reckonings, the Kremlin held advantages over the West in conventional
weapons and forces in central Europe. Brown and his staft worked diligently and
creatively to offset the formidable Soviet military challenge. Yet the achievements
Brown amassed as secretary have been overshadowed by one horrendous failure, the
Iran hostage rescue mission. As a result, history has paid scant attention to his suc-
cesses. Similarly, it has ignored the foundation that the Carter administration built

for the Reagan revolution in defense. This volume aims to remedy the oversight.
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CHAPTER 1

The Carter Administration Takes Charge

ON THE FOURTH OF JULY, 1976, the United States celebrated its bicentennial.
Two hundred years after declaring independence, this former British colony had
become the most prosperous and powerful nation in the world, the uncontested
leader of the noncommunist West with all of the responsibilities that such a position
entailed. Americans enjoyed the day off work, attending parades, cookouts, and
fireworks displays. In New York harbor, a magnificent naval review of tall ships,
their canvas billowing against the blue sky, sailed under the Verrazano Bridge and
past the Statue of Liberty. On the National Mall, Americans celebrated two centuries
of U.S. independence and prosperity, watching the spectacular fireworks display
over the Washington Monument.

The festivities, however, masked a sense of unease. The recently concluded and
highly divisive Vietnam War had split the country uneasily between hawks and doves,
with the majority of the population increasingly weary of military involvement in for-
eign lands. The ignominious end of the long and costly conflict, and the scenes of Amer-
icans and a handful of Vietnamese fleeing Saigon by helicopter in April 1975 as North
Vietnamese troops captured the capital, shook many American’s sense of invincibility.
With the exception of the almost 600 prisoners of war who returned to America from
North Vietnam in Operation Homecoming, most Vietnam veterans came home not to
heroes’ welcomes, but to a populace that seemed suspicious of or uninterested in their
sacrifices. The proud tradition of American military service was at one of its lowest ebbs.

Vietnam was only part of the problem. The U.S. political system had suffered
its own trauma. Americans had watched the Watergate scandal unravel and then
climax with the resignation of President Richard M. Nixon on 8 August 1974.

Whether they were pro- or anti-Nixon, most people believed that the nation’s
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political leaders had failed. To Nixon’s supporters, a vengeful and out-of-control
Congress had unnecessarily limited his powers as commander in chief by legislative
fiat and then had driven him from office for minor offenses. To Nixon’s opponents,
an imperial executive had covered up a political scandal, flouted the rule of law,
and forfeited the right to govern the nation. President Gerald R. Ford, generally
regarded as a well-meaning and decent man, had tried to heal the nation’s wounds,
but they still festered. As most polls indicated, Americans were not happy with
Washington, believing that the federal government had become overly bureaucratic,
too expensive, too intrusive, and largely ineffective when it came to their everyday
problems. In Gallup’s first annual public poll of American perception of ethics and
honesty in the workforce in 1976, politicians came in dead last, with a 10 percent
approval rating.!

After the bicentennial, the Democratic Party held its national convention in
New York City and selected a southern governor, James Earl Carter Jr., or Jimmy
Carter as he preferred to be known, as its candidate for president. Carter narrowly
defeated President Ford in the election. A populist with little foreign policy and
national security experience had become the nation’s commander in chief. Recog-
nizing his own lack of expertise, Carter drew heavily from the administrations of
John F. Kennedy and Lyndon B. Johnson for his national security team, and selected
Harold Brown, a nuclear scientist whose career had been dedicated to defending

the nation, to serve as secretary of defense.

Different Paths: Jimmy Carter and Harold Brown

Jimmy Carter grew up in a small town in rural Georgia; Harold Brown, on a resi-
dential street on the Upper West Side of Manhattan. Carter’s childhood revolved
around the rhythms, routines, and rituals of Plains, a small agricultural commu-
nity on the rich flatlands of southwest Georgia.> Carter identified strongly with his
southern roots, family, land, and Baptist religion.

