














1 “A Conversation With the President,” Interview With
Dan Rather of the Columbia Broadcasting System.

January 2, 1972

THE PRESIDENT. Good evening, ladies and
gentlemen. I wish to welcome all of you
to this interview in the Oval Office of the
President, and, Mr. Rather, we will go
right to your questions.

QUESTIONS

DECISION ON CANDIDACY

[1.] Mr. Raruer. Thank you, Mr.
President, and for myself and on behalf of
my colleagues in the White House press
corps, Happy New Year to you.

Since this is a new year, may we assume
that you are a candidate for reelection?

TuE PrEsmENT. That is not an unex-
pected question.

MR. RaTHER. I wouldn’t think so.

THE PrRESIDENT. I will answer it simply
by saying that before the 14th of January
I will have to make a decision and an-
nounce that decision with regard to can-
didacy, because that is the time that I
will have to decide whether to enter the
New Hampshire primary.

I will be making a decision. I will be
announcing it by the 14th. As far as can-
didacy is concerned, while I cannot, and
therefore will not, announce it on this
program—I think I should save that for
all your colleagues—I will say that I have
decided already what I will do during
the period of the campaign.

Whatever my decision is, I have decided
that I will engage in no public partisan
activities until after the Republican Con-
vention. The problems of the Presidency,
the problems of this office in which we sit,
in this year 1972, are so great that it will

not be possible to take time off for partisan
politics.

ATTORNEY GENERAL MITCHELL AND THE
CAMPAIGN

[2] MRr. RATHER. Mr.
someone will have to run your campaign,
and it is widely assumed that Attorney
General Mitchell will be leaving. Could
you tell us when he will be leaving?

TaE PRESIDENT. Well, you are getting
me right into the question that I just re-
fused to answer, but I understand that. If
I make the decision to become a candi-
date—and there is, of course, good reason
to think that I might make the decision
in that direction, although there is always
the possibility that one might change his
mind—but if T make that decision, the
man who is best qualified to run the cam-
paign is Attorney General Mitchell.

The only problem I have with that is
that he is also, in my opinion, the best
qualified to be Attorney General of the
United States. I haven’t crossed that
bridge yet. That is one of the hard de-
cisions I am going to have to make in the
event that we come down affirmatively to
enter the New Hampshire primary.

President,

CIRCUMSTANCES AFFECTING
CANDIDACY

[3] Mr. RarHER. Mr. President,
under what circumstances would you not
be a candidate for reelection?

THE PrEsmeENnT. Well, it would de-
pend, Mr. Rather, on circumstances that
none of us might foresee at this point. I
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have often said that it is not well to be coy
about this business of candidacy. Most
assume that a man who has served in the
office of President will be a candidate for
reelection if the Constitution allows him
to do so.

You may recall, however, that President
Johnson, when he was faced with this dif-
ficult choice, decided not to be a
candidate.

MRr. RaTHER. Frankly, I was thinking
of that when I asked you.

TuE PrRESENT. I do not anticipate
that events such as led President Johnson
to his decision may affect my decision;
however, I do know that it is always wise
to delay until the last possible moment
any very important decision, and, of
course, making the decision to be a can-
didate for President—as I know better
than anybody else—is a very important
decision.

VICE PRESIDENT AGNEW

[4] MR. RATHER. Mr. President, can
you give us assurances categorically and
unequivocally that if you are a candidate
that you want to run again with Vice
President Agnew and that he will be your
running mate, if you have anything to do
with it?

TaE PrEsmeENT. Well, Mr. Rather,
with regard to the Vice Presidency, the
decision will be made at the convention,
as will be the case with the candidate for
President.

However, to give you an inkling as to
my own thinking with regard to that de-
cision—and if I am a candidate, I obvi-
ously will have something to say about it—
my view is that one should not break up
a winning combination. I believe that the

Public Papers of the Presidents

Vice President has handled his difficult
assignments with dignity, with courage.
He has, at times, been a man of contro-
versy, but when a man has done a good
job in a position, when he has been part of
a winning team, I believe that he should
stay on the team. That is my thinking at
this time.

BOMBING RESUMPTION AND TROOP
WITHDRAWALS

[5.] Mr. RatuerR. Mr. President, as
you enter this election year, there are quite
obviously two central themes that you
have been emphasizing. You have stated
them over again in the phrases, “a genera-
tion of peace” and “a prosperity without
war.”

I would like to take advantage of this
opportunity to examine in some detail and
some depth the concepts beneath those
phrases.

