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FOR MY SONS, MATT AND JOHN






When the war is over

We will be proud of course the air will be

Good for breathing at last

The water will have been improved the salmon

And the silence of heaven will migrate more perfectly

The dead will think the living are worth it we will know

Who we are

And we will all enlist again

—W. S. MERWIN
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Many years after, you would spy him now and then on the street—a narrow figure in a tan trench coat hurrying down Connecticut Avenue or across Farragut Square or through the park that cuts in front of the White House. You would see him and start: My God, it’s McNamara. The body was still lean and fit, remarkably so, but the face had now aged almost terrifyingly, as if meant to be a window on what lay heaped within. He was a ghost, a ghost of all that had passed and rolled on beneath his country in barely a generation.
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ROBERT McNAMARA, 1984, A DECADE AND A HALF AFTER HE LEFT THE PENTAGON. (illustration credit 1.1)




PROLOGUE

A STORY OUT OF TIME

SEPTEMBER 29, 1972. The easily recognized and semifatalistic man standing in the lunchroom of the M. V. Islander as it crossed Vineyard Sound that rainy Friday evening could not possibly have known—could he?—that a murderous rage was climbing up inside the throat of someone just feet away from him. Certainly, had Robert S. McNamara been aware, he would not have set down his drink on the metal counter, wouldn’t have said to his companion, “Excuse me a minute, I’ll get this and be right back,” would never have turned and followed a short, bearded stranger in tennis shoes out into the darkness. But wouldn’t almost anybody have done the same thing? you ask. Probably, although the assailant himself is still puzzled, even in his ambivalence and periodic shame about that night, over how trusting his victim seemed, how willing to comply. It was almost as if McNamara had long been waiting for such a moment and understood implicitly it was now here. Listen:

“He just stopped in the middle of his conversation and nodded and followed me right out. I’ve never really understood that part of it. I must have been pretty convincing, that’s all I can think. I remember he was leaning up against the counter of the snack bar, laughing and talking.… He had on these sporty weekend clothes. I don’t know, the two of them just seemed above everything around them, maybe that’s part of what got to me. Anyway, I walked right up to him and said, ‘Mr. McNamara, there’s a phone call for you. Please follow me.’ I didn’t even know what I was going to say. I swear the words just came out. It’s not like I told myself, okay, this is it, you’re gonna take the guy outside and throw him off the goddamn boat.”

The M. V. Islander, a serviceable old tub built in 1950 by the Maryland Drydock Company, is a “double-ender” in her design, which means that either end can serve as stern or bow, depending on the direction the boat is headed—to Martha’s Vineyard or back to the mainland at Woods Hole, Massachusetts. The lunchroom, which is about the size of a living room, sits up on the ferry’s top deck, just behind the pilothouse. During night crossings, and especially when the weather is bad, this small, brightly lit area of the vessel is nearly always packed and noisy, a kind of lantern against the sea’s roughness. Nobody pays much attention to famous faces in the lunchroom; famous faces are a lot of what Martha’s Vineyard is about in the first place. The trip across Vineyard Sound takes forty-five minutes and covers seven miles of open water. Mostly it is a boring transit, something you have to put up with to get from here to there.

“I just wanted to confront him on Vietnam. I know it sounds extremist now. But tell me, what good would screaming in his face have done? What I felt about Vietnam was a lot deeper than that. I suppose this arrogance thing came back pretty hard. Here he was, starting out his long privileged weekend on the Vineyard, stretched out against the counter like that, talking loud, laughing, obviously enjoying himself a great deal. It was as if he owned the lousy steamship authority or something. I mean, why isn’t he at least sitting down in his car with a ski mask over his face? I guess I began to feel crazy inside. This won’t make any sense to you, but it may have been his posture as much as anything that really did it to me.”

The bearded man in tennis shoes was a twenty-seven-year-old artist who once had lived on Martha’s Vineyard but who lately had been staying in Vermont. That afternoon he and two friends had driven down to Cape Cod in a red Chevy pickup. Their plan was to catch an evening ferry over to the island and collect some of the artist’s belongings, and then, in a day or so, head back up north. At the dock in Woods Hole there’d been a wait, as there often is, and so to pass the time the painter and his friends had gone into the Lee Side, which is a tavern across the street from the ferry slip. That’s where they had first noticed McNamara. He was standing at the bar with his back partly turned, talking to the man with whom he would soon board the Islander. The sight of the former secretary of defense under two presidents hadn’t seemed to rile the artist’s two friends, at least not in the beginning, although they too remembered easily enough who he was. “What’s the guy doing now?” one of them said. “Runs the World Bank or something,” the artist said. It was true the artist had been drinking a little more than usual that day. It was also true things had not been going especially well in his life—though not badly enough, he ever would have guessed, to ignite half-conscious impulses of murder in him. Two or three times before, the artist’s drinking had got him in trouble, nothing very serious, maybe a night in a local clink, that’s all. He was a nice Catholic kid from Worcester who was trying to be a painter—basically, this was how he liked to think of himself.

“Anyway I led him around by the wheelhouse. He was right behind me. I felt very much in control. I think we were about a mile or two out of Woods Hole. It was very dark. Those can be pretty rough waters out there. Now the pilothouse on the Islander, if you’ve ever been on the boat, comes around like this, in a kind of hard oval. There’s a very narrow walkway on both sides. You’re right at the edge of the ferry. All you’ve got protecting you from the sea is a four-foot railing with a metal grate in it that runs down to the floor of the deck. That’s how he saved himself, you know. He got his hands locked in that damn grillwork of the railing and I couldn’t get them loose for anything.”

