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Weinberger: I have two points at the outset: 1. You mention the Pentagon’s “mismanagement.” 
I do not know what that refers to; 2. You mention some “reluctance” to “involve American 
troops.” Only when you need to spell out the situations in which they’re required to be used, in 
which case there’s no reluctance, but no particular eagerness, either.  
 
Knott: I see. 
 
Weinberger: I think the way the phrasing is that at that time, having responsibility for the care 
and safety of the troops, I was somewhat more cautious than people who didn’t have that 
responsibility, or had not had the experience that I happened to have had. So it was not a 
reluctance. It was just a matter of spelling out the times when it would have been essential for 
them to be used, and then to use them in overwhelming numbers so that they would win—all of 
which was considered revolutionary at the time. Okay, now it’s your turn. 
 
Knott: Thank you very much for joining us. This is an interview for the Ronald Reagan Oral 
History project with Caspar Weinberger, and we’re delighted that you’re with us today. We’ve 
all introduced ourselves, and we’ve talked a little bit about— 
 
Weinberger: At my age I’m delighted to be anywhere.  
 
Knott: I thought we could start off by simply asking you when you first met President Reagan 
and what your initial impressions of him were. 
 
Weinberger: I met President Reagan the first time when he was being talked about as possibly 
running for Governor. He was very prominent. He was already a celebrity, and he came up to 
San Francisco from Los Angeles for some political meeting, the general purpose of which was to 
introduce him to political people in the north whom it was supposed he did not know very well. 
He came up to—I think it was the old Sir Francis Drake or St. Francis Hotel. He came in and was 
generally introduced around. I put in the autobiography that his enormous magnetism showed 
almost immediately. People flocked around him. Californians love celebrities, and he was a 
certified celebrity, having been in the movies, which was a double dividend for Californians. He 
stood out immediately in the crowd and had an enormous amount of charm and excited a great 
deal of almost immediate support just by being there.  
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At that time, George Christopher was the only announced candidate, and President Reagan was 
there not necessarily to oppose Christopher or even enter the race, but just to be introduced to a 
lot of people who had heard of him but had never actually met him. That was two years or so 
before he ran, maybe a year and a half. 
 
Knott: You were very active in California politics in a number of different capacities, and he 
asked you to serve in his cabinet as the Director of Finance, do I have that correct? 
 
Weinberger: Yes. 
 
Knott: Could you just talk a little bit about his governing style as Governor of California? 
 
Weinberger: Governor of California. Well, he was the first to admit that he was not familiar 
with a great many of the details of state government or its responsibilities—jurisdiction and all. 
He was very humble about it and said he needed all the help he could get. Prior to his election—
after he won the nomination, but before he was actually elected—we had various transition and 
taskforces working with Bill Clark and with me to recommend governmental structures—
organizations for running the government and things like that. He was briefed many times on 
that. He was a very, very quick study and had an absolutely photographic memory, which he 
always said was part of his heritage as an actor.  
 
He was very easy to work with, to talk with, and wanted to get the various necessary details. He 
knew what he wanted to accomplish, and he wanted to know how to do that and how to go about 
it. Once he was satisfied with the basic procedures that he would have to follow and what would 
have to be done, he went ahead and did it. He never worried about the political effects or 
anything of that kind. 
 
Knott: You say he had a photographic memory— 
 
Weinberger: Yes, photographic memory, absolutely. That’s one of the most difficult things to 
realize now that his memory is completely gone with this terrible disease. We used to brief him 
before press conferences. Three or four people would brief him. Obviously, the rule was to think 
up as many difficult, disconcerting, and hostile questions as we could to see what sort of 
responses he would make. If he said he didn’t know anything about that, we would talk a little bit 
about the subject matter. He would get it into his memory, and then he would go out. Most of 
these questions would come up in the press conference, and he was just absolute—photographic. 
He could repeat proposed answers, almost word for word.  
 
He had a very interesting habit of occasionally giving totally wrong and completely wild answers 
just as a sort of joke from time to time in the rehearsal meetings. It was quite hilarious, but I was 
always extremely worried that he would tack one of these on to a real answer. However, he never 
did. But he enjoyed himself. He liked the give and take, he liked meeting with people. I think he 
even enjoyed the press conferences. He was very, very good at it. The general comment at the 
end of the press conference was most reporters going out saying, “We never laid a glove on 
him.”  
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Riley: Were you surprised, as somebody who had extensive experience in politics, at how well 
he adapted to the political arena? 
 
Weinberger: Oh yes, yes. People kept saying, “Well he’s an actor, he’s playing a role.” Not 
really at all. He had great flexibility, and when the questions moved away from the rehearsed 
questions or even into more detail, he was always ready. People talk about him being the great 
communicator. He had an enormous ability to articulate what a very large number of men and 
women felt and thought and didn’t articulate very well themselves. He always spoke for them. 
He had a great desire to do that. He had a great desire to get along with people. He always said 
he liked to leave them laughing.  
 
He had a unique speaking capability, and that was, he could talk to an audience of three or four, 
or he could talk to an audience of 10,000 people. Yet you always felt that he was talking right at 
you, that you were the one he wanted to talk to. It was amazing, because even in these huge 
auditoriums, you had this feeling that he was talking to you.  
 
Knott: Were there any aspects of the political life that you noticed that he did not enjoy or 
maybe had some difficulty with? 
 
Weinberger: I don’t know that he really did. He never avoided any difficult confrontations. He 
used to love to go on university campuses—where he was very hostilely received at first. He 
never wanted to use a back entrance or anything. That always infuriated him, that sort of 
suggestion. He’d walk right through the crowd, even if they were quite clearly hostile at the 
beginning. He really had an enormous ability to bring people around to his viewpoint, and he 
enjoyed doing it. They used to say about him that he could charm anybody, but for people who 
really hated him it took ten minutes. 
 
Knott: Could you tell us a little bit about any involvement you had in the 1980 campaign itself? 
 
Weinberger: The 1980?  
 
Knott: The presidential campaign.  
 
Weinberger: At that time I had been Director of Finance for some time. I had been in various 
state committee offices. I did not hold any state office at that time. I was out of the legislature, 
and I was a delegate to the convention in Detroit that nominated him. We talked quite a bit 
before the nomination, always with four, five, or six people who were close to him, always Bill 
Clark, and occasionally Mike Deaver and people who had been with him a long time.  
 
At the convention we pretty clearly had the majority of the delegates, but nothing was ever very 
firm. There were a lot of people who were supporting Vice President [George H. W.] Bush, who 
had been in the primaries, too. He had what we believed was a lead, but you never really knew 
until the actual votes were taken. There were a number of people who realized that he had a lead, 
and who were horrified at the idea that he might be the nominee. Various stratagems were being 
proposed, including one that would have had former President [Gerald] Ford be his running 
mate—Vice President—but that the line of demarcation would be set. President Ford would have 
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five or six of the Cabinet to appoint himself, even though he was Vice President, and he would 
be in charge of most of the major domestic departments. He would have a major role in foreign 
policy and all of that. This was to be an arrangement that provided what they all called the 
“dream ticket.”  
 
President Reagan didn’t comment on it at all while these proposals were being made and various 
emissaries were coming to his suite and presenting various bits and pieces of it. Finally, after 
everybody had cleared out and three or four of us were left, he turned to me and said, “What do 
you think about this?” I said, “Well the trouble with it is”—I always called him Governor—“The 
trouble with it, Governor, is that it’s basically unconstitutional.” He said, “Why?” I said, “The 
Constitution doesn’t have any provision whatever for the President delegating duties of that kind. 
The President is the President, and the Vice President has very specific, narrowly limited duties, 
and there’s no way in which you could delegate to anybody the right to appoint a Cabinet officer 
or turn over the management of a portion of the government to anyone else.”  
 
He nodded to himself. Meanwhile, an enormous amount of leakage had gone on that this was a 
done deal. This was in the afternoon, and it was all supposed to be taken to the floor that 
evening. It became apparent that this simply wasn’t going to happen as the afternoon wore on. In 
one of the final meetings in his suite—after we talked about the constitutionality of it, and the 
basic impossibility of it—some people started to make some arguments about it. He sort of 
waved them off, and he said to someone—I think probably Deaver—he said, “Get me George 
Bush.”  
 
So he got George Bush on the phone and offered him the Vice Presidency without any of this 
going through former President Ford or anything of the kind. He said, “Bush is the man closest 
to me, and he’s the one we’ve run against, and we have the votes, and I want him as my Vice 
President.” Vice President Bush accepted, and that was it.  
 
Then the press went wild. They kept coming up to me with the question, “What went wrong?” 
“What happened?” “Wasn’t it all settled?” I said, “It was only all settled in your rumors. It was 
never settled by the man who was the most involved.” They simply couldn’t believe it. They 
thought something unknown to them had happened that changed it all. They just assumed that 
because these rumors were there, it was the fact, and it never was the fact. So he was very 
decisive and very firm on that and worked very well with Vice President Bush. It would have 
been a totally impossible arrangement to put former President Ford in as Vice President with a 
lot of previously settled division of the power.  
 
Riley: Had you been a supporter of President Reagan in 1976 when he was considering a 
presidential run? He was challenging Gerald Ford at the time. 
 
Weinberger: No. I was not active in it at that time. I think I was even out of the state party 
activity at that time. I generally thought that an incumbent President was entitled to be re-
nominated, and President Reagan’s running at that time was very uncertain and almost half-
hearted. He didn’t really want to do it. He got into it only at the very end, at the convention, 
when the votes were all settled. There was no question whatever that President Ford was going to 
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be re-nominated. I think I was probably pretty passive in that campaign mostly because I was 
devoting full time to my new post at Bechtel.  
 
When he first ran for Governor, I had previously signed up for George Christopher, who was 
Mayor of San Francisco and whom I’d known for years and who had supported me in my first 
campaign for the legislature. When President Reagan decided that he was actually going to run 
for Governor, I told him and told all of the people around him that I had committed to 
Christopher, and neither he nor I would want me to give up a commitment of that kind. After he 
was nominated, I joined with him at his request, and then worked with the transition teams 
devising the various governmental structures that he would later adopt when he became 
Governor. 
 
Knott: Back to 1980, Governor Reagan wins the election. Could you tell us the role that you 
played during the transition period and how you came to be selected as Secretary of Defense?  
 
Weinberger: I don’t know how, that was up to him. He had a group of people called his 
“kitchen cabinet” in Los Angeles, which used to meet in Bill French Smith’s law offices in Los 
Angeles. We went down several times and went over long lists of names for various positions, 
names that had emerged from various quarters and suggestions, and there were overlaps on it. I 
guess I was on three or four lists, first to be OMB [Office of Management and Budget] Director 
again—which I didn’t want to do, having done that—and State and Defense and Treasury. As 
each of these offices was considered, anybody in the room who was on the list would get up and 
go out while they considered them in their absence. So I was always going out— 
 
Ultimately they gave him three or four names for each office that they all recommended and that 
they thought would be very good. There were a number of people in these meetings, and they all 
were making recommendations. It was basically informal, but they were people he’d worked 
with for a long time before he became Governor, and who had been very active in his 
presidential campaign, as I was. So we had these recommended lists that went to him. This was 
all in roughly October, when it became apparent that he was probably going to win—November, 
December.  
 
I made a couple of trips to Europe. I was with Bechtel at that time and had made a couple of trips 
to Europe and stopped off, particularly in England and a couple of other places. There was 
complete horror at the fact that this “actor” might be President of the United States, and total 
disbelief in the fact that only in America, only in California, etc., things like that could happen. I 
thought it was important to tell them that they were quite wrong, that they were working on 
stereotypes, and they’d never met him, and they would be completely surprised—pleasantly—at 
his ability to do the job.  
 