First, on a generation of peace. On
everyone’s mind is the resumption of the
widespread bombing of North Vietnam.
Other than what we already know from
the authorities in Saigon and what Secre-
tary Laird has said, could you assess the
military benefits of that?

Tue Presment. With regard to the
military benefits, let me say first why we
did it. You were present in the White
House Press Room, as you always are,
when I was there making the last troop
withdrawal announcement® which will
bring the troops down to 139,000 by the
first of February. And, at that time, I said
that in the event that the enemy stepped
up its infiltration, or engaged in other ac-
tivities which imperiled, in my opinion,

*See 1971 volume, Item 356 [1.].
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our remaining forces as our forces were
becoming less, that I would take action
to deal with the situation.

Most of you reported it. And most of
the reporters also wrote it. I meant ex-
actly what I said. The enemy did step up
its infiltration. They violated the under-
standing of 1968, when the bombing halt
was agreed to, with regard to firing on our
unarmed reconnaissance planes. They
shelled Saigon on December 1g.

Under those circumstances, I had no
other choice but to bomb, in this case,
selected military targets and supply
buildup areas. Those were the only areas
that were hit.

The results have been very, very effec-
tive, and I think that their effectiveness
will be demonstrated by the statement I
am now going to make.

Before the first of February, well before
the first of February, I will make another
withdrawal announcement. Our with-
drawal will continue on schedule, at least
at the present rate, possibly at somewhat a
larger rate. I will not make the decision
with regard to the rate at this point, but
the withdrawal can go forward on sched-
ule and as far as our American casualties
are concerned, which, as you know, as re-
ported on Thursday of last week on CBS
and other networks, were one—the lowest
in 6 years.

MRr. RataER. That included a truce
period for Christmas, did it not?

TuE PresmeNT. It included a truce
period, but as you know they have aver-
aged less than 10 for g months, whereas
they were averaging 300—up to 300 a
week when we came into office. But our
casualties as a result of these activities, I
believe, can be kept at this very low level.
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AMERICAN INVOLVEMENT IN VIETNAM

[6.] MRr. RaTHER. Mr. President, you
were quoted in a Time magazine interview
this past week—and I want to get the
direct quotation if I may—saying, “The
issue of Vietnam will not be an issue in
the campaign as far as this Administration
is concerned, because we will have
brought the American involvement to an
end.”

Now, may one properly assume from
that, that by Election Day there will be
no Americans, land, sea, or air, no residual
force, fighting in support of Laotians,
Cambodians, or South Vietnamese?

THE PrESIDENT. Mr. Rather, that de-
pends on one circumstance, which is very
much in my mind, and in the minds I
know of all of our listeners and viewers.
That is the situation with regard to our
POW’s. First, as far as American involve-
ment is concerned, we are still pursuing
the negotiating track. There is a possibil-
ity—I know many believe there is no pos-
sibility, but I believe there is some—and
we are continuing to pursue it with the

meeting resuming next week, of ending
the war through negotiation. We have
offered, as you know, a cease-fire through-
out Indochina, including Laos and Cam-
bodia. We have offered a total withdrawal
of all outside forces. We would offer an
exchange of POW’s, and under these cir-
cumstances, we believe that this is a time
that those offers should seriously be
considered.

In the event that no progress is made
on the negotiating front, then we will have
to continue on what we call the Viet-
namization front. Now it is quite obvious,
if you look at the numbers, if we are down
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to 139,000 by the first of February, if I
make another announcement of approxi-
mately the same level or at an even some-
what higher level for a period in the
future, that the number of Americans in
Vietnam will be down to a very low level
well before the election.

Now, the question arises then, can the
President of the United States, sitting in
this office, with the responsibility for 400
POW’s and
throughout Southeast Asia, because they
are also potential POW’s, can he with-
draw all of our forces as long as the enemy
holds one American as a prisoner of war?
The answer is no.

1,500 missing in action

So I would have to say that with regard
to the statement that I made to Time
magazine, our goal is to end the American
involvement in Vietnam before the end
of this year, and before the election, not
just because it is an election, but because
these are the ways our plans are working
out. Our preference is to end it by negotia-
tion. If that does not work we will do it
by withdrawal through Vietnamization.
But if POW’s are still retained by North
Vietnam, in order to have any bargaining
position at all with the Vietnamese, North
Vietnamese, we will have to continue to
retain a residual force in Vietnam, and we
will have to continue the possibility of air
strikes on the North Vietnamese.

Mr. RatuERr. If you have to continue
both of those—and the likelihood at the
moment concerning the negotiating pos-
ture of both sides in Paris is that that is
very likely—if you have to maintain a
residual force and keep open at least the
threat of additional air strikes, then how
can you campaign saying you have ended
the American involvement?