Brown was born in Brooklyn, and his childhood homes were apartments in
middle-class Jewish neighborhoods between 100th and 108th streets on Broadway
and West End Avenue. The Browns were secular Jews with a steadfast political alle-
giance to Franklin D. Roosevelt and the Democrats. Harold’s mother, Gertrude,
gave up her job as a diamond merchant’s bookkeeper, which she had held since

graduating from high school, to become a mother and wife. His athletic father,



Abraham, was a small-business law-
yer who had been known to his sol-
dier comrades as Sergeant “Buster”
Brown while serving as an artillery-
man in France during World War
I. He rarely talked about the war,
although he did tell his son he had
seen a friend die in combat. Ger-
trude remained proud of her ability
in arithmetic and was delighted to
discover her son had mathematical
aptitude. The Browns soon realized
that their son was a prodigy, display-
ing amazing intelligence at an early
age and later excelling academically.
As a high school student he often
retreated to his room after supper to
read weighty classics, but his mother
encouraged him to take up sports as
well. As an adult he regularly played
tennis and swam most days.’

Both Carter and Brown grew
up in the midst of the Great Depres-
sion, attended college during
World War II, and finished their
undergraduate degrees in accel-
erated wartime programs. Carter
attended one year of junior col-
lege and one year at Georgia Tech
before his congressional represen-
tative nominated him in 1943 for
the Naval Academy, his college of
choice. Brown graduated at age 15

from Bronx High School of Science,

Carter Administration Takes Charge

Young Harold with his mother, Gertrude.
(Courtesy Harold Brown Family)

Abraham “Buster” Brown in uniform,
U.S. Army, World War I. (Courtesy Harold
Brown Family)
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one of the foremost public science
high schools in America, with a
99.5 grade average and most of the
school’s honors. In 1943 he entered
Columbia University, where he
received an A.B. at 17 years of age in
1945 and won the Green Memorial
Prize for the best academic record.
He continued as a graduate student
at Columbia, earning a Ph.D. in
physics in 1949 when he was still 21.

Jimmy Carter and Harold Brown

were smart, hardworking, and ded-

Harold Brown as he graduated from the Bronx
High School of Science at age 15. (Courtesy
Harold Brown Family) was absolutely brilliant.* He started

icated, but Brown, by any measure,

his working career in nuclear phys-
ics less than two years before the United States detonated the first hydrogen bomb
in November 1952—marking the dawn of the thermonuclear age.

Among top physicists, who were in high demand during the early years of the
Cold War, Brown was one of the best. After postdoctoral work and a teaching stint,
Brown joined the University of California Radiation Laboratory at Berkeley as a
research scientist in 1950. He moved in 1952 to the newly established E. O. Lawrence
Radiation Laboratory at Livermore, California, an institution led by Herbert F. York,
who would become Brown’s good friend and would precede him as the first director of
defense research and engineering (DDR&E) in the Office of the Secretary of Defense
(OSD). At Livermore, Brown led a team of six other physicists (all slightly older than he
was) who used some of the first computers, along with mathematics and engineering,
to reduce the size of thermonuclear warheads for strategic military use. A thousand
times more powerful than the one dropped on Hiroshima, the first hydrogen bomb
weighed many tons and filled a small building. Brown and his team helped make
Livermore’s reputation by designing nuclear warheads small and light enough to be
placed on the Navy’s nuclear-powered ballistic missile submarines (SSBNs).”

In addition to weapons work, Brown proved an excellent manager and con-

scientious administrator. The administration of President Dwight D. Eisenhower
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tapped him to serve on official scientific committees, boards, and delegations. In
1960 he succeeded Edward Teller, “father of the H-Bomb,” as director of Law-
rence Livermore Lab. As a 33-year-old head of one of the nation’s premier nuclear
laboratories, Brown continued his service as adviser and consultant to the U.S.
government. When, in May 1961, Secretary of Defense Robert S. McNamara asked
outgoing DDR&E Herbert York who should succeed him, York recommended
Brown. After a face-to-face interview, McNamara offered Brown the job. Brown
dithered momentarily, thinking that he was probably too young for the job, but
McNamara warned that opportunities like DDR&E did not come twice. After some
encouragement from York, Brown accepted the next day.® One of McNamara’s
“whiz kids,” Brown served as DDR&E until September 1965 and then as secretary
of the Air Force until the end of President Johnson’s second term. He became pres-
ident of the California Institute of Technology (Caltech) in Pasadena in 1969, and
also served as a part-time delegate to the Strategic Arms Limitation Talks (SALT) in
Helsinki, Vienna, and Geneva.” At 42 years old, Harold Brown was chief executive

of a major science-based university and a former government official with eight

years of Department of Defense (DoD) service.