After he had driven the pickup truck onto the boat, and had secured the gear, the artist had gone upstairs to the main deck to search for his friends, who had already boarded. He found them in the lunchroom. Many things were now roiling in his brain, all sorts of memories and pieces of memories seemed to be rushing back: the way he’d felt, for instance, when his two brothers went to the war and he had ducked it. (One was an officer who had served twice.) And the letters he had gotten from some of his relatives after he had finished art school and was living in Cambridge, letters that said such things as “What’s the matter with you?” and “Hey, why does every family have to have a black sheep in it?” There also was a certain McNamara press conference the artist thought he could remember. He’d watched it on TV. They had been bombing heavily in the north then, and someone had asked him whether any bombs were hitting villagers. He had stood up there at the Pentagon with his wooden pointer and his eyeglasses reflecting those weird polygons of light. His answer was so curt and condescending, at least that’s how it came across to the artist. He had said something to the effect of, well, one of the obvious things we learned in World War II is that bombs don’t always fall where they’re supposed to—or this is how the artist remembered it, anyway.

“Have you seen him?” he said to his friends as soon as he entered the lunchroom. “Right over there,” one of them said, nodding.

“So we’re out there on the walkway now, just the two of us, and he thinks I’m leading him to the pilothouse for his nonexistent phone call, and, well, I just turned on him. I was scared as hell but I think I was pretty calm, too. I didn’t say a word, you know, here’s to Rolling Thunder, sir, or, this one’s for the Gulf of Tonkin, you lying sack of crap. Nope, nothing like that. I just grabbed him. I got him by the belt and his shirt collar, right below his throat. I had him over, too. He was halfway over the side. He would have gone, another couple seconds. He was just kind of hanging there in the dark, clawing for the railing. I remember he screamed, ‘Oh, my God, no.’ But only once. Those may have been the only words between us. I’m pretty sure his glasses came off. I suppose the whole thing didn’t last a minute. This was a cumulative thing in me, that’s what I’m trying to tell you. Actually, I don’t think they would have had a prayer of saving him. We were on the back side of the boat, since we were headed toward the island, so there was a good chance he was going to get sucked underneath, and in that case the propeller probably would have gotten him if he hadn’t drowned first.”

What is running through the mind of an arrogant-seeming man whose flesh has gone ice-white in the dark and whose famous wire spectacles have been knocked to the floor but who has managed somehow to interlock his fingers in the sharp metal grillwork of a ship’s railing and hold on with something beyond strength—even as a short, insane bull of a figure beside him keeps jamming at his throat with the heel of his hand, keeps struggling to pry the stuck fingers free and finish off the job?

“He was amazingly strong, I’ll give him that. You know, this thing has shown up over the years in a lot of places. It’s always part of some larger story, some larger point. I saw it once in the Boston Phoenix. It was a paragraph or two in either Time or Newsweek. It was in a New Republic article about him. A lady named Anne Simon included it in a book about Martha’s Vineyard. The thing is practically folklore in certain quarters of the island. But nobody ever came around to ask me about it. As a consequence they always get it wrong. Almost everything that’s ever been written about it is wrong, as a matter of fact. I’ve seen it said, for instance, that the reason I attacked him was because I was angry that he and his wealthy friends from the mainland had formed a syndicate to buy up property at Jungle Beach, on the south side of the island, and that they were going to try to shut down the nude swimming that goes on out there. Well, let me tell you something, you don’t try to throw somebody off a boat in the middle of Vineyard Sound because of that, unless you’re really crazy. I’ll tell you something else: It’s always annoyed me a little bit, the way they say McNamara ‘overpowered’ his assailant. You know, the big Colorado mountain-climber proved too much for the crazed hippie type half his age. Well, he was going, he was over the side, believe me, another couple seconds, I’d say. I guess you’d have to say I’m glad he didn’t go, because that would make me a murderer and I’d probably be in prison, wouldn’t I? I suppose I kind of regret what I did, but maybe in the context of the sixties and everything else, it makes some sense. I couldn’t believe the way he was holding on. I almost like him for that. But anyway, the next thing I knew, somebody had me from behind by the neck, people were spilling out of the lunchroom, the crew was running over. There was a lot of commotion. A guy I knew who worked on the boat started pulling people off me. He got down by my face and said, ‘Now, look, don’t you dare jump off this boat, okay?’ I said, ‘Don’t worry ’bout that, pal.’ ”

Everything is calm now. The attacked man retrieves his glasses and smooths his sports clothes and reenters the harsh fluorescent safety of the lunchroom. He cannot stop himself from trembling and so he sits down in a booth against the wall. “Just keep that man away from me,” he says to the first mate, who has already radioed ashore to the state police at Oak Bluffs and to the constables at Vineyard Haven. The attacker, meanwhile, is being held outside, a reasonable distance from his victim.

By the time the police come aboard the Islander, thirty minutes later, the man in tennis shoes has vanished. His friend from the crew has helped him jump off the back of the boat and disappear into the dark before the gangways are even down. But it doesn’t matter, because the president of the World Bank says he has changed his mind and will not press charges after all. He just wants it dropped. Yes, he is sure. So no police report is filed, no arrest warrant is made out. Nothing of the attack shows up in the ship’s log for that evening, nor is any kind of note inserted at a later date into the corporate records of the Woods Hole, Martha’s Vineyard and Nantucket Steamship Authority. But of course a story like this cannot disappear. People will always talk, and within hours of the incident half a dozen versions have burned across Martha’s Vineyard. Two weeks later a brief story goes out over the Associated Press wire (“Ferry Assault on McNamara”), describing the artist as an unidentified man who “had been around the island for some time.” Vineyard residents continue to gossip all that autumn as to who exactly the assailant is. Among some of the artist’s semiradical friends, and even among his more conventional friends, the consensus seems neatly split: It was a mad thing to have done; or, it was, well, exactly the thing to have done, not that anyone wished the guy dead or anything, no, just a terrible scaring in the wet pitch of an open sea was fine. But no one ever comes up to the artist and says, “Listen, buddy, you ought to be behind bars.” People seem to treat him now with a certain curiosity and wary regard.