Tuae PresmeENT. Well, the important
thing is not how I can campaign with
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regard to the American involvement, but
the important thing is whether the Ameri-
can people are convinced that the Presi-
dent of the United States has done every-
thing that he can to bring this desperately
difficult war to an end, and that he is
doing everything that he can in view of
dealing with international outlaws to pro-
tect American men and to get back Ameri-
cans who are held, as are our Americans
who are POW’s at the present time.

Now, let’s look at the situation when we
came into office. I remember the first day
I sat in this room. I looked at the number
of Americans in Vietnam, 539,000. I
looked at the casualty rates, averaging as
high as 300 a week. I saw that there was
no plan to bring any home. There was no
negotiating plan on the table at Paris. And
what has happened?

Well, we have brought 400,000 home.
As we have already indicated, the rate of
withdrawal will continue throughout the
next few months. We have reduced the
casualties from 300 a month—Ilast week to
one—to an average of less than 10 over the
past 3 months. Now, that is too many—
one American dying in war anyplace in
the world is too many as far as I am
concerned—but that is a considerable
achievement.

As far as the POW problem is con-
cerned, that is one that we unfortunately
are confronted with. But let me just give
this much hope to our POW people. I
believe that as the enemy looks at the
alternatives that they may decide, as they
see the American involvement ending,
that it would be well for them not to
retain our POW’s and run the risk that it
would be necessary for the United States
to stay in Vietnam,

I know sometimes you and some of your
colleagues have pointed out, and with very




Richard Nixon, 1972

good reason, that if when we had 540,000
in Vietnam that had no effect in getting
the enemy to negotiate on POW’s, why
would having 25 or 35 thousand as a
residual force have any effect? And the
answer is: Does the enemy want the
United States to withdraw from Vietnam,
or doesn’t it?

PRISONER-OF-WAR NEGOTIATIONS

[7] Mr. RarHEr. Mr. President,
speaking of POW families, a lady from
Florida called in this afternoon and asked
that I ask you this question. She is Mrs.
Gerald Gartley, from Florida, who is the
mother of a 27-year-old Navy lieutenant
who is a prisoner. Her question, which I
take this opportunity to ask on her behalf,
is: Have we ever asked the North Viet-
namese and the Provisional Revolutionary
Government if they will release the
POW’s and guarantee the safety of our
withdrawing troops if we set a date for
withdrawal of all U.S. forces from South
Vietnam? Have we ever asked them that?

THaE PrREsIDENT. Mr. Rather, that par-
ticular matter has been one that has been
under discussion at various times in the
Paris peace talks, but you yourself recall,
because you reported it, or at least your
Paris correspondent reported it on CBS,
and I think even NBC and ABC had this
as well, that when that was floated out this
fall, the North Vietnamese totally rejected
1t.

In other words, that is the deal of say-
ing that if we set a deadline, then they will
give us back our POW’s

Mr. RaTuER. Excuse me, that was
publicly done, Mr. President?

Tue PresmenT. That was publicly
done, that is correct. You remember the
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United States Senator had met, he said,
with some of the people from North Viet-
nam.? He was convinced that in the event
that we set a deadline, that that would
mean that they would release the prison-
ers. The North Vietnamese said deadline
for prisoners was no deal. That was pub-
licly stated.

Under those circumstances, this, of
course, is a very cruel action on their part,
to reject out of hand even the possibility
of that kind of discussion.

I would say this, looking to the future,
that as I have just pointed out, that when
we come down to the end, as far as our
own involvement in Vietnam is con-
cerned, the question of whether or not
they will return our prisoners in exchange
for a total American withdrawal is one
that they will have a chance to answer.

And I could also point out that we have
participated in a great number of dis-
cussions other than those public discus-
sions in Paris. Sitting right here in this
room—as a matter of fact, you are sitting
in my chair, Mr. Gromyko was sitting in
this chair—1I raised the subject of POW’s
with him. Dr. Kissinger raised the subject
with Chou En-lai on both of his visits to
the Peopie’s Republic of China.

MRr. RatuEerR. Excuse me, Mr. Presi-
dent. Did we do that before

TraE PreEsmENT. In the event that at
the time of the meetings that I will have in

China and later on in the Soviet Union,
we have not made progress in this area,
the subjects will again be raised.

Now, I am not suggesting—because, be-

2On September 12, 1971, Senator George
McGovern of South Dakota announced he had
met in Paris on September 10 and 11 with
representatives of North Vietnam and the
Provisional Revolutionary Government.
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