Ultimately various names went to him, and he then made his own selections. He notified me on 
December 1—which I remember because it was my father’s birthday—that he wanted me to be 
Secretary of Defense. He started out by saying, “I know you have a very full and a very rich and 
a very satisfying and a happy life.” And he said, “I want to spoil the whole thing.” Then he 
offered me that, and I told him I would obviously have to discuss it with the family but most 
anything he wanted me to do I would be glad to try to do to help him because I believed very 
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strongly in what he stood for and wanted his Presidency to be a success. So we ultimately 
concluded that I would indeed do it. 
 
Riley: Do you have some sense about why he wanted you in the Defense— 
 
Weinberger: No, we never went into that in any detail. He said that he liked the work I’d done 
as finance director, which had been a different kind of assignment. When I was finance director 
we had a very large deficit—which you’re not permitted under state law. You have to balance 
the budget in California, by constitution. It meant you wouldn’t be able, in time, to make the 
kinds of cuts that were necessary, so you would have to increase revenue. He was very unhappy 
with it, but he accepted it because he knew it was a constitutional duty. 
 
I had suggested various ways in which we could make reductions. When the tax revenues started 
producing, the economy turned around quite quickly, and I saw we were actually going to have a 
surplus. I went around to him and told him that we would have a surplus and that the legislature 
would want to have all kinds of projects now, having had cuts before. I thought he ought to know 
about it first and decide what he wanted to do with it. He said, “Let’s give it back. Can you do 
that?” I said, “Well, yes, of course you can do it. But nobody’s ever done it before.” He said, 
“You’ve never had an actor for Governor before.”  
 
So we worked out a tax reduction plan, a tax restoration so to speak, and everybody got a 
percentage back from the taxes they had to pay, and the economy boomed as a result. He had a 
lot of these ideas of his own, and he knew what he wanted to accomplish, and he mostly just 
wanted to know how to do it. 
 
Knott: Can you tell us what your priorities were as Secretary of Defense?  
 
Weinberger: As Secretary of Defense it was very clear. We had campaigned on the fact that we 
had had inadequate resources for defense and that we were falling behind a steady Soviet 
buildup, and that we needed to restore our deterrent capability. After he was elected, before he 
took office, we were given formal classified briefings, and saw it was infinitely worse than we 
had thought. The Soviet expansion had been taking place at a very rapid rate, and they were 
actually ahead of us in practically every category—planes and submarines and surface vessels, 
artillery pieces, infantry division, and small arms, everything. The gap was growing because we 
had been taking the basic idea of détente very seriously and had cut back. They took the idea of 
détente seriously and expanded. So the gap was growing.  
 
We never had in mind the idea of matching them tank for tank or heavy artillery piece for heavy 
artillery piece, but we had in mind the idea of restoring a capability that would convince them 
that they couldn’t win a war against us. This involved restoring a very substantial amount of 
military capability very quickly—which is the worst way to do it, most expensive way—and it 
also meant repairing our alliances. We had a lot of holdovers from the [Jimmy] Carter years, 
during which we had talked very grandiloquently about good intentions of everybody and the 
infinite perfectibility of human nature and things of that kind—meanwhile watched Afghanistan 
be invaded by the Soviets. We never had any response to the Afghan invasion by the Soviets 
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except to tell them we weren’t going to play in their Olympic games. That was all that we could 
do at that time. 
 
The President was very anxious that we get our capability back, and during some of the 
transition meetings that were held in the State Department after he was elected, before he was 
inaugurated, two or three people suggested that one of the real dangers was Cuba, and another 
one was Poland. The Soviets had kept two divisions in Poland, after the war—they were still 
there—but they were also massing a very large number of other divisions on the border because 
they were very unhappy with the suggestions of revolt, so to speak, within Poland and the 
Solidarity Movement and Lech Walesa. It was quite apparent that the Soviets, within a short 
time, had a perfect capability of simply pouring into the country and throttling anything of that 
kind. A lot of people wanted to pre-empt that and talked to him about that at some of these 
meetings. 
 
On the way out I said, “You know, Mr. President, that probably would be the best thing to do, 
but we simply can’t do it now. We have no military capability of going over and putting any kind 
of force in to protect Poland.” He said, “I know that, and we must never again be in this position, 
Cap. That’s what we must do first.” That was essentially what he campaigned on, except that the 
actual requirements were much worse when we found out, in office, how big the gap was.  
 
Knott: Another priority of the President’s initially was to try to balance the budget. Of course, 
the growth in defense spending became an issue, and there were some reported conflicts between 
you and David Stockman— 
 
Weinberger: They were actual. But again, there was no way of balancing the budget. The 
Federal budget had a very big deficit to start with. What was important was to get this military 
capability back, and he knew that. He had said frequently in the campaign—in fact, one speech I 
was present at, outside of Detroit—oddly enough, in a Polish suburb of Detroit—Hamtramck—
where there was a very large amount of automobile manufacturing—he said, “If it ever comes 
down to a question of balancing the budget and getting rid of the deficit, or regaining our 
military capability, I’m always going to come down on the side of the military, because they’ll 
have to have it and they have to have it quickly.”  
 
So we took that as a given. The other thing very few people remember or even talk about is that 
President Reagan submitted eight budgets during his eight years. Every one of those budgets 
would have been very, very close to balanced if the Congress had ever enacted the cuts. But they 
never did, and he allowed himself to be talked into—by a couple of advisors, who I thought gave 
very unfortunate advice—by agreeing that he would accept a tax increase if for every dollar tax 
increase there were two dollars of cuts made, some kind of complicated thing like that. The 
Democrats were delighted, and they seized on that immediately. They grabbed the tax increases, 
and they turned down the cuts. He didn’t get fooled with that kind of advice again.  
 
The deficit did go up, but it wasn’t entirely due to the defense spending. A lot of it was because 
the Congress had refused to make the cuts that would have brought the balance much closer. He 
also, I think, became convinced that contrary to the conventional wisdom, deficits weren’t 
necessarily lethal or fatal, and that it was possible to deal with them. Although he didn’t like the 
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size of them, and he didn’t like the fact that there were no corresponding cuts. His ideal budget 
was one in which the defense would have been increased and other departments would have been 
cut. As a result, there was a very great deal of opposition, within his own Cabinet, to virtually 
everything we tried to do.  
 
Riley: You mentioned when you were serving as budget director in California—you didn’t say it 
this way—but almost out of thin air, a significant deficit was converted into a surplus. Do you 
think that experience might have impressed on him some notion that forecasts are not— 
 
Weinberger: Yes. There was one absolute constant about all governmental economic forecasts: 
they were always wrong. There’s no way in which they could have been right. You’re talking 
about four or five years out, three or four years out. There are too many factors—I mean, 
California particularly, where they were heavily dependent on the sales tax, which in turn 
depended on the national economy—how much people were buying. If people cut back their 
buying, the sales tax revenues went down and the deficit increased.  
 
But he never wavered. He had a lot of people who were very strongly worried about the amount 
that was going into defense—the Commerce Secretary and other people—who were friends of 
mine or had been!—all felt that this was very wrong, that we should be counseling him to cut 
back on the defense, or take it very slowly. He and I, I think, were convinced that we couldn’t 
take it slowly. We didn’t have that option, because this gap was continuing to grow.  
 
I frequently pointed out to the committees, as well as to the President, that when we want to 
increase the defense budget, it was an enormously difficult job because people in democracies 
don’t like to spend money on defense. This has been remarked on by everybody since [Alexis] 
de Tocqueville, who said it’s going to be hard for democracies to remain democracies unless 
they overcome this reluctance to finance defense. The President knew that we would have to do 
far more than he would like to do—or I would—at the beginning to try to redress this balance.  
 
Riley: Can you tell us how you managed as Secretary this enormous influx of money. 
 
Weinberger: Well, it didn’t come all at once. There were very long lists of things that all of the 
services wanted, and what isn’t understood is that we had to cut that back. A lot of people 
thought we just granted their requests automatically. We got a big increase—which we had to 
have—but we had then to allocate it to the various priorities. We had several priorities including 
two or three things—we had, for example, such very basic things as the so-called readiness 
accounts—ammunition, fuel for training air and naval units, to increase the amount of purchases 
of weapons that we had. I always insisted on putting quite a lot aside, comparatively speaking, 
for research and development, because we needed to keep doing that. Some of the fruits of that 
paid off in the Gulf War many years later, because we had these very smart weapons which 
enabled us to win the Gulf War with very little cost to ourselves.  
 
And we had a new tank that had been on the drawing boards for something like fifteen years. It 
was constantly being revised, and it was the old story about how the desire for perfection 
completely destroyed the ability to get anything done. Every time you’d get it about ready for 
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production, they’d want this added or that subtracted, and so we decided to cut that process and 
stop it right there.  
 
We had the bombers—the B-1, which Carter had canceled after an enormous amount of 
investment had gone into it. And we were working very clandestinely on the Stealth 
mechanisms, the B-2, and the Stealth fighters, and even some Stealth characteristics for some of 
the naval vessels, which took a lot of money and had to be done all in so-called “black 
programs” in secrecy. Defense committees in the Congress used to ask me, “What is your 
highest priory?” The trouble was I had several priorities.  
 
Basically, one of the very first things was restoring morale, because the all-volunteer system was 
not working. People were not volunteering. People were leaving the military in droves. Many of 
the enlisted personnel were on food stamps trying to supplement a very, very low income, and 
leaving the military to get other jobs. So we really had to start with that. You quite literally did 
have a number of different priorities, and you couldn’t do just one thing at a time. You had to 
have all these different balls in the air at one time. 
 
Knott: There’s been quite a bit of commentary written that President Reagan had a vision of 
toppling the Soviet Union, and it involved various—economic pressure, covert campaigns, the 
defense build up. Could you comment on this? 
 
Weinberger: Well, there were some people who said that the whole thing was just an attempt to 
run the Soviet Union into bankruptcy. Actually it was not, in my view. What he needed, what we 
needed—and we were in full agreement on it—was to restore our military deterrent capability—
to get a capability that would make it quite clear to the Soviets that they couldn’t win a war 
against us—in such black and white terms as that. This required regaining a great deal of military 
capability very quickly. It also required repairing our alliances—the NATO [North Atlantic 
Treaty Organization] alliance and a lot of the countries that had felt we were quite unreliable 
allies, particularly after Afghanistan, when it was quite apparent that we couldn’t and weren’t 
going to do anything, and particularly when we kept talking with a lot of these countries, which 
were basically under the thumb of the Soviet Union and trying to get them to be more friendly to 
the West. The Soviet Union simply didn’t permit it. The Warsaw Pact countries were not 
allowed to trade, and all the rest of it, except with the Soviet Union—and on very unfavorable 
terms to those countries.  
 
While we knew that there was a great deal of unhappiness and dissent within those countries, we 
didn’t think—I didn’t think—that anybody could ever do anything about it, for a very simple 
reason: The Soviets had all the guns. There was no way in which these people could get any kind 
of effective revolt going without simply committing suicide, and that’s essentially what was 
being threatened in Poland and happened in many of the Baltic countries and others.  
 
We had, at the same time, this very strong so-called “Peace Movement,” and détente, and a 
number of theories of containment, and the idea that these were just two different systems, that 
they can live with each other, they’re compatible, and all that. President Reagan repeatedly said 
that simply is not so. There is no compatibility, and you can’t live with a system whose goal is to 
destroy freedom and to deny people all of the things that we have and take for granted.  
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It was very apparent to him that the cold war was a lot more than containment and a lot more 
than keeping the status quo. Indeed—it’s been written about many times—before the so-called 
“Evil Empire” speech, he had concluded that the cold war had to be won, that it couldn’t just be 
dragged on as a stalemate in which we accepted the fact that the Soviets were always going to be 
there, and they would have the East, and the West would try to hold the West. He said, “No, 
we’ve got to win the cold war.” When he was going to make that speech about the evil empire—
in London, I think it was, at the House of Lords—he had several drafts prepared, and in each one 
he put in that this was an evil empire, that it had to be destroyed, and that phrase was always 
taken out.  
 