There is talk the FBI has been around investigating. The attacked man, understandably, finds it difficult to discuss the incident with anyone. McNamara’s wife doesn’t tell her sister for years, and then Marg only mentions it to Kay in the context of some other outrageous Vietnam-related behaviors. Once, on a visit to California, McNamara lets it be known to the wife of his best man from forty years before that, of all the ugly things that have happened to him in his public life, this one came closest to unhinging him. And yet he says it in a way as to suggest he bears no particular grudge toward the man who did it. And still later, when McNamara is describing that night to one of his old deputies from the Pentagon, Ros Gilpatric, he suddenly stands up and begins clawing smooth high-rise Manhattan office air for an invisible grate. True to character, Robert McNamara tells Gilpatric and others that he will be damned if somebody thinks for two seconds something like this, or anything else, is going to drive him off Martha’s Vineyard, a place he has grown to love so much these last several years. No damn way; they can lob all the garbage up on his porch they wish, they can perform lewd acts on the sand down below his house till the tide comes in if they feel like it.

The artist? Well, he lies low for a little while, then slips off the island. But eventually he comes back and resumes his painting. His work gets into some galleries in New York, he marries, he becomes a father, he sets up a studio behind a laundromat in one of the island’s smaller towns. In an ironic turn, comedian John Belushi, who has purchased McNamara’s house on the Vineyard, even comes by one afternoon to paw through the artist’s paintings. The word “counterculture” doesn’t seem to fit the artist anymore. One night five or six years after the incident, the artist is sitting in a restaurant in Edgartown, having dinner with friends. He looks up and there, at another table, no more than six feet away, is McNamara. The artist nods, almost imperceptibly. Both men go back to their dinners. Their eye contact has lasted only a second.

“I suppose I think about it every now and then. I’ve seen him around the island several times, actually. Look, I’ve got kids, you know, it’s not exactly as if I want this thing on my tombstone. No, I wouldn’t say I hate the guy at all. You get a chance at one of these people, right? You’re out there. Maybe the chance will never come back. I figure we both paid something that night. He got the message. I seriously doubt it would have happened if it had been practically anybody else from the war standing there, maybe not even old LBJ himself. Nope, it had to be McNamara, at least for me. He became for me, well, something I can’t really describe to you. Look, I was a slacker from art school with two brothers who went to Vietnam. I just wanted to do my painting and be left alone and instead I’m being threatened by my local draft board. That was part of it, not all of it. Sure, I had gone to the meetings in Cambridge about leaving for Canada, I was considering doing that. But my mother’s brother was an admiral in World War II. He even won the Medal of Honor. A cousin in our family was a major in the Marine Corps. One of my own brothers, the one who went to Vietnam twice, is now a general. There were all these family ghosts in me, that’s what I’m trying to say. I saw him there and something happened.

“This thing still comes up in my life. Just the other day I was stepping off my front porch when a woman I’d never seen before yelled out from across the street, with a kind of cackle in her voice, ‘Hey, aren’t you the guy who tried to throw McNamara off the ferry?’ My standard answer is ‘Nah, I was just there that night.’ Here’s something. I went into a bar way up by Canada a few months ago, a place where I used to drink occasionally. Now those guys up there, they don’t know Robert McNamara from Kermit the Frog. And one of them sees me coming in the door and calls out, ‘Hey, lookie who’s here, and Robert Mac-Na-Marry is comin’ in right behind on his shoulder.’ On his shoulder, the guy said. That’s rich.”



PART ONE

AT THE OPEN NOON OF HIS PRIDE


A man cannot get rid of himself in favor of an artificial personality without punishment. Even the attempt to do so brings on, in all ordinary cases, unconscious reactions in the form of bad moods, affects, phobias, compulsive ideas, backslidings, vices, etc.

—The Basic Writings of C. G. Jung

The personal drama in Harlot’s Ghost revolves around identity. Specifically, it explores the dilemmas of people whose profession compels them to hide and alter their real identities, to feign beliefs, feelings and names wholly different from their own. These conflicts …

—from an article in The New York Times Magazine

“Now what I want is Facts.… In this life, we want nothing but Facts, sir; nothing but Facts!”

—Charles Dickens, Hard Times
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A 1955 FAIRLANE VICTORIA, PUT OUT BY FORD DIVISION AT FORD MOTOR COMPANY. FORD DIVISION HAS A BRAND-NEW LEADER: ROBERT S. McNAMARA. (illustration credit 1.2)




