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HACKMAN:  I thought I’d just take off from where we were last time and try to go into  
 the things that you don’t cover in much detail in the book. Last time you  
 were talking about your discussion with Lyndon Johnson [Lyndon B. 
Johnson] when you went over the first time to talk about the Vietnam commission idea well, 
that wasn’t the purpose of the meeting but that’s what came up. And you said – and I think 
you mentioned this in this book – that one of the things he did was put forth some what you 
called frank opinions of various cabinet members, newspapermen and politicians around the 
country. Who did he talk about? What was he thinking about at that point? 
 
SORENSEN: We had some discussions about Dean Rusk, Robert McNamara [Robert S.  
 McNamara], Clark Clifford [Clark M. Clifford], and possibly others. He  
 made a point of telling me that he had never sought the resignation of any 
of the John Kennedy cabinet members, and that the only time Rusk had offered his 
resignation was at the time that his daughter was marrying a Negro, which Johnson thought 
was an inappropriate time. He gave his version of the McNamara resignation or move to the 
World Bank, which indicated somewhat more strongly than other versions that McNamara 
had sought the job and he, Johnson, had been doing a favor as requested by McNamara in the 
interest of McNamara.  That’s all I recall. 
 
HACKMAN: Yes. Did you tell Robert Kennedy [Robert F. Kennedy] what Lyndon  



 Johnson said about McNamara, and how did he respond? 
 
SORENSEN: I don’t recall whether we ever discussed it. 
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HACKMAN: Yeah. Let’s see, you said he went off into a long story about the  
 McNamara resignation. What did he have to say about Clifford? Did  
 Johnson say anything about what direction he thought Clifford would 
move in or wasn’t he in… 
 
SORENSEN: Yes. He indicated that Clifford was not the hawk that he had been painted  
 to be, and that Clifford’s critics would be surprised at the positions  
 Clifford was taking, most of which came out later, of course. I believe the 
only one he mentioned to me at the time was that there had been an effort to go into 
Cambodia which Clifford was against. 
 
HACKMAN: Yeah. What was Robert Kennedy’s opinion of Clifford at that point, based  
 on earlier contacts with him? 
 
SORENSEN: Robert Kennedy had never had a very high opinion of Clifford. Well, we’d  
 had some contact with Clifford through the years, but particularly in the  
 1960 election campaign. Clifford was utilized on perhaps two occasions 
by John F. Kennedy as sort of a senior detached advisor. When we had breaks in the 
campaign trail, and Robert Kennedy and O’Brien [Lawrence F. O’Brien] would meet with 
those of us who were out in the field, so to speak, that is on the circuit, the President, then the 
president-candidate, would have Clifford come to tell us, in his Olympian view, what the 
issues were, how things were going, what needed to be done. And Robert Kennedy was never 
very impressed by any of this. He thought it was really very pedantic and obvious. And there 
had been other occasions when John F. Kennedy had called Clifford in, and while he and 
Robert Kennedy got along fine, they certainly were not close. Robert Kennedy told me there 
were one or two occasions when he felt Clifford had taken advantage of his relationship with 
the Administration to advance the interest of his law clients. In any event, there was no 
hostility but there was not deep respect. 
 
HACKMAN: Uh-huh. What about the other politicians around the country? Can you  
 remember what Johnson was saying about the political situation at that  
 point, what direction people might go in? 
 
SORENSEN: Well, he was feeling very defensive at the time. The New Hampshire  
 primary was coming to an end. 
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 He indicated that he had had nothing to do with it and the way it had been 



run up there, and the attacks made upon McCarthy [Eugene J. McCarthy] by his managers up 
there were mistakes but all their doing and not his doing. Then he went on to talk about what 
McCarthy had had to say about him. He also launched into an explanation of why he had not 
had his name entered in the Massachusetts primary – or had it withdrawn, whichever it was – 
because he said, he didn’t want to put Ted Kennedy [Edward M. Kennedy] on the spot, and 
that there was a McCarthy group already up there. He said that he had hoped that Teddy or 
somebody similar would be a favorite son, and when that hadn’t worked out he decided it 
just wasn’t worth the fight to have Teddy or him in the middle. Then he told a story about 
Texas politics, that, I believe must have been 1940 when Garner [John N. Garner] was a 
candidate. 
 In any event, rather than split the Texas delegation, Roosevelt [Franklin D. 
Roosevelt] had finally said, “No, don’t put my name before the Texas convention. Let them 
all go to Garner. If I can’t win without those twenty-five votes, maybe I won’t run at all.” 
And Johnson emphasized that last line in his usual dramatic way: “Maybe I won’t run at all.” 
 
HACKMAN: Yeah. Yeah. 
 
SORENSEN: And, he gave a couple of other hints about not running at all. He said that  
  if and when that time came he would be neutral, he would not oppose  
 Robert Kennedy. That’s all. 
 