The third time he didn’t put it in the draft, but he gave the speech with that phrase. And you 
could hear this gasp from the conventional wisdom people virtually all over the world. Someone 
came to him and said, “You’ve destroyed twenty years of patient diplomatic effort.” And he said, 
“But what did patient diplomatic effort for twenty years get us? It got us an expanding Soviet 
Union and a continual expansion of their ability to enslave peoples and deny freedom. And it left 
us so vulnerable we couldn’t do anything when Afghanistan was invaded. That’s not much of an 
accomplishment.” So from there on in, the cold war had focus, and we did win it. 
 
Riley: When you first became Secretary of Defense, you didn’t have a great deal of 
experience— 
 
Weinberger: Well, that’s a very diplomatic way to phrase it. Most people say I didn’t know a 
damn thing about it. 
 
Riley: If we take what most people say, did you go about a process of self-education? You seem 
to be somebody— 
 
Weinberger: Indeed I did. Yes. 
 
Riley: Can you tell us a little bit about how one educates oneself? 
 
Weinberger: I quite simply absorbed everything I could about defense and security matters and 
did virtually nothing else. But of course, there isn’t anything else—it’s full time. You’re never on 
vacation, you’re never on leave, you’re always on duty. Twenty-four hours means twenty-four 
hours, including anything that would go wrong in Libya or [Muammar] Gaddafi challenging our 
right to free navigation in the Gulf of Sidra, and all kinds of things of that kind—more or less 
small crises—were constantly going on. At the same time, we had this huge fight with Congress 
about expanding the budget, and I had to learn as much as I could as quickly as I could. I treated 
it roughly like a huge law suit and trial that I would have to conduct and simply immersed myself 
in it completely. 
 
Riley: Did you talk with former Secretaries of Defense? 
 
Weinberger: Oh yes, yes, I did. But what we were doing was so new and so different that you 
didn’t get much more than warnings from them. 
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Riley: You’re reputed to be quite a student of [Winston] Churchill. Was there something in 
particular about Churchill’s writings that you found useful? 
 
Weinberger: Yes, of course. It was quite an example that he set. Oh yes, I was. He had 
encountered very much the same kind of thing during the appeasement years, and had the same 
set of difficulties in a democracy in getting people interested in following what are basically 
difficult courses. It’s typical to talk about how he was an “uncomfortable hero.” He was always 
urging very uncomfortable courses of action, and it was lucky that he did. He had barely time to 
do it.  
 
I was obsessed by the shortness of time, because we had fallen far behind, and we were not—
without very drastic measures, increases and so on, which were very hard to get—going to be 
able to make any kind of balancing out of our own defensive capabilities. I knew that we had a 
comparatively short time to do it, because the tolerance of the Congress for increasing defense 
spending was wearing thin the first month, and it kept wearing thinner and thinner as we went 
on. We were able to maintain a major increase in defense spending and capabilities for over four 
years. After that the reaction set in. I used to be told, “You came up here last year warning about 
all this, Mr. Secretary, and nothing happened, so why do we need to do it again?” It was roughly 
the question of “You didn’t have a fire, so why do you need fire insurance?” 
 
Knott: In those first years in office, one of the most critical decisions that you and the President 
faced was placing the Pershing IIs in western Europe. Could you talk a little bit about that 
episode and the nuclear freeze movement that was gaining steam at this time? 
 
Weinberger: This was not a side show, but was a separate sort of issue. I went to all the NATO 
meetings, because I thought it was very important to repair the NATO alliance. We had bred a 
lot of distrust of us as a result of our actions in previous years—in the Carter years, which 
seemed to be more or less years of appeasement, or attempts at it, while our whole military 
capability was running down. The NATO alliance was there. It was the most important alliance 
we had, yet it was not in very good shape because they didn’t regard us as a very reliable ally. 
Quite naturally, in very human terms, they wanted to be on the winning side.  
 
They also knew the capability of the Soviets to overrun Europe was there, and while obviously 
they didn’t favor that, they weren’t all that strong for anybody who was talking in 
confrontational terms. That’s why détente was so popular, and why it was so unpopular to put in 
any kind of response to the SS-18s or to the Soviet missiles. The Soviets had put in a whole new 
family of missiles that were capable of hitting any target in Europe and most targets in Asia, and 
yet he had no response capability, none whatever. That’s what the Pershing and the ground-
launch cruise missiles were supposed to do. Finally they got a resolution through NATO to the 
effect that we’d go on a two-track system. We’d worked very hard for agreement and 
negotiations to get some of the Soviet missiles removed, and at the same time we would station 
some of our missiles in Germany and Belgium and Italy and England. 
 
Of course, that was challenged every meeting. There were people who wanted to get away from 
the two-track thing, and any time you’d talk about putting our missiles in, that was provocative, 
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and caused huge demonstrations at most of the NATO defense ministers’ meetings. One or two 
in Bonn were just gigantic demonstrations against any kind of effort to do that. I was sort of the 
focus of all of those, and in England too, where there was huge opposition to deploying these 
missiles in those countries. People would say to me, “You don’t know what it’s like to be right 
near, as a target.” 
I’d say, “On the contrary, the principal target of all of the Soviet missiles—the number one 
target—is the center court at the Pentagon”—which it was. They’d blast out all the 
communications and everything else. I had a very good idea what it was to live near a target, and 
indeed to be the bull’s eye. Each NATO meeting was a big struggle, but we did manage to hold 
that so-called two-track system. But that required negotiation, and the negotiations that we had 
conducted first involved the so-called “zero option,” which President Reagan liked. 
 
That was the idea: “You take all yours out. We won’t put any of ours in, and then the balance 
will be restored.” The arms control advocates were purple about that because they said that this 
was a ploy. “You know the Soviets will never agree to it. You’ve got to have a proposal that you 
know they’ll agree to.” That had been the basis for the so-called START [Strategic Arms 
Reduction Talks] talks, the strategic arms reduction. The only problem was those agreements 
didn’t reduce anything. They allowed for a smaller increase than had otherwise been planned, 
and President Reagan thought that that was a pretty useless kind of agreement. We submitted this 
instead, and, indeed, the Soviets said they would walk out if we deployed anything at all, and 
they would never agree to that.  
 
This was in October of ’81, I guess it was. Then in November of ’87 they did agree to it, without 
any conditions or anything else. It was the icing, solely the result of the fact that, first of all, they 
didn’t believe we would do it, and secondly, that we couldn’t get European permission to do it. 
When we finally got the Belgium approval, we were in England and meeting all kind of 
oppositions and demonstrations, and Italy had very strong opposition and yet they put them there 
too, despite demonstrations. But when Belgium and Holland agreed, finally, on a very late night 
vote in their Parliament that we could deploy, we had been loading the missiles all the week 
before, and as soon as the gavel came down, the planes took off, literally. So they were there the 
next morning, and this was a source of not only great surprise but great unhappiness to people 
who thought they could reverse these very close Parliamentary decisions.  
 
When all of that was done, and the Soviets saw that the alliance was holding firm, that we were 
regaining a vast amount of military capability, and were even talking about the strategic defense 
measures which would have rendered impotent a large part of their offensive capability, they 
came around.  
 
Knott: You did something very unusual, there’s a picture on the wall here— 
 
Weinberger: Oh, that’s the Oxford debate. 
 
Knott: That was a somewhat out of the ordinary act for a Secretary of Defense. 
 
Weinberger: You see I’m in black tie, and the man opposite me here was [Edward Palmer] 
Thompson, who was a Marxist professor by his own statement, and the topic of the debate was, 



C. Weinberger 11/19/02 Tape 2 of 4                                                           14

“Resolved, there is no moral difference between the foreign policy of the U.S. and the USSR.” 
He spoke to that. There was a huge crowd there—it’s modeled on the House of Commons 
procedures—and I was told many times that it was a very foolish thing to do. Our embassy urged 
me very strongly not to do it. But I had told the students that I would do it, so I went ahead with 
it. They said “You’ll never win it, and it will be a very great story, comparable to the one before 
World War I, II, and all the rest of it.”  
 
But we went ahead with it. They divide—like the House of Commons, the ayes go out into the 
aye lobby and the nays to the left, ayes to the right, nays to the left. And ultimately we won by—
I don’t know—20, 40 votes or something. It was a very big debate, and it diverted attention for a 
bit. The fact that we won was noted here in the U.S. I don’t know how it was explained in 
Europe. But Thompson was very distressed about it. He would not wear black tie—he said it was 
an emblem of class, and he wasn’t going to do that. I told him the story of my father who had 
said that black tie is the most democratic costume there is because everybody wears exactly the 
same thing, which amused the students. You can see the students were not in black tie. That was 
a silly thing to do, really, in retrospect. To require black ties and the student officers in white tie. 
 
Riley: Just out of curiosity, how did the invitation come to you? 
 
Weinberger: It came to me from the head of the union, who is right up there presiding and who 
is also a Marxist. He and Professor Thompson were both members of the Communist Party and 
perfectly willing to admit it and defend it. I suppose they thought it would be an interesting bear-
baiting or something. But one way or another, I had agreed to do it primarily because I’d heard 
of the Oxford Union for years and years and was anxious to see it.  
 
Knott: And you had a strong relationship with Prime Minister [Margaret] Thatcher? 
 
Weinberger: Well, she is a remarkable lady in every way and also was very much the same as 
President Reagan in being willing to challenge—and challenge very successfully and very 
effectively—the conventional wisdom. She and President Reagan, I think, had more to do with 
changing the political agenda than anyone else. They supported things that people didn’t even 
talk about because they were so far off the conventional screen: small government, cutting taxes, 
privatizing services, decreasing the power of the government to increase the power of people, 
and so forth. All of the standard things that we now take for granted and debate very vigorously.  
 
It’s hard to realize or recall, but in the years they were coming to power, these things weren’t 
talked about. These were not issues at all. This was several years ago. It was not a question of 
whether you wanted big government, it was just how big a government and how would they do 
it? You turned to government to solve any particularly difficult problems. The fact that they cost 
both dollars and narrowing of individual liberty as you expanded governmental power, were not 
issues until both Mrs. Thatcher and the President raised them and raised them very effectively.  
 
She was an extremely eloquent speaker and very persuasive. There had not been any major 
distinction, really between the previous conservative governments and the labor governments. It 
was very hard to tell who was in. They got into a tremendously difficult labor situation, in which 
most of the services were shut down, and she appealed to enough people who wanted to change 
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that so that she was able to make a major difference there. She always worked very closely with 
President Reagan and supported him, admired him, and together they made really major changes 
in the whole political agenda and the whole political debate.  
 
Riley: You mentioned the Strategic Defensive Initiative a minute ago. That’s something that 
historians look back on and try to find the roots of in Ronald Reagan’s thinking— 
 
Weinberger: I think it was basically quite simple. The idea that you didn’t have any defense at 
all against these most lethal of all weapons continually troubled him. Churchill had a passage 
years ago—when he first became First Lord of the Admiralty. He went down to Spithead, which 
was where the big Naval maneuver area was, and he watched the British fleet maneuvering. He 
said, “It was very hard for me to realize that the whole fate of western civilization rested on these 
small ships, and if they were destroyed, you could lose the whole of western civilization 
overnight.” And President Reagan said two or three times, you have to remember that the Soviet 
Union is the only country in the world that can destroy the United States in an afternoon.  
 