Left to right: Sidney Fernbach, Harold Brown, and Edward Teller with the Livermore Advanced
Research Computer, which improved the ability to simulate nuclear explosions, 1960.
(Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory)
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President John F. Kennedy visits the Lawrence Livermore Laboratory in March 1962. Left to
right: Norris Bradbury, director of Los Alamos Scientific Laboratory; John Foster, director of
Lawrence Livermore Laboratory; Edwin Miller, director of Lawrence Radiation Laboratory;
Glen Seaborg, chairman of the Atomic Agency Commission; President Kennedy; Edward
Teller, associate director, Lawrence Radiation Laboratory; Robert McNamara, Secretary of
Defense; and Harold Brown, director of Defense Research and Engineering. (RG 434, NARA II)

Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara swears in Harold Brown as secretary of the Air Force,
28 October 1965. (RG 434, NARA II)
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Jimmy Carter took a circuitous route to the presidency. Upon graduation from
Annapolis in 1946, Carter married Rosalynn Smith, also from Plains, and began
his career as a naval officer on experimental electronics and gunnery ships, known
somewhat derogatorily as “Chesapeake raiders” because their operations were
limited primarily to the bay. After assignments in the Pacific and New London,
Connecticut (where he qualified to command a submarine), he applied to join
Captain (later Admiral) Hyman G. Rickover’s program to develop nuclear-powered
submarines. Carter remembers his interview with Rickover as a defining moment
in his life. Rickover asked him if he had tried his best at Annapolis, and Carter
admitted he had not. Rickover then asked, “Why not?” Thereafter Carter prom-
ised himself always to give his best effort. After six months at the Atomic Energy
Commission in Washington, DC, he and his family moved to Schenectady, New
York, where he trained with crew members to operate the USS Seawolf, one of the
Navy’s two newly constructed nuclear submarines.®

Carter’s career as a naval officer ended when his father died in October 1953.
Resigning his commission, he returned to Plains to take over the family agricultural
business. Carter had been a conscientious and ambitious naval officer but not one
whom the Navy earmarked for quick promotion or leadership. Plains, civilian life,
and his family drew him away from the kind of full commitment to the service
required for rapid advancement. His wife tried to convince him to stay in the Navy,
but, as he later recalled, “I decided to resign from the Navy and come home to
Plains—to a tiny town, a church, a farm, an uncertain income. I had only one life
to live, and I wanted to live it as a civilian, with a potentially further opportunity
for varied public service.”

For most of the next decade Carter concentrated on the peanut business,
becoming a leading citizen of Plains. In 1962 he ran for the Georgia state legis-
lature, serving two terms as a moderate, progressive “good government” legis-
lator. Carter decided to make a run for governor of Georgia in 1966, but he lost
the Democratic primary."” Determined to win the governorship, Carter ran a
1970 campaign that appealed to white segregationists by opposing school busing
and visiting a segregated private school. Elected governor in 1970, Carter soon
ditched the segregationists and promoted racial moderation in Georgia, opening
up a wider variety of state jobs for African Americans. A progressive and a fiscal

reformer, Carter launched a major reorganization of the Georgia state government.
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Most prominently, he instituted “zero-based budgeting,” a practice that required
government officials to start each budget from scratch and defend their program
anew each budget cycle.”"

In 1972 Carter began to consider a run for the White House, an audacious idea
for a one-term governor from the Deep South. Realizing that the road to the presi-
dency ran through the primaries where momentum could build, Carter entered all
primary contests. He and his advisers also knew that Americans had been trauma-
tized by the Vietnam War and the Watergate scandal. Although not a natural born
campaigner, Carter was tenacious and single-minded, outlasting all challengers
and benefiting from Senator Edward M. Kennedy’s decision to not run. In July
1976 he became the Democratic candidate for president. His Republican opponent,
President Gerald Ford, was tainted by his pardon of President Nixon and was also
not a strong campaigner. Although Ford closed the gap during the last few weeks
of October, on 2 November 1976 Carter won the presidency by a slim margin."