IN THE WINTER OF 1955

HIS WIFE WASN’T DRINKING MILK with her cocktails in the hope her stomach might hurt a little less—not then. A man bearing a child hadn’t set himself on fire below his Pentagon window—not yet. A wigged-out woman hadn’t stolen up behind his seat in an outdoor cafe in the warming winter sun of Aspen to begin shrieking there was blood on his hands. (He was applying ketchup to his hamburger.) A Viet Cong agent—his name was Nguyen Van Troi—hadn’t been found stringing fuses beneath a Saigon bridge he was due to pass over. Odd metaphors and strange turns of phrase weren’t seeping from him like moons of dark ink. His pressed white shirts weren’t hanging loose at his neck. He wasn’t reading Homer late at night in an effort to compose himself. His dyslexic and ulcerated son hadn’t been shown in a national newsmagazine with his ropes of long hair and kindly face reading aloud a list of war dead at the San Francisco airport. Reputed members of an organization called the Symbionese Liberation Army hadn’t yet stored in a Berkeley garage some crudely drawn but surprisingly detailed descriptions of the interior and exterior of his resort home in Snowmass, along with thumbnail sketches of members of his family. (“WIFE: name unknown to me. She is small, not outstanding in appearance, & probably not aggressive.…”) He hadn’t stood in the Pentagon briefing room in front of his graphs and bar charts to say with perfect seriousness, “So it is fifteen percent of ten percent of thirteen-thirtieths that have been in dispute here.…” He hadn’t stood on the tarmac at Andrews, at the roll-away steps of his blue-tailed C-135, before winging to a high-level meeting in Honolulu, and told another tangle of lies into a tangle of microphones, made more artfully disingenuous statements to the press boys, this time about the kind of forces—which is to say, combat forces—soon to be shipped to the secretly escalated war. (“No, uh, principally logistical support—arms, munitions, training, assistance.”) He hadn’t hunched forward in his field fatigues at a news conference in Saigon and said, as though trying to hug himself, and with only the slightest belying stammers, “The military operations have progressed very satisfactorily during the past year. The rate of progress has exceeded our expectations. The pressure on the Viet Cong, measured in terms of the casualties they have suffered, the destruction of their units, the measurable effect on their morale, have all been greater than we anticipated”—when, in fact, the nation’s chrome-hard secretary of defense had already given up believing, in private, a long while ago, that the thing was winnable in any military sense. The president of the United States hadn’t yelled at him in the cabinet room, “How can I hit them in the nuts? Tell me how I can hit them in the nuts!”—the “them” being little men in black pajamas in a skinny curve of an unfathomable country 10,000 miles distant. He hadn’t yet gone to this same president and told him he was afraid of breaking down. The expressions “body count” and “kill ratio” and “pacification” and “incursion” hadn’t come into the language in the way snow—to use Orwell’s image—falls on an obscene landscape. The casualty figures of U.S. dead and missing and wounded hadn’t spumed, like crimson geysers, past the once-unthinkable 100,000 mark. Nor had this man risen at a luncheon in Dean Rusk’s private dining room at the State Department (it happened on February 27, 1968, forty-eight hours before he left office) and, without warning, begun coming apart before Rusk and Clark Clifford and Bill Bundy and Walt Rostow and Joe Califano and Harry McPherson, telling them between stifled sobs, between what sounded like small asphyxiating noises, between the bitter rivers of his cursing, that the goddamned Air Force, they’re dropping tonnage on Vietnam at a higher rate than ours in Germany in the last part of World War II; we’ve practically leveled the place, and what’s it done, nothing, goddamned nothing, and Christ here’s Westmoreland asking for another 205,000 troops. It’s madness, can’t anybody see, this thing has to be gotten hold of, it’s out of control I tell you …

No. None of this. Not yet. It all lay waiting in the decades up ahead.

Because in the winter of 1955, Robert Strange McNamara was making cars in Dearborn, Michigan. And his soul seemed his own. And America had barely heard his name.

* * *

HE HAD JUST WRITTEN a memo on cooling systems and the new Magic-Aire heaters that stated in its penultimate paragraph: “For purposes of amortizing tools and engineering, a volume of 65,000 units during the next four years has been assumed. Even at this volume, a profit of $48 per unit will be achieved which is a return of 15 percent on sales. The unit cost and profit position is summarized in Exhibit III.” Three pages of exhibits followed, with cost-profit summaries and dealer-margin percentiles.

Back in September, as the new models were about to roll off, he had flashed up a slide in a darkened room and said over top of the projector: “As you see, the installation of radios rose from 37 percent to 60 percent. Heater installations increased from 55 percent to 86 percent. And installation rates now amount to 39 percent for Fordomatic, 41 percent for windshield washers, 28 percent for tinted glass, and 90 percent for turn indicators—all items of functional value.” The words “functional value” were stressed, because that’s his dictum in this tacky manufacturing orb: Don’t load the car down with dross and gorp it up with phony selling gimmicks. Real options, real accessories, fellas—that’s where the ten-strike is. “Ten-strike” is a favorite expression, although none of the Ford fellas has ever seen or heard of the man in a bowling alley.

Next week he’s going to do a memo on the subject of easy-closing doors. It will go three pages, single-spaced, and cover weather-stripping and striker plates and cantilevered sealing mechanisms and also the so-called flipper method of adhering doors to their jambs. Mercifully this new McNamarian missive will be free of the usual blizzard of unit-cost comparisons and wholesale delivered price ratios.

He can tell you about fin treatments on the Fairlane. He knows about torquing of the spring-bolt nuts on the rear axles. (He finds that the rubber pads extrude when torqued to specifications, but his new study hasn’t yet determined the degree of improvement obtainable.) He’ll quote you until hell won’t have it the diameter of wiring harnesses on the ragtop Sunliner. This past Sunday, January 30, maybe you saw it, there was a feature on him in the local paper—it was pegged to the big promotion he’s just gotten. Real puffball piece. “New Boss of Ford Division Is a Go-Getter Not Yet 40,” the headline said. The automotive reporter for the Detroit Free Press did the article. You got the feeling the general readership of Motor City hadn’t yet heard much about R. S. McNamara: “A young man not yet 40 is the new vice president and general manager of the huge Ford Division of Ford Motor Company. Robert Strange McNamara, former lieutenant colonel in the Air Force, holder of the Legion of Merit and a Phi Beta Kappa key, came to the top in Wednesday’s shuffle of Ford executives. You will see him occasionally hurrying across the campus at Ann Arbor, where he lives, or rushing down the corridors of the Ford Division’s warehouselike headquarters in Livonia. He has a purpose in every quick move and a warm, friendly smile. He is clear and direct in speech. And he listens with the attentiveness of a Harvard professor. That’s because he was a Harvard professor before joining the Air Force in World War II.”