The idea that you were resting your defense, not on even anything as fragile as these ships, but 
on nothing but a philosophic assumption—the philosophic assumption that everybody would 
behave the way we would, and that you would not have a nuclear war because it would be too 
horrible, and everybody would understand that. So if you had no defense against it, neither side 
would attack. It was a convoluted theory, but it was the mutual assured destruction theory, and it 
had been accepted as complete gospel. When you challenged that, you were absolutely repealing 
the education of almost everybody who was an expert in these fields. So it was a completely 
revolutionary doctrine, but it was a very logical doctrine.  
 
Very few people really understood until the debate got under way that we had no defense 
whatever against these missiles, and that we were totally and completely at their mercy. They 
had started violating the ABM [Anti-Ballistic Missile] treaty—which was the one that forbade 
the defenses, enacted the mutual assured destruction theory into treaty form—within weeks and 
the Soviets were working continuously to get this kind of a defense, whereas we were not. We 
had dismantled the one system that we had and all the rest.  
 
Later on, I had a lot of arguments with some of the British defense people on the ground that 
they had no evidence that the Soviets were violating the treaty, whereas we knew that they had 
these huge radars across Ukraine, Kazakhstan, Siberia, Krasnoyarsk, and other places, whose 
sole purpose was to detect incoming missiles. All this was forbidden under the treaty. It wasn’t 
until almost the end of the cold war—right after the end of the cold war—that the Soviets 
admitted that yes, they had violated the treaty. They had started working on defense immediately 
in 1979 after signing. They were convinced, many of them, that we could get a strategic defense 
and they had not been able to get it, and this would not only put at risk, but render impotent, their 
huge missile arsenal if we got it. So it was clearly a factor in their ultimate willingness to give 
up. 
 
Knott: Could we get you talk a little bit about specific instances where American forces were 
used? Perhaps, starting off, you mentioned earlier the Weinberger Doctrine, and you wanted to 
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take issue with one of the topics we had in our book here that used the phrase “your reluctance to 
involve American troops in missions…” 
 
Weinberger: Yes. Saying the Weinberger Doctrine was my “reluctance.” Well, it wasn’t 
reluctance to involve American troops. It was, first of all, a recognition of my responsibility for 
the care and safety of the troops, which is a heavy responsibility and a lot different from people 
in other departments—like the State Department—who had basically the idea that if you put a 
battalion here, a regiment there, or something, it would make a major difference.  
 
The doctrine grew out of the Vietnam experience. I’d been out of office all that time, was not in 
the Army or anything, but the Vietnam war was the first war we ever went into that we did not 
intend to win. I basically took the idea—with my basic unhappiness with that—and put the idea 
together that yes, we should use American troops when it was a matter of supreme national 
interest. And when it was, then we should not only use them, but we should use them with a 
clearly stated objective that we could achieve, and stay there and support them until we had 
achieved it, and then leave. But we shouldn’t go in piecemeal, and we shouldn’t do what we did 
in Vietnam, which was to feed twenty thousand, thirty thousand, a hundred thousand—each 
number was supposed to be enough to contain the north. We never wanted to defeat the north. 
This was a terrible thing to do, to ask people—our troops—to commit their lives to a cause that 
we didn’t consider important enough to win.  
 
So that was the basic roots of the doctrine. In fact, I told the President, in discussing these things 
before, that I would not be able to stay on as Secretary if there was ever any desire to put a few 
American troops here and a few more there and not win. He agreed. If it was important enough 
to commit people and ask them to commit their lives, then we had to be determined enough to 
win, to support them, to have the objective of supporting them, and stay there until we had won 
and then leave. That’s essentially what we did on a much, much, smaller scale in Grenada, and 
with Libya where, again, Gaddafi challenged us not to ever enter the Gulf of Sidra, which he said 
were territorial waters of his. We said, “No, they’re open waters.” Freedom of navigation has 
been one of our tenets since the American Revolution, and we would go where we felt it was 
necessary to go to exercise the fleet. He made some feeble attempts to attack that, and they were 
immediately destroyed. 
 
Knott: Could you comment on the Marines in Beirut and that operation? 
 
Weinberger: Well, that’s one of my saddest memories. I was not persuasive enough to persuade 
the President that the Marines were there on an impossible mission. They were very lightly 
armed. They were not permitted to take the high ground in front of them or the flanks on either 
side. They had no mission except to sit at the airport, which is just like sitting in a bull’s eye. 
Theoretically, their presence was supposed to support the idea of disengagement and ultimate 
peace. I said, “They’re in a position of extraordinary danger. They have no mission. They have 
no capability of carrying out a mission, and they’re terribly vulnerable.” It didn’t take any gift of 
prophecy or anything to see how vulnerable they were.  
 
When that horrible tragedy came, why, as I say, I took it very personally and still feel responsible 
in not having been persuasive enough to overcome the arguments that “Marines don’t cut and 
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run,” and “We can’t leave because we’re there,” and all of that. I begged the President at least to 
pull them back and put them back on their transports as a more defensible position. That 
ultimately, of course, was done after the tragedy.  
 
Knott: Can you tell us anything about the impact that the tragedy had on President Reagan? 
 
Weinberger: Well, it was very, very marked, there was no question about it. And it couldn’t 
have come at a worse time. We were planning that very weekend for the actions in Grenada to 
overcome the anarchy that was down there and the potential seizure of American students, and 
all the memories of the Iranian hostages. We had planned that for Monday morning, and this 
terrible event occurred on Saturday night. Yes, it had a very deep effect. We talked a few 
minutes ago about the strategic defense. One of the other things that had a tremendous effect on 
him was the necessity of playing these war games and rehearsing, in which we went over the role 
of the President. The standard scenario was that “the Soviets had launched a missile. You have 
eighteen minutes, Mr. President. What are we going to do?”  
 
He said, “Almost any target we attack will have huge collateral damage.” Collateral damage is 
the polite way of phrasing the number of innocent women and children who are killed because 
you’re engaging in a war, and it was up in the hundreds of thousands. That is one of the things, I 
think, that convinced him that we not only had to have a strategic defense, but we should offer to 
share it. That was another of the things that was quite unusual about our acquiring strategic 
defense, and which now seems largely forgotten. When we got it, we said he would share it with 
the world, so as to render all of these weapons useless. He insisted on that kind of proposal. And 
as it turned out, with this cold war ending and all, it didn’t become necessary.  
 
One thing that disappointed him most was the reaction of the academic and the so-called defense 
expert community to this proposal. They were horrified. They threw up their hands. It was worse 
than talking about evil empire. Here you were undermining the years and years of academic 
discipline that you shouldn’t have any defense. He said he simply did not want to trust the future 
of the world to philosophic assumptions. And all the evidence was that the Soviets were 
preparing for a nuclear war. They had these huge underground cities and underground 
communications. They were setting up environments in which they could live for a long time and 
keep their command and control communications capabilities. But people didn’t want to believe 
that and therefore didn’t believe it. 
 
Knott: Could you talk a little bit more about the Grenada operation?  
 
Weinberger: Yes. Grenada was, again, on a much smaller scale. First of all, the neighbors. Mrs. 
[Mary Eugenia] Charles, who was the Prime Minister of one of the neighboring Caribbean 
countries, came to Washington to urge us to do something about it. This construction was going 
on in Grenada, and the government there was in complete anarchy. The American medical 
students were going to be an obvious target. But then the rest of the outer Caribbean nations, 
bigger than the one she represented—she was Dominica, I think—also said we needed to do 
something to prevent the construction of this airport and to restore some kind of a government in 
Grenada that would protect the rights of people. We agreed to do that.  
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Again, we first of all had the plans that came to me, and I—having in mind the problems with the 
Iranian hostages, the attempts to rescue them—basically almost automatically doubled whatever 
the Joint Chiefs felt was a required force. So we went in with a very, very large force, which was 
criticized later on the grounds that it was much too big. But what we did was to overcome all 
resistance and free the students, get them out. Their Dean—who was safely in Brooklyn, New 
York—said they were never in any danger. But the students felt they were. They came to the 
White House later and thanked the President in a very moving ceremony.  
 
We did that. But we also then helped install a framework for a government that the people would 
chose, and we left. Did it all within a month, I guess, little less than a month, and the government 
structure they chose is still there. Democratic procedures were restored, and the students got to 
come and go as they wished, and the airfield no longer was a threat.  
 
He was also very concerned that Cuba had been allowed to go too far and had become a threat. 
Grenada was a decisive action—a small one, but very successful in the sense that it 
accomplished what we wanted. There was a lot of criticism of it: We didn’t have enough maps, 
and we didn’t have this and that, and we didn’t have very good communications between the 
various units. But it was very hastily put together, and we won. So it would be hard to say, from 
my point of view, that it was not successful.  
 
Riley: Was there discussion internally within the administration about trying to do something 
more dramatic about Cuba? 
 
Weinberger: Oh, at the beginning, yes. But I think the Bay of Pigs was a continual reminder that 
it would have to be something that was effective. And there wasn’t any immediate direct 
provocation. It was one of the things that I put in the six points there. You had to have some 
reasonable anticipation of support of the American people and the Congress. You couldn’t fight 
a war against an enemy here and against the American people at home. That had been because of 
the build-up of steady opposition to the Vietnam war. A lot of people misinterpreted that as you 
had to take a Gallup Poll before you went anywhere, which clearly was not what the criteria said.  
 
Knott: Were you supportive of the President’s effort to arm the Contras and to overthrow the— 
 
Weinberger: No. There was no presidential plan to do that because the congressional votes had 
come in against it. I was strongly opposed to the idea of giving arms to the Iranians, or to 
anybody over there, because we’d spent a lot of time and expended a huge amount of effort to 
persuade other countries not to sell them anything. The proposal was that we’d sell them arms 
ourselves in return for their helping to get our hostages back. It was said, “We have to deal with 
these moderate elements in Iran.” I said, “There aren’t any moderate elements. All the moderates 
were killed long ago, and what you’re dealing with are a bunch of unreliable and thoroughly 
dishonest and corrupt arms dealers.”  
 
But the President’s idea of trying to get the hostages back overweighed almost everything—
including, as he said later, all his own lifetime teachings and doctrines. But he was so unhappy 
about the idea of Americans being held against their will and our being unable to pull them out 
that he was willing to try even this, which, he said later, was a great mistake. He said, [George] 



C. Weinberger 11/19/02 Tape 2 of 4                                                           19

Shultz and Weinberger were right, and I was wrong.” Which was a generous, but a correct way 
to phrase it. 
 
Knott: There were stories at the time that the President was deeply moved when he would meet 
with the families of the hostages. Was that a key factor in his—  
 
Weinberger: Absolutely. Those meetings destroyed him, absolutely. These families of the 
people who were being held and the families of the people who had been killed in an airplane 
accident coming back from doing duty in the Sinai. All these things were very, very hard on him. 
He brought a great deal of comfort to them, but the idea of allowing Americans to be held—as 
the Iranians did earlier—by these terrorist groups in Syria and whatever bothered him very 
much.  
 
Riley: One of the things that come out of a reading of the briefing book is that you had what 
might be characterized as a very complex relationship with George Shultz. 
 
Weinberger: Well, yes. I think that’s overemphasized. There are certain institutional differences 
between the two Departments. Oddly enough, I was generally on the side of more caution and 
more concern about the safety of the troops. I also was very skeptical about the effectiveness of 
putting in a few regiments or a few battalions or joining international forces, particularly in the 
Mideast, where they would go in without any kind of proper rules of engagement and where they 
would be basically unable to do anything to protect themselves. So we had disputes there. We 
didn’t have any disagreement at all on the Iran hostages.. We both regarded the [Robert] 
McFarlane proposal as perfectly absurd and dangerous, and said so many times. I believed we’d 
convinced the President in two meetings, but in the third meeting on it, it became quite apparent 
that we had not.  
 