HACKMAN: Uh-huh. I think you say in one place in your book that from some reliable  
 source Robert Kennedy had heard that Lyndon Johnson had promised  
 Lady Bird [Claudia Alta “Lady Bird” Johnson] he wouldn’t run in ’68. 
When had that come and how? 
 
SORENSEN: Well, of course this is not for publication or public view for a long time to  
 come… 
 
HACKMAN:  You should close it for as long as you wish. 
 
SORENSEN: …but Robert McNamara told him that. 
 
HACKMAN: How early, do you know? 
 
SORENSEN: August of ’67. Then I believe he repeated it once later. But then, the  
 Johnson preparations for the campaign, which were well-known – that  
 he’d retained 
 

[-35-] 
 
pollsters, was building an organization, was personally involved in selection of a campaign 
team and all the rest – all indicated that he had changed his mind. 
 
HACKMAN: Uh-huh. Was anybody else telling Robert Kennedy that or arguing that at  



 meetings that you can recall? 
 
SORENSEN: That Johnson might not run? 
 
HACKMAN: Right. Based on any solid information. 
 
SORENSEN: No. 
 
HACKMAN: Okay. Again going back to that discussion you had with Lyndon Johnson,  
 what about newspapermen? Can you remember what… 
 
SORENSEN: No, I can’t remember. I remember Evans [Rowland Evans, Jr.] and Novak  
 [Robert D. Novak] were some of the columnists whom he assailed. He  
 assailed Gene McCarthy, and not only in connection with the New 
Hampshire primary. That’s another thing he mentioned regarding McNamara. He wanted 
McNamara to be his vice president in 1964, but George Meany and others had vetoed it. That 
got him into a discussion of the vice-presidency in ’64, and he told how hard Gene McCarthy 
had lobbied for the job – I guess I do mention this in my book – and that some of the political 
leaders who were mutual friends and close to Johnson had been sent to see him by McCarthy, 
to urge McCarthy’s selection. But, according to Johnson, when he pointed out to them 
McCarthy’s lack of industry, they all agreed with him. 
 
HACKMAN: Is that the chief impression that Johnson seems to have of McCarthy – not  
 a hard worker – or are there other things that he says at that time? 
 
SORENSEN: Well, obviously in discussing the New Hampshire primary he felt that  
 some of McCarthy’s attacks were unfair. I don’t remember anything else. 
 
HACKMAN: Okay. A few additional questions on the Vietnam commission proposal.  
 What did Robert Kennedy have to say? Did he ever say clearly what he  
 thought his role should be on the commission or did he change his mind 
on that? 
 
SORENSEN: I think that it altered a little bit from time to time. The first time it came up  
 was in his office before I went to see Johnson. He said that Dick Daley  
 [Richard J. Daley] had also mentioned the idea to him, and that he looked 
upon it with some favor. I don’t believe then there was any discussion of him being 
chairman, although there may have been discussion of him being a member of commission. 
In my talk 
 

[-36-] 
 
with Johnson, Johnson had said, “You know, maybe Robert Kennedy should be chairman,” 
and I had demurred, but I said, maybe he should be a member. Johnson, as I mentioned, 
wanted me to come up with a list of suggested members. And when Robert Kennedy and I, 



before we went into Clifford’s office, talked about the commission, my recollection is that he 
did not think he should be a chairman, and that only if there were going to be political figures 
on it would he be willing to be a member. That’s the best of my recollection. I don’t believe 
that, in the conversation with Clifford, he even pressed being a member, much less chairman. 
 
HACKMAN: Can you remember, when you went into the meeting with Clifford, that  
 you got the impression that he was clearly expecting a discussion of the  
 Vietnam commission proposal? There’s been some dispute over what he 
had been told in a conversation with Edward Kennedy, setting up the meeting or whatever.  
 
SORENSEN: No, I don’t…. Clifford, I don’t know whether you know Clifford and his  
 demeanor. He’s not a man who really gives off signals as to what he has  
 been expecting or whether anything surprises him. He was expecting an 
appointment with Robert Kennedy, and I think he was, first of all, surprised that I was there. 
But he and I knew each other for a long time, so that was no problem. I think that it may very 
well be that he did not know the subject of the conversation, although I certainly had the 
clear impression from what Robert Kennedy had told me that he had been told, that Clifford 
was one who was more or less handling this proposal. 
 
HACKMAN: Uh-huh. What can you recall from the meeting with Clifford, particularly  
 about the discussion of what kind of public announcement might be made  
 of a commission that would be set up? Was that spelled out at all? Did you 
propose something clearly on that or did he propose something clearly? 
 