The story didn’t report that he grinds his teeth in his sleep—but it’s fact. (As yet, this hasn’t become such a concern that his spouse will arrange for cap work out of state, both to protect the disappearing enamel and to help relieve his sometimes fierce head pain.) The feature didn’t mention there’ve been several instances of fainting and a condition one might accurately diagnose as Frozen Jaw—but it’s fact. (Some at the company have witnessed the bruxism, but few know or have even heard about the faintings, which have struck outside the office, and those who do know have put the phenomenon down to stress and overwork. Because no one at Ford Motor Company would deny how long and stressfully hard Bob McNamara works, sometimes against every bolt of common sense.) Nor did the piece make note of the fact that the just-named head of Ford Division has had at least two close mishaps with company cars, neither very serious, the most recent occurring fourteen months ago late on a Friday night on his way home from the office. (He was assistant head of the division then, but few doubted he would gain the top slot, though maybe they weren’t guessing it would happen this soon.) He was not at fault, apparently. The other party—parties, to be exact—apparently had been consuming alcohol. While awaiting the police at the side of the road, the Ford man got out a flashlight and made pencil notes on the back of a three-by-five index card that was printed up with some recent sales figures. On Monday he wrote a 300-word statement, giving the facts as he knew them, writing in a third-person and almost out-of-body way:


Company Car No. P-1214 was involved in an accident on Willow Run Expressway, Friday, November 20. The accident occurred at approximately 10:30 p.m., at a point on the Expressway approximately 200 yards south of the entrance to Willow Run Airport. R.S. McNamara, the driver of the Company car, was proceeding toward Ann Arbor at a speed of approximately 53–54 miles per hour when, suddenly, there appeared in front of his car a vehicle, stopped and without lights, perpendicular to the edge of the road. Mr. McNamara applied the brakes as quickly as possible; his car skidded on the wet pavement and eventually crashed into the side of the other car.… Mr. McNamara suffered a split chin, which required six or seven stitches, and what appeared to be minor cuts and bruises on the head and body.



The lefty dated and signed the document, as he signs all of his Ford correspondence, “R.S. McNamara,” the letters lank as Macanudo cigars, sloped to the right.

He weighs a notch over 170 pounds. He’ll be thirty-nine come June 9. He holds his socks up with garters. His thinning, keened-back hair parts two degrees left of center. He wears an accountant’s glasses and dark suits that fit him like envelopes. He has thick, hairy, muscular calves, and in an argument with one of the product planning guys or somebody from the styling department who’s trying to persuade him to widen a car a fraction of an inch, his trousers will hitch higher and higher until finally what you see, should you glance under the table, are the bobbing cue-ball knees. Because you see, even though R. S. McNamara wishes most everybody in the auto game to think of him as the chilly systems analyst, naked of doubt, the truth is he’s strung tighter than a snare drum, and in some areas of the work he’s fairly roiling with doubt. Like product. Which is to say automobiles, and the strange impulses that make people purchase them. Not that an outsider would know, not most of the time, what with the body so tight, the voice so driven and sure, speaking, no, intimidating in the exact and quadratical parlance of the mathematician.

“Did I overdo it, Jim? Be sure to tell me all the time, because I know I overdo it,” he’ll sometimes say to his good friend Jim Wright after a particularly hard product meeting. He and Wright arrived at the company together, nine years ago, fresh from their victories in Statistical Control in the U.S. Army Air Forces, part of a legendary team of ten mustered-out Whiz Kids who had fought the paper war against Hitler and had then come straight into Dearborn and the auto business and begun turning things over here as well with their astringent management principles and fearsome financial controls. Bob McNamara places much trust in Jim Wright, isn’t afraid to appear a little vulnerable before him, and perhaps one reason is that both men understand how many galaxies smarter Bob is than Jim. In any case, the two have gotten up a plan: Jim sits close and gives Bob a little knock under the table whenever he starts to overdo it on stress-relieved cylinder heads or how many gallons of antifreeze get produced per hour at the factories in northern Michigan. Another decade from now, affable Jim Wright will be watching the evening news in his Bloomfield Hills living room and suddenly his old friend will come on. It’s 1964, and LBJ’s defense secretary is touring Southeast Asia in short-sleeved khaki, parading in marketplaces and public squares with a short squat general, arms up over their heads, fingers entwined, the American crying, Vietnam Muon Nam! “Long Live Vietnam!” My God, what have they done to our Bob McNamara? is the first thought that will enter Jim Wright’s head. (Unfortunately, and unbeknownst to the barnstorming and tin-eared American, Vietnamese is a tricky tonal language, and Vietnam Muon Nam! is coming out not “Long Live Vietnam!” but “The southern duck wants to lie down!” Is this why people appear to be snickering at the back of the crowd?)

He’s a registered Republican but votes his conscience. He has a membership in a country club though doesn’t fool with golf and rarely goes near the place. Every Sunday morning you’ll find him with his family in church. He worships with his wife of fourteen years and his three behaved children (ages thirteen to four) in a tawny Gothic building on Washtenaw Avenue in Ann Arbor called First Presbyterian. First Press is what the locals say. He serves on the budget committee for the new wing, and last Thursday evening, in Lewis Parlor, they elected him to the “Fifteen Ruling Elders.” One day soon in America, Washtenaw Avenue, if not First Press itself, is going to be part of a vast beachhead of insurrection—or, as one Ann Arbor anarchist will put it, “a total assault on the culture.” Hill Street, which is quite close to the church and to his own home, will be filled, as a memoirist of those days will write, with “fringed-leather postadolescents incandescing from acid, anarchy, and the certitude that … ‘you don’t need to get rid of all the honkies, you just rob them of their replacements and let the breed atrophy and die out.’ ” But by then one of the head iconographic honkies won’t be residing in the leafy, cultured, fractured, midwestern college town of Ann Arbor.

Speaking of church and worship: It isn’t unknown for the head of Ford Division to call up one of his product underlings at about noon on a Sunday and ask, with little chitchat in front of the question, “Listen, Chalmers, is it possible to fit a power-window motor in the door of that model we’re working on as it’s presently being designed?”

“No way.”