He decided to go ahead with it and allow the Israelis to send some of the arms we’d given to 
Israel to Iran and to see if it was possible to get some hostages home. I don’t think we ever did. 
One or two were released within the time frame, but I didn’t think it was for any reason other 
than to continue the idea of getting these arms over to them. The idea of them selling them at 
much higher prices than they were supposed to have been charged anyway, and using the balance 
to finance operations that the Congress had opposed and had turned down in Nicaragua, was 
completely illegal, as far as I was concerned. I said so many times. 
 
Riley: Did you have institutional concerns at the time about what was going on on the 
President’s National Security Council staff? We routinely read—and this is across Presidents—
that with the Departments—the Secretary of State, the Secretary of Defense—being positioned 
outside the White House, there is often institutional tension with the President’s National 
Security Advisor.  
 
Weinberger: Well, it would depend who it was. We didn’t have any tension at all with Bill 
Clark. McFarlane had a lot of adventures that he wanted to get into, and basically from my point 
of view was always trying to develop something like the trip to China that would be a huge 
breakthrough. He had a lot of wild ideas like trying to put some divisions down into Egypt to go 
after Libya—things like that that just seemed not only particularly silly, but very risky, very 
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dangerous, and very unproductive. That was on individual items, but on the big item—the 
hostages being held by the Iranians—Shultz and I were in total agreement right straight through. 
 
Knott: Would you be willing to comment on William Casey? Any reflections on CIA Director 
Casey? 
 
Weinberger: Bill Casey was, again, a very underestimated sort of person. Bill Casey was quite a 
scholar. He had a huge library. He wrote some essays about the American Revolution. He was 
very interested in expanding the capabilities of our intelligence service, not only to get 
information, but to carry out covert operations. He was influential with the President. He was one 
of the few people who had helped with the presidential campaign the first time, when nobody 
else would pay much attention to him. The President liked him. He was a very, basically, 
secretive sort of person, which went with his job. He was far more capable than most people 
were willing to acknowledge at the time. 
 
Knott: Were you comfortable with the notion of covert warfare?  
 
Weinberger: Well, if you had the means to do it, and if you were going to accomplish 
something, the fact that it was covert was not a problem with me. I understood the people’s right 
to know, but I also understood that there was no enemy’s right to know. A lot of these things—to 
safeguard the troops participating—had to be carried out in a clandestine way. 
 
Riley: Thus your decision in Grenada to keep the press out? 
 
Weinberger: No, it wasn’t to keep the press out. It was a matter of very, very limited logistics. 
We had to stage Grenada from a neighboring island, with the inability to take very many planes 
off or on at any one time—not nearly enough to put a division in. So in the initial landings—the 
initial parachute drops and all—there wasn’t really any room for anybody else.  
 
The press went in on the second day, I think, or maybe the third day—I think the second day. 
They didn’t actually come in the landing, and there was a lot of grumbling about that. But we 
had nothing to hide. We just didn’t have room, frankly. There were higher priorities.  
 
Knott: Could you tell us why Secretary of State [Alexander] Haig didn’t work out, or am I 
jumping to conclusions there? 
 
Weinberger: Well, he had kind of a strong personality. He’d been in positions where he’d been 
in charge. Someone said it was a great mistake to give anybody a position with the title of 
“supreme” in it. He was the Supreme Allied Commander in Europe, and he was a very good 
soldier and a good general. But from the beginning he was obsessed with the idea that people 
were trying to undermine him. He was very worried about perquisites and his own primacy as 
foreign policy advisor. He disliked intensely anybody else commenting on any foreign policy 
matters in the presence of the President—little things like that that sort of build up after a while. 
He kept getting angrier and angrier. He threatened to resign several times. Finally the President 
said, “All right.” That’s the danger with a resignation threat. Sometimes the President gets to 
believe it and accept it.  
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Haig was a very brilliant man, very able man. I was always more amused than anything else by 
his violent reactions for any opposition being raised to things that he wanted to do. But he 
wanted to be President, which was fair enough. I think he just felt he was being undermined by a 
cabal of the White House. He had not been part of the Reagan team in Sacramento, obviously. 
He had had quite an independent remarkable career, and was sometimes a bit difficult. 
 
Riley: Looking back at the Reagan years, historians devote a fair amount of attention to the 
different organizational structures in the White House and how that worked over time. I wonder 
if you could tell us what your working relationship was with each of the members of the troika 
during the first term, and then whether your working relationship with the President and the 
White House changed with the advent of a stronger Chief of Staff under Don Regan. 
 
Weinberger: I don’t think materially, no. I had the good fortune to have worked with the 
Governor before, and a lot of those fights in Washington were about access and whether you 
could see the President, who was the gatekeeper, who controlled the paper going into the 
President and all that. I didn’t really pay an awful lot of attention to that, because if I needed to 
see him, I knew I could. But I didn’t need to go over every week to demonstrate that I could see 
him. I didn’t try to use that relationship that I’d had with him, except on budgetary matters or 
things where his decision was clearly required—whether we should proceed with one or two 
bombers, whether we should to continue to try to develop the B-2, what we should do about the 
B-1, what level of budgetary support was required.  
 
Those would be generally argued out in the Cabinet room, and he was very supportive. Don 
Regan was Chief of Staff for the second part of that term, and [James] Baker and Deaver and Ed 
Meese had been a sort of group of three who divided the Chief of Staff’s responsibilities. Baker 
was a very ambitious fellow and worked very closely with Deaver. Ed Meese was more or less 
being excluded, and you had a lot of internal discussions and wrangling back and forth. But 
eventually when Don Regan was appointed and Baker went to Treasury, Don was very, very 
clear that he was in charge. As far as I was concerned, that didn’t really make any particular 
difference. 
 
Riley: We’ve heard from others that the accessibility to the President became a bit more difficult 
during the second term because Regan considered himself a— 
 
Weinberger: That may very well have been. I didn’t notice any particular change, because I had 
access although I didn’t use it very often. There were certainly a lot of stories to that effect. 
Again, the real problem here is to sort out the truth from the accepted wisdom, as happened in 
the convention—with that big so-called dream ticket that I mentioned. The press understood that 
was all settled, and their only question was “Why did it come unstuck?” It had never been stuck. 
It had never been glued together. 
 
Riley: Well, this is why we’re having this conversation. 
 
Weinberger: Certainly.  
 



C. Weinberger 11/19/02 Tape 2 of 4                                                           22

Knott: Can I ask you about another event, and that is the Falklands War? I attended a conference 
not too long ago in London, marking the twentieth anniversary of the war. A number of the 
British Cabinet officers who were there spoke very fondly of you, saw you as a pivotal figure in 
terms of providing assistance to the British. 
 
Weinberger: We did provide assistance. To my mind it was a very, very clear and simple case. 
Here was our oldest and strongest ally and a member of NATO, and our NATO obligations were 
to come to the defense of any one of the NATO members who was attacked. Britain had been 
attacked. The idea that this was just a small sheep-station was totally irrelevant as far as I was 
concerned. It was part of the British Empire, and sovereignty was in Britain. You had a corrupt 
military dictatorship from Argentina on one side. You had our oldest and strongest ally and a 
member of NATO on the other side. I didn’t see what the problem was, so to speak, except that 
we should support Britain as completely as possible. 
 
There were a lot of attempts at settling it diplomatically. Settling it diplomatically would have 
meant something to the effect that Britain could keep the Falklands for two years, and then they 
would revert to Argentinean control, and we wouldn’t have a war, and everybody would be 
happy. That was totally foreign to what I thought should happen and what Mrs. Thatcher thought 
should happen. They obviously needed a lot of help. Here they were trying to retake islands that 
had already been captured, seven thousand miles away, with only one basic stopping place in 
between that they owned. We had obtained from them—in order to help—the lease rights to 
store things on Ascension Island, and we helped them in every way we could. 
 
While Al was going back and forth on these shuttle flights, trying to set up a diplomatic solution, 
Britain was moving ahead with their attempt to retake the island. Mrs. Thatcher was told by her 
military, and I was told by our military, that it was not possible—that the idea of trying to mount 
an invasion force that far away with the depleted peacetime forces that they had couldn’t be 
done. Mrs. Thatcher said, “The possibility of defeat does not exist.” 
 
Because she said that and because she meant it, and we helped, it didn’t exist. Ultimately they 
did retake them. We certainly helped, but they did the work. 
 
Knott: There was some dissension within the Reagan administration, led by Mrs. [Jeane] 
Kirkpatrick, as I understand. Is that accurate? 
 
Weinberger: There were a lot of people who thought that we would ruin our relationships with 
Latin America, and that we would violate the Monroe Doctrine, and all kinds of things like that. 
But I said to them, “We have no interest whatever in supporting a corrupt military dictatorship 
that has invaded this island without any provocation whatever, and if we give substance to it and 
support it, we will encourage this kind of aggression all over the world. And we will cast aside 
our NATO obligations—to say nothing of the basic relationship that we have had with Great 
Britain for longer than anybody can remember.” So we had to go in and do everything that we 
could to help them, and we did.  
 
My role, primarily, was that of an advance quartermaster. I said that any of their requests for 
arms or aid or anything was to come directly to my desk and not go through the, literally, 31 in-
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baskets that these requests normally pass through. I said it was to have a note on it as to when we 
had agreed to their requests, and if not, why not. This did have a stimulative effect on getting the 
aid out very quickly. Oh, some things—such as wire netting that they used to hold down the sand 
to make a temporary air strip, and things of that kind—were very vital. That particular request 
was delivered to them the next day. 
 
Ascension Island. They had to go all the way down there, and we placed a lot on Ascension 
down there, to give them staging for some of their equipment. We helped a great deal, but they 
did it. They were kind enough to say that our help was substantial—which it was—but they 
retook the island. 
 
Knott: There was some suggestion at this conference I attended that you were ahead of President 
Reagan on this, that it took him a while— 
 
Weinberger: A couple of weeks. There hadn’t been a formal decision made, and Haig was still 
doing the diplomacy back and forth. But I knew that the President ultimately would be 
supportive of that as opposed to supporting this corrupt Argentinean military dictatorship, which 
has changed in the subsequent years. Everybody is very friendly now.  
 
Knott: Another very controversial event during the first term was the sale of the AWACs 
[Airborne Warning and Control System] planes to Saudi Arabia. Could you comment on that 
episode? 
 
Weinberger: Well, that was, again, something that we thought would improve our own security. 
It would give a lot longer eye, so to speak, to us and the Saudis—where the planes would be 
based—of any potential invasion, or any attempt to retake the oil fields. That was part of the old 
Soviet—before that, the Russian—doctrine, that the path through the oil fields was down through 
Afghanistan, and it was important we have as much foreknowledge of that as possible. So the 
AWACs were mostly—the Saudis would own them, and they were based in Saudi Arabia, and 
we were able to use them and get information from them. The AWACs simply extended your 
vision hundreds of miles out. They never had any offensive use. They were entirely 
reconnaissance and intelligence-gathering.
Riley: Were you involved at all in the congressional relations effort to get that through 
Congress? 
 
Weinberger: Oh sure. Yes. 
 
Riley: Can you tell us a little bit about it? 
 