Carter’s and Brown’s World Views

President Carter and his secretary of defense held different world views. Carter
was a Washington outsider with distaste for intrigues along the Potomac. The
imperial presidency that his predecessors, Lyndon Johnson and Richard Nixon,
had constructed deeply troubled him, and he had campaigned against such pre-
tentions. Carter promised the voters a breath of fresh air that would sweep away
the miasma of mendacity, cynicism, and corruption that he believed had come
to characterize Washington and the White House. He offered a downsized and
down-home presidency. Most important, Carter did not underplay that he was a
born-again Christian, sprung from the progressive wing of the evangelical move-
ment that had become influential during the latter half of the 19th century. In inter-
national affairs, Carter’s progressive evangelicalism translated into championing
human rights and democracy abroad, support for international disarmament and
arms control, antipathy to nuclear weapons, opposition to racism as practiced by
minority governments, and a concern for the developing world and the plight of
their poor. Although a graduate of Annapolis and a former career naval officer,
Carter developed a healthy skepticism of the military. Only his Johnny-come-lately
opposition to the Vietnam War in 1975 marred an otherwise near-perfect profile

of an international progressive.”
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Although Carter was internationally minded, he had limited experience
with foreign affairs and national security policy. Realizing this shortfall would
handicap him in the election, Carter took an informal cram course provided by
the privately funded Trilateral Commission, a small group of influential business
people, academics, journalists, and government and political figures. Commission
members believed that the triangle of America, Japan, and Europe held the future
to world economic prosperity and political stability. They organized meetings
and made contacts with similar elites in Japan and Europe. At the suggestion of
Time magazine editor Hedley Donovan, Zbigniew Brzezinski, the commission’s
director, recruited Carter while he was still an up-and-coming southern governor
in order to broaden the commission’s regional base. Under Brzezinski’s tutelage,
during the next three years Carter attended the exclusive Trilateral Commission
meetings, participated in discussions, read papers and reports, and generally
networked among foreign policy and national security experts, including Harold
Brown, a member of the commission’s executive committee and regular attendee
at Trilateral meetings."* In May 1975 Carter traveled to Kyoto, Japan, for a com-
mission meeting; Brown was also a participant. Peter G. Bourne, a Carter cam-
paign official, remembered that he and Carter spent several days talking with the
“incredibly brilliant” Brown." Carter looked back nostalgically on his experience:
“Those Trilateral Commission meetings for me were like classes in foreign pol-
icy—reading papers produced on every conceivable subject, hearing experienced
leaders debate internal issues and problems, and meeting the big names like Cy
Vance and Harold Brown and Zbig.”*

Brown had a point of reference very different from Carter’s. Early in his career
Brown saw the world from a physics laboratory, and was focused on atomic particles
and chain reactions. He then ran a major U.S. government-supported research facil-
ity before Secretary of Defense McNamara plucked him from the relative obscurity
of Lawrence Livermore Laboratory and brought him into the Pentagon.

Although initially on the periphery of JEK’s “Camelot,” Brown soon became
a technical adviser to the president. In the summer of 1961 the Soviet Union
upgraded its nuclear arsenal by testing small devices in the atmosphere, in viola-
tion of a moratorium on above-ground testing that had been observed by Moscow
and Washington since 1958. Brown briefed the president, his Cabinet, and the
National Security Council (NSC) on these and related developments. When the
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Soviets exploded a 50-megaton thermonuclear bomb, the largest nuclear bomb
to date, Brown again provided advice to the president and his advisers. In Octo-
ber 1961, Kennedy asked Brown to come to his summer retreat in Hyannis Port,
Massachusetts, to brief him on the Nike Zeus antiballistic missile defense system.
As a science adviser, he also accompanied Kennedy to Palm Beach and to Ber-
muda, where the president met with British Prime Minister Harold Macmillan.
Although Brown never established a similar rapport with President Johnson,
by 1969 he was well known and widely respected throughout the Washington
political establishment."”