“Good. Because I was thinking about it at church this morning.” He’ll then say thanks and hang up. The point being, he doesn’t want some son of a bitch on Monday trying to get in the way of the design he’s ramming through.

He holds $4 tickets for University of Michigan home football games, and enjoys going, unless he has to be at the office or out of town. His friend Herb Estes, owner of the local Ford dealership, got the seats for him. They’re deep in Michigan Stadium, which fills up with 101,000 crazed Big Ten fans. “Bob, these tickets aren’t very good, they’re on the east side, the sun’ll be in your eyes the first couple games, best I could do,” Estes apologized. “No, no, Herb, they’re just fine, I want to sit there, I’ll be glad to sit on that side,” Bob answered. Heck, the head of Ford Division could have had a pair of fifty-yard-liners delivered to his Tudor door by the university’s athletic director on the strength of a phone call, had he wished to jerk that perk. But that would be an abuse of his position. In Ann Arbor they don’t experience him that way at all.

For there is already in this very attractive man a deep and rigid and almost schizoid but in any case essentially deceitful code of opposites: opposite beliefs and sensibilities and values and ways of living in and dealing with the world. But somehow the deceit is working, working almost magically. Somehow the figures eater in Babylon (it’s one of the hallway names they have for him at Ford) has been able to bifurcate his life between all the beady-eyed and hard-driving things he is by day and all the soft-sided and warmhearted things he seeks to be by night. He has done this as neatly and arbitrarily as you might place a garment on the ground and draw a sword through it. He has done it for a welter of complicated reasons, though mostly for the familiar reasons of ambition and pride. To understand it more clearly than this, you would have to know much about his parental psychic history, and it’s too early to pry open those sealed California mysteries. But know this: In his wondrously cost-effective way, he has decided he can make the whole thing work. Know this, too: For all his brains, it’s such an idiotic idea: a willed and fierce compartmentalization of who you really are. And yet, owing to will and incredible discipline, he has pulled off this siamesing into the public daytime self and the private nighttime self. But of course huge conflicts are being stored up. Eventually, when he gets enmeshed in an event of unspeakable enormity, the interior cruelties will have no choice but to seek the light. By then they will have grown monstrous as goiters. “High rests on low,” says a Chinese proverb, and perhaps this is just a way of saying that houses set against themselves cannot stand forever. But that is trying to tell a sorrowful story in the abstract.

AT TEN MINUTES OF SEVEN every weekday morning—and about three out of four Saturdays, too—a technician exits the front door of the large wood-and-fieldstone Ann Arbor home that’s partially hidden by willows and shrubs at 410 Highland Road. He is going off to Dearborn to eat some numbers and the day. Homo mathematicus. Now in motion.

Behind him, on the table in the foyer, he has deposited a glass. It has just been drained of orange juice and a raw egg. In the darkened foyer he has just stepped through, there are bookshelves on either side of the door, with volumes by Kant and Toynbee, the economist Barbara Ward, and also the great British philosopher Hume, who argued that human knowledge arises only from sense experience, and that reason is really emotion’s slave. In the step-down living room he has just crossed there’s a grand piano, and on top of it is a marble chess set with the pieces in their start-up positions: art snuggled up to logic. Beyond the room’s leaded-glass windows is the university arboretum, with hillocks and berms and many varieties of birds. Nichols Arboretum slants down to the Huron River, which flows into Lake Erie, which connects by straits and canals and small and large rivers right out to the sea and Europe itself, though it isn’t known whether the man ever stops to reflect on such a macrogeographic thought.

Forty to forty-five minutes after pulling out of his inclined driveway, bet on it, he’s at his desk. The twice-daily commute is a fraction under thirty-eight miles each way. He’s nearly always the first white-collar guy in the shop. No one has ever witnessed him warming up with coffee and the box scores. His new office at division headquarters is utilitarian as a gas station. A meeting with a subordinate on the efficacy of the Kelsey-Hayes power brake vis-à-vis the Bendix Master-vac model might start as early as seven-forty and go expansively to seven-fifty. Call up and ask for ten minutes, and a scheduling officer will say, “Let’s make it eight.”

The cars his division is putting out, as befits the age and consumer appetites, tend to be as big as boats and loaded to their gunwales with chrome and kitschy sales features—for example, the all-new “Astra-Dial” instrument panel (three circles in the lower center of this year’s dash where the heater controls, radio, and clock go). These cars have names like the Crown Victoria, and the Customline Tudor, and the Mainline Fordor, and, oh yes, hot off the line, first time ever, the Thunderbird, a sleek little two-seater boulevard job being marketed as a “personal” car with sports-car overtones. The T-Bird isn’t chromey or junk-loaded or ocean-liner-bulky at all. She comes in Raven Black and Thunderbird Blue and Torch Red. She got unveiled a year ago at the Detroit Auto Show, with busty showgirls reclining on her hood and bands blaring and soap bubbles bursting, but the first one actually to carry the nameplate and the crossed checkered flags on the nose cowl didn’t roll off the line until this past September. The pride of ownership in this doll seems immense—but how do you quantify that? The answer is, you can’t, not really. It’s an intangible, an immeasurable. Pencil it in as X.

Sometimes the marketing people will cart a busload of housewives up from Toledo to look at clay models of cars, lavishing them with a big lunch, asking them to fill out questionnaires. R. S. McNamara believes absolutely in this kind of targeted data, though other Ford high-ups think it’s full of shit.

The in-house stylist who thought up the name “Thunderbird” won a $250 suit of clothes. Some of the thrown-out offerings were Beaver, Detroiter, Hep Cat, Flag Liner, and Wheelaway, which just goes to show that the price of being right—as the head of Ford Division likes to point out—can sometimes take a little longer. “We’ve got to think precisely,” R. S. McNamara has been known to say to aspirants who wish to be in the place where he’s gotten. “The cost of being wrong is very, very high.”