Weinberger: Just that there was a lot of opposition to it because the Israelis basically were 
worried about the Saudis—or anybody else—having that capability. We had to spend a fair 
amount of time demonstrating that it wasn’t to enhance any Saudi capability. It was to enhance 
our own capability to get intelligence gathered as far ahead as possible. The fact that they would 
be based in Saudi Arabia, or even that they would be owned by the Saudi government, would not 
enhance or increase any potential danger to Israel. But the Israeli supporters in Congress were 
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obviously very strong and were very worried that there was continual Israeli opposition to this 
idea. So we had to use persuasion that it was something that would enhance our own security. 
 
Riley: Who were your closest allies on Capitol Hill? 
 
Weinberger: Oh, we had a number. We had a number of members of the Armed Services 
Committee. It was a shifting set of coalitions. On some things people were very supportive. 
Some of the Democrats on the Armed Services Committees were very helpful. Some of the 
Republicans were very helpful. Many were opposed. Many were worried that too much was 
being spent on defense and that other domestic priorities were being neglected. They adopted 
basically the Stockman views. It was always a struggle, and it was understood to be, because of 
the basic opposition that democracies have to spending money on defense. That’s a very old 
historical thing, with which I was very familiar, but one had to work more or less constantly to 
try to overcome. 
 
Riley: Could I ask you who your most formidable opposition was on the Hill? Do you recall? 
 
Weinberger: Oh, practically everybody. There was a lot. First of all, the Democrats, of course, 
from a partisan point of view, who were anxious to undercut the enormous popularity of 
President Reagan, and so anything that he would propose automatically had built in opposition. 
And you had some Republican opposition, people who had been there for a long time and who 
had been accustomed to the idea of trying to promote détente and not do anything provocative, 
and not do anything that required big increases and so on. As I said, it was something you could 
do for three or four years, but not beyond that, because the domestic pressures and the partisan 
pressures combined were such that it became very difficult to accomplish anything.  
 
Howard Baker was the Republican leader for a while at that time, enormously helpful—
personally somewhat skeptical, but perfectly willing to support the President and help. There 
were a number of others. But many of the people who were supposed to be very strong 
supporters of big defense—Senator [Sam] Nunn, for example—were not, because the President 
was proposing them, and they were on the other side. You had a lot of differing forces. You had 
to put together shifting coalitions from time to time to get a majority. The President was 
enormously helpful because he had huge popularity, and that was a very big asset.  
 
Knott: I’m sorry to keep jumping around here, but I was wondering if we could go back to the 
Middle East. You had a reputation at the time, at least in some quarters, of being an Arabist.  
 
Weinberger: I know that, and that was not right, really. My big point was, constantly, that we 
needed more than one friend in the Middle East. The thing we could do that would help Israel the 
most was not to give them money and not arms, but to give them friendly neighbors. And the 
only way you could ever get that was by demonstrating the fact that we wanted to have strong, 
friendly relationships with a number of Mideast countries. I had hoped, when the Gulf War was 
fought, that that would, once and for all, lay to rest this idea that all we ever cared about was one 
country. The Gulf War proved that we were perfectly willing to use our arms and our treasury to 
try to prevent hostile, aggressive conduct by a number of other countries—Iraq at that time. That 
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would demonstrate—to Israel and many other countries—that we were not simply interested in 
having a single alliance.  
 
So that was basically the burden of my efforts, and in the course of doing that—because that 
sometimes involved actions that strong Israeli supporters felt weren’t sufficiently supportive—
this idea developed that I was basically more for the Arabs than not. What I was trying to do was 
to give Israel friendlier neighbors. I never wanted to undermine the Israeli-American alliance at 
all, but I did want very much to have a situation in which they themselves would be able to live 
in peace and friendship with a number of other countries.  
 
We made a lot of progress with Jordan, a lot of progress with Egypt at first. But it was difficult 
because many of the people—even in Saudi Arabia—were strongly against Israel for historic 
reasons. This was a thousand-year-old dispute, and it was something that evoked enormously 
strong emotions and still does. But in trying to even the balance or whatever, without weakening 
our ties to Israel, the general impression of some of the Israeli supporters was that I was not 
sufficiently supportive. 
 
Knott: I believe you were critical of the Israeli attack on the Iraqi nuclear reactor. 
 
Weinberger: Yes, yes. 
 
Knott: Any second thoughts about that? 
 
Weinberger: That was a bolt from the blue, and obviously I was afraid we were going to unite a 
great many of the Moslem countries, even more so than they were then. It turned out it didn’t 
have as many of the damaging side effects as I feared. It was an extraordinarily skillful job. I 
don’t know if you’ve ever seen the photographs. The Osiraq reactor was enclosed by a huge 
fence, without any particular effort at camouflage or anything. It was right out there in the desert 
with this enormous fence all the way around it. When the Israelis had finished bombing, the 
fence was still there, but nothing else was there. It was an extraordinarily skillful, effective job. It 
did anger a lot of people, but it also impressed upon them that this was a country that, although it 
had extraordinarily narrow borders and was in an extraordinarily vulnerable position, was not a 
country to be taken lightly.  
 
Knott: Another question dealing with Iraq. Late in your tenure, there was an effort to reflag the 
Kuwaiti tankers and put them under American protection— 
 
Weinberger: Which was done.  
 
Knott: This was something you were supportive of? 
 
Weinberger: Oh yes, very much so. This was, again, freedom of navigation. This was an 
attempt to close the Straits of Hormuz and the Gulf, through which a very large amount of 
commerce and oil pass, and we were very supportive of that commerce. We knew that if the 
Kuwaiti tankers and the others were not going to get protection from us, they would go to the 
Soviets, who were very anxious to insert themselves in every way into Mideast matters.  
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Knott: To what extent was terrorism on your agenda? 
 
Weinberger: Not to the extent that it is now, by any means. There were a few terrorist 
incidents—hijacked planes and things of that kind—but the world-wide nature of it was not, I 
think, apparent then. It didn’t seem to be as widespread. The idea of the Al Qaeda network or 
that kind of thing was not anything taken seriously. We did have unconventional warfare 
capabilities. We spent a lot of time training our SEALS [Sea, Air, Land] and Delta Forces, 
Rangers. It was against specific terrorist acts such as trying to take down a plane, or regain a 
plane that was being held by terrorists, and that sort of thing. But these were much more 
individual, localized actions as opposed to a— Then, of course, the idea of a 9/11 was simply not 
contemplated. 
 
Knott: There was the incident where the Berlin disco was bombed in April— 
 
Weinberger: Yes. We always said that where we had absolute evidence that any terrorist 
activities could be traced and located, we’d go after the perpetrators. That was one of the 
frustrating things about Lebanon and all, and the holding of individual Americans hostage over 
there. You never could really get the proof as to who had done what. In the disco, it was very 
clear that Libya had trained and paid for and was supporting the terrorists who conducted that 
activity. Americans were killed, and others were killed, and with that proof we didn’t hesitate for 
a moment. We had a very massive retaliation. We had, for that time, a very big operation—50, 
60 planes in the air—and we did very considerable amount of damage in Libya, in effect putting 
them off the map for a long time. There were a lot of stories that we’d gone after Gaddafi and 
bombed his home and all that. Well, he didn’t have homes, he had tents. And he had suddenly 
discovered or adopted some child that was hurt. He said we killed his daughter or something. Up 
to that time there’d been no evidence whatever that he had any family or any children.  
 
We did what we had to do, when we had proof of who had done it. It was very effective, and it 
did put him off. He then spent the next couple of years just trying to survive. It bred in him a 
demand for revenge and fury and all that, but now to read some recent statements, you’d think 
he’d been supportive of the war against terrorism all the time. He’s all for us. I expect to see him 
welcomed in some western capitals again. 
 
Knott: In instances such as this, could you tell us how President Reagan would deal with a 
situation like this. Would he basically make the call and then just hand it off to you and to the 
Joint Chiefs? 
 
Weinberger: I think he would receive a lot of recommendations, and he would make decisions. 
The two or three most important were what should we do if we were attacked in the Gulf of 
Sidra when we were exercising the rights of free navigation and having our Navy down there 
exercising and maneuvering. I recommended very strongly that if we were attacked we should 
shoot back, and he agreed with that without any question.  
 
Knott: Is it true that the French did not cooperate? 
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Weinberger: Yes, the French did not cooperate. We had the bombers mounted in England. We 
had NATO bombers based in a couple of other places. For the raid on Libya, we wanted to fly 
many of the bombers from England to Libya to participate in the raid. The English gave us 
permission immediately, and the French did not. As a result, we had to fly 1,800 miles out of the 
way, at night, in radio silence, and refuel three extra times, which I thought were very hazardous 
additions to the trip. The Air Force said there was nothing different about this. But refueling at 
night with radio silence is, I find, a rather hazardous enterprise for an old infantryman. But they 
did it, and they did it extraordinarily well. But the French were not cooperative.  
 
The other thing—Mr. [François] Mitterrand added a little salt in the wound because he told me, 
“If you’re going to do this—I disapprove of it, we will not give our permission—but if you’re 
going to do it, don’t make it a pinprick. Make it a real attack.” So I thanked him very much for 
his courteous advice and hung up as quickly as possible. Very difficult. No, they were not 
helpful. 
 
Riley: That just reaffirmed your Anglophilic— 
 
Weinberger: Made me aware of the fact that we are going to have different reactions in different 
countries, exactly. 
 
Riley: One of the most historically important things that happens during this period is the thaw 
in relations with the Soviet Union. Could you tell us a little bit about that process, about your 
recollections of how the President was dealing with the prospects of openings to relationships?  
 
Weinberger: Well, he wanted to do that. He always felt, I think, confident of his ability—with 
very considerable justification—to persuade people, and to let them know that we had no hostile 
intent, and that it would be a better world if we could work together and things of that kind. He 
was very eagerly aided in this by the State Department. I was more cautious, I think, and more 
reluctant to believe that the Soviets were going to be all that cooperative or all that reliable. And 
when they shot down the U.S. Airlines plane over the Bering Straits there—the Sea of 
Okhotsk—that confirmed my belief that they were willing to do anything of this kind. They also 
had engaged in a very brutal enterprise with one of our observers in Berlin, Colonel [Arthur D.] 
Nicholson. 
 
It was well understood that both countries had observers who were going back and forth all the 
time. They knew all these people. They knew who they were. There was nothing secret about it. 
They performed important work in relaying back information as to any changes in the situation 
and so on. Nicholson was shot in the course of this, and they absolutely refused to give him any 
medical treatment and let him bleed to death. These were all things that impressed themselves 
very strongly on me because I felt personally responsible for this. So I was a lot less ready to 
move into a new era of détente or anything of that kind. 
 
The President was anxious to try to get a better relationship, and the Soviets wanted two or three 
things. They wanted to de-couple us from Europe. They wanted us to give up the Stealth 
technology, and they wanted us not to deploy any missiles in Europe in response to theirs. We 
declined, and President Reagan was offered all these glittering reductions and opportunities in 
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Reykjavik. But the price was always that he’d have to give up strategic defense. He was not 
willing to pay that. When that meeting broke up—I was not there— [Mikhail] Gorbachev, who 
had misread him completely and was quite sure that these offers of reduction would work, came 
out and said to him sort of helplessly, “Well, I don’t know what more we could have done.” 
President Reagan said, “I do. You could have said yes.”  
 
So that did not produce the results that everybody hoped. But the Soviets became more and more 
aware that they couldn’t win the war. They couldn’t break up the alliance. They couldn’t de-
couple us from Europe. We were going ahead with the deploying of these ground-launch cruise 
missiles and the Pershings. They were already in place. Their economy was going downhill. So 
he adopted new tactics, although he never changed. Gorbachev to this day is a committed 
Communist and still believes that what is necessary is to strengthen communism. But [Boris] 
Yeltsin was not. Yeltsin had the courage to oppose it, and that’s how the cold war ended. 
 
