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Question # 1

Clark Clifford’s change of opinion of America’s strategy in Vietnam was a key influence on President Johnson’s March 31, 1968 speech. Read Document # 14 and describe how much the decisions announced in the President’s speech owe to Clifford’s work in the month preceding it.
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In February 1968, following the Tet Offensive, General Westmoreland requested 206,000 additional troops. President Johnson designated Clark Clifford, the recently appointed Secretary of Defense, as chairman of a task force to evaluate this request. The task force was responsible for analyzing how the troops could be gathered and sent and what the impact would be socially, economically, and politically in the U.S. if this were to happen. Clifford held a meeting with the Joint Chiefs of Staff. In this meeting, he inquired about the number of troops needed and how long it would take for victory. They didn’t know. Finally, Clifford asked them what the plan was to win the war in Vietnam. The Joint Chiefs hoped that the North Vietnamese would get so wore down from war that they would abandon their efforts. Clifford’s final conclusion was that there was no real plan for victory in Vietnam and that the U.S. could be there for years, sacrificing thousands of American boys in the process. This swayed Clifford, who had supported the Vietnam War from the beginning.

Meanwhile, President Johnson was concerned about the besieged Marine base at Khe Sanh. Believing that the North Vietnamese still planned a major assault, President Johnson instructed the Air Force to intervene. The bombing campaign that followed was one of the largest in history. After Khe Sanh was safe, President Johnson decided to "shelf" General Westmoreland’s request for 206,000 more troops. 

Many Americans, even supporters of the war, began to ask why, if we were so successful in the Tet Offensive, would General Westmoreland need more troops. Senators began changing their position on the war and Congress wanted victory in Vietnam or get out. At this time, Clark Clifford contacted Harry McPherson, who was counsel to the President. The two men formed a partnership and organized a group of "key people" who were dedicated to changing President Johnson’s position on the war. Clifford, who had been a longtime friend and unofficial counsel, had a strong influence on President Johnson. He advised:

We can no longer just rely on the field commander. He can want troops

And want troops and want troops. We must look at the overall impact 

On us, including the situation here in the United States. We must look 

At our economic stability, our other problems in the world, our other 

Problems at home; we must consider whether or not this thing is 

Tying us down so that we cannot do some of the other things we should

Be doing. (DeGroot, page 170)

On March 26th, President Johnson met with 16 senior advisors called the "Wise Men" to discuss the Vietnam War. Included were McGeorge Bundy, George Ball, Matthew Ridgeway, Maxwell Taylor, Cyrus Vance and Dean Acheson. After many debates, the consensus of the advisors was that he not increase the amount of troops and that the bombing campaign of North Vietnam be modified. This troubled President Johnson a great deal. 

A televised speech was scheduled for March 31, 1968. As late as the 28th, discussions were being held and aids were still divided. One of these meetings was between Clark Clifford, Harry McPherson, Dean Rusk, Bill Bundy and Walt Rostow. This meeting was to read and discuss the speech that was written for the 31st. At this time, it was a harsh, pro war speech. Clifford was against it from the beginning of the discussion. He thought that it was focusing on an escalation of the Vietnam War. To McPherson’s surprise, Rusk and Bundy didn’t fight changing the speech. Over the next few days, Clifford and McPherson worked on creating a new speech. By the time it was finished, it spoke of peace. It announced a halt of the bombing in North Vietnam and invited the leaders in Hanoi to the conference table. Johnson decided to create his own ending to the speech. This is when he made it public that he would not seek another term as President of the United States. 
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