The first Bird got sold this past November 12. In the showrooms that week, dealers sealed up their windows with butcher wrap, such was the country’s stoked sense of manipulated excitement. “What a mink coat does for a lady, a Thunderbird does for a male,” proclaims one of the ads now saturating the airwaves. But you’ve doubtless figured out what’s coming. R. S. McNamara, who didn’t have a lot to do with the original designs, is dead against the car; she isn’t practical. The market’s too small. She’ll drain off more important dollars. He intends to turn the Bird into a four-seater. It will take three years to do the squarebird, by the time they get things redesigned and retooled, but his will shall prevail.

When R. S. McNamara of Ford Division ventures into the field, to talk to dealers in Sheboygan, Charlotte, or Chattanooga, he records his notes and observations and direct quotes on the back of anything—an envelope, a piece of loose-leaf—writing almost always in his furious pencil. Later, back at headquarters, his secretary will transcribe this raw data and place it in the Visit-to-Dealer file or the Notes-to-the-Field file. He also has an Unethical-Dealer-Advertising file, and in it he keeps fraudulent attempts to bilk the buying public—such as a cheap come-on that will show up in the Philadelphia Evening Bulletin a little later this year for a brand-new “stripped” Ford at an unbelievably low $995. Only trouble, “stripped” means no engine, not even a radiator or a battery. Donald Riegel of Drexel Hill, Pennsylvania, will walk into University Motors at Broad and Christian, see a Ford with no hubcaps and the spare tire gone, lift the hood, and guess what—no engine, either. He’ll then pen his disgust to the company headquarters: “When I saw that I had been made a fool of by one of your dealers I decided that I couldn’t depend on a Ford product.” R. S. McNamara, in complete sympathy, will answer that this is not the way his company does business and later he’ll call the perpetrators into Dearborn and threaten to lift their dealership.

“No one holds power very long unless it is invested with moral purpose,” he’s going to tell some hungry students of the Harvard Business School a few years from now, when he’s even higher up at the company, just one notch from the presidency itself. He will outline for the burgeoning managers the “3 dangers which most businessmen face: 1) Self-righteousness. 2) Cynicism—against those he doesn’t like: politicians, labor leaders, intellectuals—the very antithesis of morality … lack of belief in man. 3) Perfectionism—claiming too much, making too many promises, overcommitments.” He’ll fly home to Michigan and put the manuscript notes of his talk in the company files.

The numbers. Several years ago, when he was still a streaking corporate financial officer and not invested with any direct responsibility for creating cars consumers would buy, he applied for membership in the Controllers Institute of America. He was asked on the application form for the number of total personnel responsible to him. He stroked in with his pen: “400 directly—4,500 functionally.”

Naturally, this is what a lot of the real car guys in the company feel he is and will always be—a bean counter. Your basic comptroller type. Somebody who probably doesn’t even like automobiles deep down. “Car guy” is a very hard Michigan animal to define, but this much can be said: He works on 90 percent emotion and intuition and 10 percent logic. He may not even have gone to college. He’s probably not articulate. What he loves is moving machines. He has long reconciled himself to the idea he’s in the schlock business. He’s giving Mr. and Mrs. Front Porch America what they want—or maybe what they’re being manipulated to want. To a car guy, these New Age corporate beanies issuing out of B-schools might just as well be manufacturing electric can openers or pie crusts or Muntz TVs (a jaundiced view, of course).

Next year, in a twenty-six-page speech entitled “Mass Producing Variety,” the head of Ford Division will present an astute analysis of the electric-appliance industry as a way of demonstrating to his car colleagues the need for a diversity of styles, sizes, and options. Slide five will come on, and R. S. McNamara will say: “The growth in sales volume for these kitchen-range substitutes from 1949 to 1955 is startling: 1) Broiler sales have risen from 260,000 to 1,545,000; 2) automatic coffeemaker sales from 800,000 to 3,675,000; and, 3) sales of deepfat fryers and fry pan skillets, two products which were not even available in 1949, have skyrocketed to 4,900,000 units.” What the real car guys in that room at the Greenbrier Management Conference in West Virginia will be saying to themselves can’t be reported here, not with pinpoint accuracy.

Next year, the head of Ford Division will be pushing hard on safety, too. It’s the only choice we have, he’ll say over and over, lobbying for a sea change in FMC and industry attitudes. Almost singlehandedly, on the moral urgency of his presentations, R. S. McNamara will have convinced his company for the first time in its history to promote auto safety over performance and horsepower. The fifty-six ad campaigns will be all about dished steering wheels, the breakaway rearview mirror, crashproof door locks, the padded dash—your total “Lifeguard Design” package. But the campaign is going to bomb in the marketplace. It’s ahead of its time. The consumers won’t respond. Over at General Motors, they’ll be snickering: McNamara’s selling safety, we’re selling cars. And yet … the probity of the man’s position is unarguable.

By this time next year, too, against every probability, the man will have cemented a friendship with a marketing-and-sales shark named Charlie Beacham. The two will be going out on Saturdays to sneak looks at local Ford dealerships. They’ll get a company car and park across the street from a showroom, not let on to anyone that they’re there. They’ll be studying who’s going in and who’s coming out. The head of Ford Division, secretly yearning to know more about product, will be asking this older man—who reports to him—all sorts of questions about sales and marketing and what goes on in people’s heads when they buy an automobile. Because Charlie Beacham seems to know things about human beings just by feel. He’s from McRae, Georgia, and is never without an unlit cigar in his mouth. It takes him an eternity to get that damn stogie out to say something. Anyway, on these secret Saturday forays, R. S. McNamara will hop out of the car that’s parked across the street from the dealership, will be walking up and down, will be jotting down notes in a little book. Then he’ll come back and stick his head in the window and say, “Charlie, I’m saying eight hundred thousand volume, I’m guessing twelve hundred units a year.” And the older, wiser man will respond to the younger, streaking pupil, “Okay, Bob, you’re doing pretty good here, but, see, your numbers aren’t quite right, because you haven’t taken enough of a look at what the neighborhood is, and besides that I can tell you just from being parked here that this guy draws from all over the city, and, besides, Bob, you’re underestimating the units to the total volume because you didn’t think about discounts. Christ, I can tell you right off that this guy gives out one helluva lot of discounts.” And on the following Monday at the office, Beacham will arch his shaggy brows in an exaggerated way and say to somebody in his great McRae drawl, “Just had this strange, powerful experience. Been out spyin’ on dealers with R. S. McNamara.” But there’ll be affection in it.