Riley: How do you explain the President’s interest, or willingness, to move ahead more quickly 
on this track than your own?  
 
Weinberger: Well, I think he wanted desperately to get this. He wanted a peaceful world. He 
didn’t want a war. He was never interested in a war. But he knew that Communism had to be 
defeated. I think he became convinced that Gorbachev could be an instrument for ending 
Communism and supporting a new regime. Gorbachev talked a lot about perestroika and all 
these things that he was promising, and I think that President Reagan wanted to believe it and 
was willing to try them out. He liked the idea of genuine arms reduction—not the START 
treaties that allowed increases, but genuine reduction. When they came around and agreed to the 
zero option four years or more, after he had originally proposed it—let’s see from ’83 to ’87—
then he was convinced, I think, that we could work out much better permanent relationships with 
them. 
 
What he didn’t understand, what nobody understood, was the fact that Gorbachev was sowing 
the seeds of his own disaster over there. They had this coup against him, if you recall. Every one 
of the people who participated in that coup had been appointed by Gorbachev. He was trying to 
get all sides with him, and he ended up—as you so frequently do in that kind of an exercise—
having all sides against him. But President Reagan was very anxious to get a better relationship, 
and he knew that the first step had been to convince them they couldn’t win a war against us, and 
that that required our rebuilding our own military and taking firm stands and proceeding with 
strategic defense. And he did all those things.  
 
As those were all under way, then I think he felt that he could start on things that he really 
wanted, to try to persuade him to get a more peaceful world on a permanent basis. 
 
Riley: One of the things that we often hear from people about him is his own native optimism. If 
I hear you correctly, you’re suggesting that this kind of optimism fed his relationship with 
Gorbachev. 
 
Weinberger: Oh yes. He was a Californian. Our constitution requires us to be optimistic. It says 
so right in the constitution.  
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Riley: You too? 
 
Weinberger: I’m an optimist, absolutely, have to be. No, but seriously, I am. But I had a 
dimmer view of their potential than he did. It literally wasn’t until Gorbachev was gone and out 
of power, and you did have a genuine anti-Communist in that the cold war was won—Yeltsin. 
Yeltsin had a lot of problems and a lot of faults, but he had plenty of courage, and he was willing 
to end the Communist party domination and have a genuine multi-party relationship. It’s 
infinitely better to have a reasonably friendly Soviet Russia than a permanently hostile Soviet 
Union. Everybody knew that. Yes, I was all for that. I just wanted to be sure that it was going to 
be reasonably friendly. 
 
Riley: Would it be fair to say, then, that the President’s optimism was subsidized in part by your 
own tempered view of what the real— 
 
Weinberger: He knew that there were differing views within the administration, and he knew 
that George Shultz was very, very strong for meetings and negotiations. He wanted to end up 
with a better relationship, but he was not going to give up strategic defense, no matter how many 
promises had been made to him. And there had been many made.  
 
Riley: One other question on this track: Before we got to Gorbachev, there were [Konstantin] 
Chernenko and [Yuri] Andropov and [Leonid] Brezhnev. I’m wondering about the 
administration’s position, or the President’s position, if you recall— 
 
Weinberger: Well during those years, I would guess, without knowing specifically, that he 
didn’t feel there’d be much fertile ground for negotiations with Andropov or with Brezhnev. 
There’s another man who was only in for a month or two—Chernenko. They never would 
announce the death of anybody. Their radio stations would suddenly switch to classical music. 
Whenever radio Moscow switched to classical music, some other leader had gone. That was the 
only word you got. They never would announce that anybody died or anything like that.  
 
I think the President felt that was not a very fertile ground until Gorbachev started changing his 
record and talking this way. And I didn’t, frankly, ever trust Gorbachev or believe that he was 
fully committed. I thought it was reasonably just that all those people he had appointed turned on 
him and then overthrew him. But it wasn’t until we got somebody who was genuinely an anti-
Communist in Yeltsin that we were able to make the progress and that they were able to—I 
guess the first sign was when the border guards stopped shooting people who were trying to 
leave. This huge exodus poured out through Hungary, and through Austria, and then ultimately 
East Germany. But that was only when they, in effect, had given up. 
 
Riley: Exactly. 
 
Knott: What would you say to critics both during your tenure as Secretary of Defense, and even 
to this day, who argue that the Reagan administration overstated the Soviet threat? 
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Weinberger: I don’t believe that for a moment. The Soviet threat was there. The Soviet threat 
was very real. We knew the difference in divisions and artillery pieces and planes and 
submarines and ammunition and all the rest of it. It was very real. It was not overstated at all. 
Some people said that we didn’t know the fragile state of the Soviet economy. Well, I think that 
there was a realization that, whereas in western countries or in countries where public opinion 
counted for something, that would have been a factor. But it was not with the Soviets.  
 
I frequently pointed out to the Senate committees that when we wanted to increase our defense 
budget, it took an enormous effort. I would go before six or seven—literally—committees, and I 
did huge amounts of public campaigning, to try to get a small increase. But in the USSR when 
three or four men in the Kremlin were able to make that decision, it went into effect 
immediately. There was no discussion, there was no debate, there was no opposition. There were 
no nasty editorials or columns or anything of the kind. That was a huge difference.  
 
In fact, one Senator said to me, “Mr. Secretary, you sound envious.” I said, “No, I’m not in the 
least envious. But it’s a major difference that we need to consider in the two systems. It does 
enable them to make a much more immediate response and build up this huge, huge arsenal 
which they have.” There was never any doubt about what they had. It was a question of what 
they were going to do with it. 
 
Knott: Their performance in Afghanistan led some people at the time to make the case that they 
really weren’t that formidable.  
 
Weinberger: Well, Afghanistan was their Vietnam, in many ways. They wanted to capture it, 
and they put in quite a lot of materiel and troops to do it. But they didn’t finish it. They didn’t go 
through with it. Their losses were beginning to trouble enough people within the Kremlin—not 
the people, the Kremlin. They didn’t finish, and they, again, ran into the same things that 
everybody who’s tried to conquer Afghanistan has run into since the British in India. Pacifying 
the northwest frontier was something the British were never able to do—some of the wars 
Churchill fought in, as a matter of fact. 
 
But our Special Forces did it in a very short time and destroyed the Taliban, not the Al Qaeda. 
The Al Qaeda is still around. But we destroyed the Taliban government that was supporting the 
Al Qaeda, and we have a government that has basically democratic elements to it. It’s somewhat 
fragile, but I hope and believe it will survive.  
 
Knott: Were you involved in the decision to give the somewhat more sophisticated weaponry to 
the Mujaheddin—the Stinger missiles that supposedly tipped the scales? 
 
Weinberger: Well, the worry about that was that they would lose the Stinger, that it would fall 
in unfriendly hands, which of course did happen. But it was very effective, because the Stinger 
brought down a lot of low-flying Russian helicopters, and the Soviet helicopters had to fly at too 
high an altitude after that to be very effective. So the Stinger was very helpful. I went over two 
or three times and made the required stand at the Khyber Pass and did all those things. I met with 
the refugees who were being received in Pakistan from Afghanistan. They were enormously 
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emotional meetings with the people roaring approval of everything I said because of the hope 
that there was going to be some American support. And there was.  
 
I never felt they were going to be permanent, warm, friendly, supportive allies. They’re a very 
different group of people. Afghanistan is a very difficult country, geography and everything else. 
But we’ve done extraordinarily well in the very short time we’ve been in. I think our troops have 
behaved absolutely magnificently, as they always do when they’re called upon. 
 
Knott: This whole question of how much credit President Reagan deserves for the collapse of 
the Soviet Union— 
 
Weinberger: All of it. He’s the first one who did it, you see. Everybody else was not willing to 
say the cold war was a war that had to be won. He was the one who brought some focus to it and 
enabled it to be won because he determined that it had to be won. After that, he was far more 
conciliatory than many people thought he would be, because he wanted to use it—not as a 
victory to gloat over or to demonstrate—current word—triumphalism, or any of that kind of 
thing. He wanted to bring them around to the idea that they couldn’t win a war so that they 
would have to negotiate and get a more peaceful, permanent settlement. But the cold war would 
never have been won without President Reagan’s leadership—and Mrs. Thatcher, who was very 
supportive all the way through. He was the one who determined that it had to be won. Otherwise, 
we would have gone on in this kind of half-light in which we would be trying to appease, or to 
live with, or to work with, or to contain—all those terms that meant that we weren’t ever going 
to do anything decisive. 
 
Knott: Were the key elements to this campaign to bring down the Soviet Union rhetorical? The 
military spending increases, the SDI [Strategic Defense Initiative], the covert warfare 
campaigns? 
 
Weinberger: All of the above.  
 
Knott: Am I missing something there? 
 
Weinberger: Yes. It was the change in determination. It was the change in policy from a 
passive, containment, get along, two-systems-that-can-work-together and all that, to the 
determination that you couldn’t work with them. They were not just two systems. They were 
diametrically and antithetically opposed to each other in every way. In order to get the better 
days that he was looking for, you had to win the cold war. As a result of that determination, it 
was won. Without that determination, I don’t think it would have been. People always said the 
Soviet Union was going to implode upon itself. But it had been about seventy years of doing it, 
and it hadn’t done it. With the lack of any effectiveness of public opinion, and with the ability of 
three or four people in the Kremlin to keep it going, I suspect it would have gone quite a lot 
longer. 
 
Knott: There were some reports of the so-called “Holy Alliance” between the Reagan 
administration and Pope John Paul II. 
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Weinberger: Yes, yes. Well, in the Poland phase of that, I think the answer is yes. It was not an 
unholy, it was a quite holy alliance, as a matter of fact. The Pope was very concerned about his 
own country and was very anxious that there not be this vital suppression—brutal suppression—
that could have taken place, and would have taken place, if the whole idea of opposing any kind 
of Soviet takeover of Poland had not been made. There was a man named General [Wojciech] 
Jaruzelski, who was the Polish leader at the time, and who was opposing Walesa and opposing 
all the attempts at democratizing and restoring Polish sovereignty. I said he was nothing but a 
Soviet general in a Polish uniform. Of course, he was wildly insulted and kept demanding that 
the State Department apologize for that outrageous remark. I guess they came close to doing so a 
couple of times, but they finally decided not to.  
 
Riley: There are some things about the President’s personality, about his decision-making style 
and so forth—you have a long-time relationship with him and would be in a good position to 
comment on. We talked about his optimism. What are some of the other notable traits that he 
had? 
 
Weinberger: Basically, he knew what he wanted to accomplish. He had a well-formed 
philosophy, formed by a great deal of reading and a great deal of study. He knew what he wanted 
to accomplish. And while he was, as I said, not all that familiar with the political process or with 
the role of the Governor or whatever, he was very firm in what he wanted to accomplish. He was 
also completely convinced that the more governmental power, the less there was room for 
personal freedom. He was very anxious to have everybody able to exercise to the greatest extent 
possible all of their own individual desires, reach their own goals, and satisfy their own hopes. 
But he didn’t think that could be done by the government planning it for them. He did everything 
he could.  
 
One thing he lost while he was Governor: He had a very interesting idea of holding down the 
size of government by limiting the amount of revenue, a constitutional amendment that would 
have limited the amount of revenue that could be taken in by California. It had a couple of 
escape hatches for wars or major depressions, but basically it was to be tied to a percentage of 
what had been spent the year before. It was defeated by the voters because the school lobbies—
and practically every other lobby in the state—rose up against it and said there would not be 
enough money for their particular interest. It was a very radical idea. It was his own idea. It 
would have been quite effective, as a matter of fact.  
 