Brown considered himself a liberal internationalist, but he lacked Carter’s
fervor. While Brown acknowledged the value of human rights, he did not believe
it should trump U.S. international interests. He understood the president’s unwill-
ingness to sell arms to dictatorships, but noted that the Europeans and the Russians
quickly filled the void. As a result the United States lost sales and influence. As he
later told Congress, he was in favor of arms control as long as it was verifiable and
did not harm U.S. national security. As a nuclear scientist and a witness to multiple
atomic tests, Brown had no philosophical aversion to nuclear weapons. He saw
them as a necessary deterrent to the possibility of a nuclear war and a retardant to
conventional conflict between the two superpowers."®

As for their views on the Soviet Union, the two men had both differences and
similarities. Brown had spent most of his working career either designing or over-
seeing the development of weapons for potential use against the Soviets or leading
Air Force efforts to match weapons and forces with strategic threats. He had few
illusions about the Soviet threat, but he trusted that what he called an “essential
equivalence” between the two superpowers would provide essential security.
The theory held that that if both Moscow and Washington realized they faced
assured vulnerability, they would be less likely to use nuclear weapons. If either the
Soviet Union or the United States attacked first with strategic weapons, each faced
assured retaliation. Carter also campaigned as a cold warrior proponent of mutual
assured destruction, but as a former submariner he thought that Polaris missiles
on submarines formed the ultimate deterrence. The president-elect also hoped for
a serious dialogue with the Kremlin leadership to control the U.S.-Soviet strategic
arms race."” Carter had another concern: the dismal Soviet human rights record,

especially its treatment of dissidents. When he became president, Carter got off on
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the wrong foot with the Kremlin, tweaking them on their human rights record and
establishing a dialogue with Andrei Sakharov, a leading Soviet dissident. Moscow

viewed this as interference with its domestic affairs.?

Selections and Confirmations

Although Brown and the president-elect had different views, Carter and his prin-
ciple foreign policy adviser Zbigniew Brzezinski tapped Brown to be one of a
number of advisers on strategic and military affairs during the 1976 presidential
campaign. In July 1976 Brown and a half-dozen other defense experts traveled to
Plains by bus from Atlanta to brief Carter. They ate cold fried chicken as the bus
wound through country roads. During the ride Brown and Paul H. Nitze, former
SALT II negotiator and hardline cold warrior, argued about U.S. vulnerability to
the Soviet threat. In the coming months of the Carter campaign, Brown provided
occasional advice to Carter.”!

After the election, Brown met with Carter in Atlanta on 8 December 1976 for
a one-on-one meeting, followed by a discussion with Vice President-elect Walter
F. Mondale, Carter’s lawyer-adviser Charles H. Kirbo, and his political adviser
Hamilton W. Jordan.** After these meetings Carter phoned Brown to offer him
the job of secretary of defense, provided Brown accepted Charles W. Duncan Jr. as
his deputy. If Brown was unwilling, Carter would give the job to his friend Dun-
can, the former president of Coca-Cola Company. Convinced he could work with
Duncan after visiting with him in Houston for a day, Brown traveled to Atlanta to
meet again with the president-elect. On 21 December Carter announced Brown as
his pick. As his first order of business, Brown telephoned all the former secretaries
of defense to ask for advice. He then met with outgoing Defense Secretary Donald
H. Rumsfeld, who provided him with a Pentagon office.”

From 26 to 29 December 1976 Carter’s Cabinet designees gathered at a St.
Simon Island resort off the coast of Georgia. Brown found himself in an awkward
position when he suggested to a reporter during the meetings that he doubted that
an “absolute reduction” of $5 billion to $7 billion in defense spending, a Carter
campaign promise, could be achieved. On 29 December, Brown and Duncan vis-
ited the powerful chairman of the Senate Committee on Armed Services (SCAS),
John C. Stennis (D), at his home in DeKalb, Mississippi, to obtain his blessing

and discuss budget cuts. In conversation with reporters after the meeting, Brown
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called the proposed cuts “savings.” Stennis assured the press that there would be
no “cutting at the bone and muscle of the military program.”