Come this summer, Bob McNamara will take his family camping in Yosemite National Park. They’ll go in at Tuolumne Meadows and spend six or seven days. He has already written to an old schoolmate in California named Harry Barber to ask if he’ll be able to drive them in and drop them off. The McNamaras will show up at Barber’s doorstep in a rented station wagon acquired at a Ford agency in Oakland. Now can you imagine the kind of favors a local Ford franchise guy would want to lay on if he knew that the head of the whole damn division was renting a car from him?

Harry Barber, telling this parable many years hence: “You see, he never let on. That was Bob. Straight arrow all the way.”

SOMETIMES — when, say, the design for a new gas tank or the engineering prototype on a steel crankshaft has driven up the weight of a car by a quantity he cannot abide—the straight arrow of Ford will lose it bad and fairly shriek at an underling, “But we can’t take this kind of weight? Where’s your staff on this?” (In truth, these outbursts are rare; he works hard to hold them in.)

Sometimes—when a discussion is droning on—the man won’t speak up, but will wait until the first lull, and then come in hard and beautiful with the correct analysis.

Sometimes on Friday evening, when the clock has slipped past six-thirty, he says, “All right, fellas, let’s resume at seven-thirty in the morning.” For the last thirty minutes, the fellas sitting on the other side of his desk in their rolled-up white sleeves have been sneaking glances at their wristwatches. But he’d missed it.

On a Saturday not long ago, a product planner named Chalmers Goyert was in. Goyert, who’s been at the company four years, was there to see the man with the requisite numbers at the minute he’d been asked to be there. R. S. McNamara, who’d come to the office with an open shirt, waved Goyert in. There was a big bandage on the boss’s hand. He was on the phone with his wife. “No, no, I’m all right, honey, promise, no, listen, Marg, I’m fine,” he said several times. Then he hung up and said to Goyert, “I slammed the car door on my hand and, stupid thing, I fainted. Let’s get going.”

Sometimes the head of Ford Division seems to set up an issue in “such terms that he’ll telegraph his conclusions before the discussions begin.” These are Norm Krandall’s words. He’s a product guy, and a fast-rising one. What he feels, but could never say aloud, is that the new head of Ford Division is a dissembler and a cheat who “puts his analysis and conclusion of a problem in the center of the matrix … so that all the variants would be studied. But the fact is, it was loaded up so that it could only come out one way, his way.… What you’re doing with such a setup is paying respect to the B-school method. But you’re using the very device to arrive at your own predetermined set of answers. You’re using the device to confirm your own decisions made before any so-called analysis.” Norm Krandall’s view is a little harsher than most—or maybe he’s just being more honest than most.

What the man will not allow, what he’s on the record as having contempt for, is the ballooning up of the sides. Stretching the metal, it’s called, one of the oldest tricks in the styling game. It gives a different look at small cost and effort. R. S. McNamara cannot abide such dishonest bending-of-the-tin.

You should see his personal expense reports: the same rageful sense of probity and precision. On the road, when he was more junior and would sometimes bunk in with a fellow employee, he was known to take a sheet of paper and write at the top, “Analysis of Hotel Bill.” Underneath there would appear long columns: tip .35; phone .88; lunch .55; shoes .50; suit 1.50; I owe Ed 1.85; Ed owes me .90. There would be little check marks beside the numbers, as if they’d been gone over for accuracy. The head of Ford Division still files his personal expense reports but bunks alone now.

Incidentally, he enjoys making small sporting bets with colleagues on numerical problems, but it turns out he sometimes has trouble fishing up the sawbuck or the ten-spot on the rare occasions he’s proven wrong. (“Besides,” a subordinate named Grant Chave will recollect many years from now, with more forgiveness than ruefulness, “Bob was right by the time he got around to your way of thinking.”) He also has a habit of appropriating the wit and folksy sayings of some others who are a little more at ease with the common man. “Let’s don’t nickelplate a crowbar here, fellas,” he’ll say to the spear carriers, who wouldn’t let on for anything.

R. S. McNamara, former corporate beanie, commands something on the order of 55,000 factory workers, not only across Michigan but at Cleveland Engine Plant No. 2, at Buffalo Stamping, at the just-completed Mahwah Assembly in New Jersey. His division alone, he likes to note, has $800 million of company assets, accounting for 75 percent of sales. Ford Division is like a company in itself. (The other FMC car divisions—Mercury, Lincoln, and Continental—account for beans, numerically speaking.) Gigantic, all right, but only a fraction of all he will one day command from a five-sided building with seventeen miles of corridors on the Potomac River. In that edifice there will be something like 30,000 people toiling for him under one roof.

It’s a damn thrilling time to be alive. As cultural chronicler William Manchester will later write: “Technological change had never held a greater fascination for Americans. Men talked wonderingly of transistors, those slivers of germanium or silicon no bigger than a shoelace tip.… There was nothing inherently wrong with the innovations, though their sheer number was sometimes bewildering: central vacuuming, vinyl flooring, push-button phones, stereo FM sets, washer-dryers, automatic transmissions, drive-in-shopping malls, air-conditioned buses, electric blankets.…”

You should see the man at the show, when they’re best-balling. Nobody at the company can touch him when it comes
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