He was not a sponsor of the old Proposition 13 that came along later that limited the property 
tax, although he was very conscious of the fact that the property tax was basically very unfair. 
You had people whose incomes didn’t change or who had retired and had practically no income, 
and the value of their homes was going up simply because of external factors. That meant the 
amount of taxes they’d have to pay on it—with either reduced income or no income—was going 
up very quickly. So he liked the idea of a property tax ceiling, and that infuriated most of the rest 
of the state because they thought it was important to get in all the revenue possible. It’s hard to 
recall now the feeling that tax revenues belong to the government. Tax revenues were sacred, 
and anybody who wanted to reduce those tax revenues was taking money from the people 
instead of precisely the other way around—leaving money with the people.  
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He was basically trying his best to do that at all times, which was a total revolutionary change. 
He knew what he wanted to accomplish. He was firm about it. He was willing to take enormous 
amounts of criticism, and he had an ultimate sort of sunny belief in the idea that people could be 
brought around to be convinced as he was. And a very great many of them were. It was not by 
accident that this man was elected Governor of the largest state twice and President of the United 
States twice. That was not just good luck.  
 
Riley: As somebody who worked with him on a very close basis, was he an individual who 
preferred to have a lot of people in a room airing their conflicts in front of him? Did he prefer to 
have conflicts resolved and then solutions— 
 
Weinberger: I think he liked to hear debate and discussion. He would very infrequently make a 
decision right then. The courts—judges always say “take it under advisement.” He would think 
about it and make his decisions later on.  
 
Riley: We often hear about how important Mrs. [Nancy] Reagan was, not just as a life 
companion, but as somebody—our colleague, Dick Neustadt, whom you may know, a senior 
scholar of the Presidency, has often commented that she served a vital function in the 
administration as somebody who was keeping her eyes attended to his own interests at all 
times— 
 
Weinberger: I think that’s right. 
 
Riley: Can you comment a little bit about his reliance on Mrs. Reagan? 
 
Weinberger: I think he did rely on her heavily. They worked very closely together. She was a 
very strong factor in encouraging the closer relationships with the Soviet Union after the cold 
war had been won. I think she was worried that too much emphasis was going into defense and 
military matters and things of that kind. But she was a strong influence, of course. He paid a 
great deal of attention to her, I’m sure. 
 
Riley: So presumably there may have been some problems created for you if she was— 
 
Weinberger: Not major ones, no. He obviously would make any major decisions himself. I 
think she was more receptive to the idea of forming a working relationship with the then-Soviets 
than some of the rest of us were, and more willing to trust them. She believed strongly in his 
negotiating capabilities. There was a lot of hand wringing and considerable anguish over the fact 
that he hadn’t accepted these very great glittering offers that were made at Reykjavik. But he 
wasn’t willing to pay that price. He knew that strategic defense had to be obtained, and he would, 
I think, be very approving now of George Bush’s decision to abandon the ABM treaty, which 
forbade it, and to proceed with defense. Incidentally, on election night—it was buried in all the 
news—was the fourth successful test of a radar, laser-guided weapon destroying a missile in 
flight. You didn’t read much about it. 
 
Riley: I did see the news, but no, it wasn’t— 
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Weinberger: If it had been a failure it would have been a headline.
Riley: Exactly. Can you tell us your perceptions about the Vice President during this 
administration? 
 
Weinberger: George Bush? 
 
Riley: Yes. 
 
Weinberger: Oh, very supportive, very loyal, completely supportive, and very helpful. I think he 
exercised substantial influence. He had regular meetings with the President. They had a very 
close working relationship and worked together very well. The President’s determination that 
that “dream ticket” thing was absurd was more than borne out by the loyalty and support of 
George Bush. I think that phone call when the President said, “Get me George Bush,” was the 
thing that really had a very big effect on the success of his Presidency.  
 
Riley: Was Bush’s positioning with respect to the Soviet Union more like yours or was it 
more— 
 
Weinberger: Oh, I think he wanted the President’s desire to succeed. We didn’t ever have any 
open conflict or anything about it.  
 
Knott: The [John] Tower Commission was very critical of President Reagan’s governing style, a 
detachment. Could you comment on that? 
 
Weinberger: Well, the Tower Commission was unhappy about the idea that there was a funding 
of the Contras, contrary to congressional support, and I was too. I think that they basically were 
worried that people like McFarlane, [Oliver] North, and others were able to carry out various 
enterprises of their own without being sufficiently corralled by the President. I think the 
President trusted his security advisors, and from the Tower Commission’s point of view perhaps 
gave them too much leeway or didn’t keep a close enough view on them. They were critical, but 
almost everybody was critical. 
 
Knott: Did you see any decline in President Reagan’s performance over the years? 
 
Weinberger: No. I’ve been asked that many times. No, there was no slight suggestion of that at 
all. He kept full possession of his faculties and his capabilities. The Alzheimer’s was a great 
surprise and shock to me. Many of them—including medical correspondents for the New York 
Times and many others—have said, “You must have started to notice some change.” But I didn’t. 
I didn’t see anything that indicated the slightest decline in his memory or his mental capabilities. 
I don’t think there was any. I think that’s a characteristic of the disease. It comes on quite 
quickly. It’s only very recently that the physical deterioration that goes with it has begun to 
show. It’s only very recently that he’s in a wheelchair and doesn’t go out of the house.  
 
He was playing golf and keeping appointments and doing a lot of things, even though his 
memory was pretty well gone. He went out to the Mayo Clinic for his annual check-ups. But 
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now he does not leave the home, and now the physical deterioration is setting in. That’s very 
hard for anybody who has been as active and as strong as he has been.  
 
He had huge physical development. After he was shot, the next morning, I asked the surgeon, 
“Did he have a pretty good night?” The doctor said, “No, as a matter of fact, he didn’t. First of 
all, he felt it incumbent upon himself to entertain his nurses all night with jokes. Secondly, we 
had a terrible time extracting the bullet because this was an explosive bullet. We had to get it out 
very delicately. I’ve never seen the chest development on anybody that President Reagan had.”  
 
They had to work their way through that to get down to get this bullet. He said it was incredible, 
the physical development and the strength that was there. Getting an explosive bullet out under 
any circumstances is a reasonably hazardous enterprise, but his recovery was very complete and 
very quick—amazingly quick—although I didn’t think it was going to be. I saw him a couple of 
days after the operation, and he looked completely deflated. I thought it would be months or 
years before he would ever be able to regain his capabilities. It was a matter of a few weeks. 
 
Knott: You had some tense moments in that tape that’s been released of the situation room 
discussions right after the assassination attempt. 
 
Weinberger: I had responsibilities, and I felt that I should exercise them. I didn’t know what the 
Soviets were doing, what the nature of this attack had been—whether it was a single madman, or 
whether it was some sort of concerted effort. I even had in mind the [Abraham] Lincoln 
assassination, where there was a concerted effort, and several of the members of the Cabinet—
including the Secretary of War—had been attacked the same night. I felt that the troops should 
have a higher degree of alert and be ready for anything that might occur, even though, 
fortunately, it did not. It was the work of a single madman. I suppose there’ll be committees 
formed pretty soon to free [John] Hinckley. There usually are.  
 
Knott: If you had to summarize what you view as the greatest accomplishments of the Reagan 
years— 
 
Weinberger: I think regaining our position in the world, regaining our military capability that 
went with that, and repairing the economy. When we took office, the inflation rate was very 
high. The unemployment rate was very high. All of those things were fixed, and fixed very 
quickly, and basically against a lot of opposition because they involved very unconventional 
approaches. I think having the courage and the wisdom to do that, and the courage and the 
willingness to stay with it until it was accomplished—in the face of very strong opposition—was 
a major accomplishment. I think he will properly go down as one of our great Presidents. 
 
Riley: Is there anything that historians are ignoring or discounting— 
 
Weinberger: No. I think there’s probably a tendency to accept what others say somewhat too 
quickly. I think what you’re doing is necessary, to talk to a large number of people. To my 
astonishment, there may even be people who will disagree with what I have said. It’s necessary 
to talk with more people. But it’s quite a revelation when you realize how quickly and how 
firmly one error can take hold and become the accepted wisdom. We used to say that one person 
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writing a completely wrong column based on nothing but imagination immediately gets that 
column picked up and reprinted and then accepted, and within a few weeks, that’s the historical 
fact. Then you have to spend a lot of time trying to show that it really wasn’t. I think history will 
be very kind to him.  
 
Churchill always said that history would be very kind to him because he would write the history. 
But I think that President Reagan is recognized now more and more—even to some extent in 
Europe, which was surprising, because that’s where the greatest fear of him existed.  
 
Knott: Was he a more complex man than we might have seen through press accounts? 
 
Weinberger: Well, in some ways, yes. People say, “What was he really like?” Well, he was 
really just like what you saw. There weren’t three or four different personae. He didn’t suddenly 
change and go out on the stage and smile and wave and then come back off stage and be 
somebody different. What you saw was what he was. It’s quite a revelation to go through one of 
his boyhood homes in Illinois. I don’t know if you’ve done that. These were very, very humble 
circumstances. And he emerged from that—to a very considerable extent by his own study, his 
own capabilities, and his own convictions—and became one of the most important persons in the 
world. It’s a pretty good example of what can happen in America, and he always wanted to keep 
that capability for people.  
 
Riley: One of the things that we’ve discovered in talking to others that we didn’t have a chance 
to get into as much today as we might have was the California experience. We’re just 
discovering how important that was. 
 
Weinberger: It was very important to him because it gave him, first of all, the knowledge of 
government on a pretty big scale, the pitfalls, the difference between government and private 
business—knowledge that—with the people he wanted—he could accomplish a very great deal. I 
think perhaps some self-confidence and recognition of his abilities, and recognition of the 
amount of trust that people put in him, which he took very seriously. It was a formative 
experience, but it’s quite a laboratory. Eight years of Governor of the biggest state in the country 
was not a textbook study. It was very real life.  
 
Knott: Have we missed anything really vital here? We’ll let you go. We really appreciate 
everything— 
 
Weinberger: Almost the three hours we promised. I will be interested to see it all. How am I 
going to see it? What are we going to do? 
 
Knott: You will receive a transcript in approximately three or four months, I would say. 
 
Weinberger: Edited or raw? 
 
Riley: Lightly edited for readability, so it will read better— 
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Weinberger: Clean up all my split infinitives. I did about an hour’s interview with Dan Rather 
years ago, when I was at HEW [Health, Education, and Welfare]. What emerged was about a 
minute and a half on the air in which one “is” was changed to “not.” That was what he called 
editing. I’ve been a little skeptical sometimes since then. That was years ago when I was at 
HEW. 
 
Knott: You’re free to make any changes. 
 
Weinberger: Well, I do like to see it. The Department, when I gave an interview like this—
although not this long and not this extensive or as well conducted—would always take tapes. 
They would use that because they would generally call a meeting the next day and say, “What 
the Secretary meant was—”  
 
Knott: Well, we’re very grateful for your time. This has been terrific. 
 
Weinberger: This briefing book is a very good book here, too, my goodness. I’ll have to use this 
the next time I write an autobiography. 
 
Knott: Thank you. 
 
Weinberger: Where did you dig it all up? 
 
Pettyjohn: Primarily newspaper accounts and publications, media, and supplemented with books 
and other— 
 
Knott: Your books, of course. 
 
Weinberger: Of course. Well, I’ll be very interested to see it. Who else do you have to do now? 
 
Knott: We have George Shultz in a couple of weeks. 
 
Weinberger: Out there in California? 
 
Knott: Out there in California. Annelise Anderson. We’ve got Peter Hannaford lined up, so 
we’ve got a wide array of Reagan— 
 
Weinberger: Well you’re going to get a lot of different views, over the years. 
 