Carter later explained that he chose Brown and Duncan out of determination
“to eliminate as much waste in defense spending as possible,” to rationalize the
acquisition process for highly technical weapon systems, and “to institute efficient
management procedures in the Pentagon.” Carter continued, “The Pentagon
needed some discipline, and I wanted both a scientist with a thorough knowledge
of the most advanced technology and a competent business manager, strong willed
enough to prevail in the internecine struggles among the different military ser-
vices.” Duncan recalls that Carter stressed to him the need for “corporate business
experience” in the Pentagon when offering him the deputy job.”

Carter’s selection of Brown proved noncontroversial and was applauded by
most of the mainstream media. However, some conservative media figures and
key officials in labor’s AFL-CIO favored James R. Schlesinger, former secretary of
defense under Presidents Nixon and Ford. They orchestrated a low-level campaign
to convince the president-elect to pick Schlesinger, but Carter asked him to take
charge of the soon-to-be established Energy Department.* The Wall Street Journal
editorialized, “Our contacts in the national security community are absolutely
terrified” of Brown’s appointment.” The composite conservative position against
Brown was that he was too closely identified with arms limitation, had been too
ready to cut Air Force programs during the Johnson administration, and was too
willing to second Carter’s campaign promises to cut defense spending.”®

Brown and Duncan’s joint confirmation hearings took place on 11 Janu-
ary 1977 before the Senate Armed Services Committee. Familiarizing himself
with the Ford defense budget, Brown fell back on his old technique of being the
smartest and most knowledgeable person in the room. He also feared that some
of the older members of the committee, who had been critical of his former boss,
Robert McNamara, might transfer their animosity to him. Brown wrote advice
to himself on a piece of paper: “Say less; stop; keep cool,” and placed it on the
hearing table in front of him. Democratic Senator Lloyd M. Bentsen Jr. of Texas
happened to see the slip and read it aloud to the committee, setting the tone for
nonconfrontational hearings. Brown defined his responsibilities as he saw them:
preserve national security, help formulate national security policy, understand

vital foreign policy commitments and interests, determine the most appropriate
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force structure at the lowest cost, and represent the department to the rest of the
government and the world.”

Republican Senator John G. Tower from Texas asked Brown if the Soviet Union
was seeking nuclear superiority and even a first-strike capability. Admitting the
issue needed more study, Brown judged that “the Soviet Union could not attack
the United States without our being able to deliver a devastating retaliatory blow
which would destroy the Soviet Union as a modern functioning society.” When
pressed by Senator Henry M. “Scoop” Jackson (D-WA) about Soviet military
intentions, Brown stated that while the Soviets were clearly increasing their con-
ventional and strategic military capabilities, America would “have to live with
ambiguity” about their intentions and the threat they posed. Later in the hearings,
Republican Barry M. Goldwater from Arizona, Brown’s most skeptical questioner,
asked the secretary-designate if he was “a strong arms control advocate.” Brown
replied he had been associated with arms control for 20 years, but only endorsed
agreements that enhanced U.S. security. “If we can achieve it and it is verifiable,”
Brown continued, he was in favor of it, so long as it “would leave us in a position
of essential equivalence.”

The committee also queried Brown on specific issues: cruise missiles, SALT II,
women in combat, the All-Volunteer Force, withdrawal of U.S. troops from South
Korea, and Carter’s proposal to cut $5 billion to $7 billion in defense spending.
Brown answered when he could and remained vague on other issues where he was
not up to speed or which were politically loaded. For example, he suggested that $5
billion to $7 billion “could be squeezed out” of the defense budget, but not in the
upcoming year.” He promised to study the question of the B-1 bomber as a replace-
ment for the B-52. Admitting that the Soviet threat to the U.S. intercontinental
ballistic missile (ICBM) force was increasing, he conceded that the Soviets could
probably knock out a substantial portion of the U.S. Minuteman missiles before
they were launched. When asked if the new Soviet Backfire bomber was a tactical
or strategic weapon, a question that bedeviled the Ford administration’s SALT
negotiations, Brown suggested it was a strategic weapon and should be limited.*

Duncan received a free pass during the confirmation hearings because of his
lack of knowledge about defense issues. He worked out a deal with the committee
that allowed him to keep his $13 million in Coca-Cola shares, since DoD purchases

of Coke products represented only 0.5 percent of the company’s annual $3 billion
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in soft drink sales.” Brown and Duncan had easy confirmations, especially after
Brown went out of his way to be solicitous of senatorial advice. Both received the
unanimous recommendation of the committee, and on 21 January 1977 the Senate

confirmed them by voice vote.

Brown’s Previous Service

Brown’s confirmation went well because the Armed Services Committee and
the whole Senate, like the president-elect, were confident of his abilities. During
his previous tenure at the Department of Defense, Brown had been involved in
some controversial decisions that provided fodder to his few critics. He supported
McNamara’s unsuccessful attempt to persuade the Air Force and the Navy to accept
a joint multiservice aircraft, the tactical fighter experimental (TFX), and he agreed
with McNamara’s decision to kill the nuclear plane program and the XB-70 bomber
as a replacement for the B-52. This decision was unpopular among the uniformed
Air Force. General Curtis E. LeMay groused about how “that son of a bitch [director
of Defense Research and Engineering Brown],” who tried to convince him to accept
the decision to kill the XB-70 bomber, “was in junior high school when I was out
bombing Japan.” Although sometimes criticized as “Dr. No,” while secretary of
the Air Force, Brown supported the Minuteman II missile and the laser-guided
bomb programs.**

Brown’s service at Defense during the 1960s proved difficult to characterize. He
was a reformer, budget cutter, arms controller, hawk, and then dove. Brown con-
sidered himself a centralizer, believing that OSD should control the management
of the Pentagon.” Most of all, he was a pragmatist with an undying faith in U.S.
technology. As he recalled in 2004, “My argument . . . was that we are not going to
be able to afford the manpower to create a lot of low tech things and we believe that
our comparative advantage is technology, that is we’re better at technology than
we are at mass, large mass.” Brown continued, “It’s not just that we have so much
more than everybody else. We have it better than everyone else. We're able to use
electronics, sensors, sub-systems, systems, and systems of systems in a way that no
other military organization can, and we train to do so.”*

As for his decision-making process, Brown explained: “I myself tend to weigh
the rational and analytical matters first, and try to come to some kind of conclusion

on that basis. Then I put in my own view of what the political problems [are] —and I
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define political rather broadly here—the things that can’t be quantified, the things
that can’t be approached so rationally—and see whether they affect the conclusion.
And my decision is then made on that basis.” On a number of occasions Brown
expressed his fear that that he could get “bogged down, run by my in-basket, not
asking what single problem is likely to produce a disaster, or alternatively . . . what
single thing can I really accomplish that . . . will last after ’'m gone.”™”

Brown was the first to admit that he was not the most gregarious person
and found small talk a chore: “Various styles can be successful, but you can’t be
something you're not and get away with it. I have never pretended to be terribly
gregarious or politic, and I guess it’s too late for me to start now.” As one of his aides
remembered: “He had, and has, no small talk. . . . I don’t mean he was rude. . . . But
he didn’t talk about baseball.” A private man, Brown preferred written communi-
cations to face-to-face meetings. Colin L. Powell, then a military aide to Duncan,
recalled, “I always had the impression that Brown would be just as happy if we
slipped his paperwork under the door and left him alone to pore over it or to work
out theorems.” A speed reader, with almost photographic retention, the secretary
would read and annotate in his tiny handwriting long memoranda as well as their
multiple tabs or attachments. As Brown’s Special Assistant John G. Kester recalled,
“Probably, the assistant secretary who sent it hadn’t read all of the attachments.
Harold was a phenomenal person.”*

Colene D. McDowell, whom Brown married in October 1953, provided crucial
help in meeting the social responsibilities heaped upon a college president and top
government official. “Her easy warmth at social functions compensated for my
social reticence,” Brown recalled. A swimmer and competitive tennis player like her
husband, she laid out Brown’s clothes for the next day and took major responsibil-
ity for raising their two daughters.*” Earlier, in his thirties, as a director of defense
research and engineering, Brown had displayed occasional impatience with people,
particularly those in uniform who did not have his depth of scientific and technical
knowledge. Over his career, he worked hard to dispel that impression. He recalled,
“Since I have always regarded my own personali