SORENSEN: No, we thought that the commission itself, on the basis of what Daley or  
 someone had been told by the President and what I’d been told by the  
 White House – we got the impression that the commission idea itself was 
going ahead, and we were simply there really to talk about the mechanics, to see whether it 
was a realistic alternative and whether it really did signal a change in the Vietnam policy that 
would cause Robert Kennedy to change his mind about the presidency. So both the content 
and the form of the announcement were very 
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important. We all agreed what Johnson had said to me in the White House conversation, 
namely that it could not be done in a way that seemed to discredit the Secretary of State 
[Dean Rusk]. We ended the conversation with Clifford saying that he would review the 
whole matter with the President, and then he and I would discuss the contents of the wording 
of the announcement once that was done. 
 
HACKMAN: Was there any discussion at that time, in terms of an announcement, as to  
 how the idea for setting up the commission would have come about,  
 whether it would have been attributed to you or to Robert Kennedy? 
 
SORENSEN: Oh, no, I’m sure it would not have been, but that was not discussed. 



 
HACKMAN: Right. What about in terms of a reporting date, and what the President,  
 how the President then would deal with whatever report was submitted?  
 What did you and Robert Kennedy propose? 
 
SORENSEN: I have a vague recollection that we talked about a reporting date, in which  
 the period of time would not be too prolonged. I don’t believe we talked  
 about how the President would deal with the report, and there was no way 
in which we could bind him in the end. 
 
HACKMAN: Any further contacts with Clifford, then, after the phone call, saying the  
 President isn’t going to go along with it? Are there other contacts that  
 follow that? 
 
SORENSEN: No. Of course the whole story leaked from the White House the following  
 weekend after Robert Kennedy had announced. 
 
HACKMAN: Were you ever able to pin that down to… 
 
SORENSEN: No. 
 
HACKMAN: …how it leaked? 
 
SORENSEN: But then Clifford had a background press conference that weekend on it.  
 Did I ever tell you about my press conference on it? 
 
HACKMAN: No. 
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SORENSEN: Well, of course, I stayed in Washington the rest of that week, just simply  
 getting ready for the opening of the campaign, including Friday night  
 when I was up almost all night; Saturday night I was up a good part of the 
night. So, this all broke on Sunday, and I dictated over the phone a suggested statement for 
Senator Kennedy to use, and to reply to the claims that were being made in the story coming 
from the White House. And then I went home and fell into bed rather exhausted. Apparently, 
Robert Kennedy in Kansas decided, just before he went to bed, -- at one in the morning, 
which is two in the morning my time, at 1:30 or 2:30 – that I should give a press conference 
in answer. And apparently – Fred Dutton [Frederick G. Dutton] called me from Kansas – and 
apparently I picked up the phone and said, “Yes,” to his request and put it back and went 
back to sleep. I found all this out weeks later, because the next morning the whole thing had 
vanished from my mind, and I never had a press conference. 
 
HACKMAN: Yeah, yeah. 
 



SORENSEN: And I really don’t to this day remember a word of that; not a thing. 
 
HACKMAN: Did you find out about that through Robert Kennedy? Did he ever  
 comment on it later or was that just from Dutton? 
 
SORENSEN: No, once when he and Fred and I were sitting around talking and he said  
 something about, you know, “How come you never had that press  
 conference?” 
 
HACKMAN: One of the other things you say is that again sources within the  
 Administration had told Robert Kennedy of the request for an additional  
 206,000 troops. Is that again McNamara? 
 
SORENSEN: That I don’t know. Probably. 
 
HACKMAN: This is just something Robert Kennedy told you at the time? 
 
SORENSEN: Yes. 
 
HACKMAN: On the 13th, I guess that’s the day after New Hampshire, there was a  
 meeting in McGovern’s [George S. McGovern] office, or a luncheon, that  
 you and Robert Kennedy went to, do you remember, with Udall [Stewart 
L. Udall]? 
 
SORENSEN: No, that’s not quite right. 
 

[-39-] 
 
HACKMAN: No? 
 
SORENSEN: Not on the 13th. That meeting was the same day we saw Clifford, so I  
 suppose that would be the 14th. On the 13th there were the meetings here in  
 New York. In fact, Robert Kennedy was up in Massachusetts… 
 
HACKMAN: And then came in that evening. 
 
SORENSEN: Came to Washington, and then from Washington to New York. 
 
HACKMAN: Right. 
 
SORENSEN: And then we went down to Washington the next day to see Clifford, which  
 would be Thursday. So I would say that luncheon meeting was either  
 Thursday or Friday, and I can’t remember which. 
 
HACKMAN: What were those people saying at that time? Did that have any impact on  



 him particularly? 
 
SORENSEN: No. They were not in favor of his running. They were very much  
 concerned about causing the doves to go down to defeat if they were put in  
 that kind of position. 
 
HACKMAN: In discussions on which primaries to enter then – maybe we could just talk  
 first about Indiana – what can you remember about the factors that had to  
 be considered on whether to go into Indiana or not? What were the pluses 
and minuses? And I’ve just heard that there was a meeting on March 25th , of Steve Smith 
[Stephen E. Smith], O’Donnell [Kenneth P. O’Donnell], Edward Kennedy and yourself. I’ve 
heard that sort of a final decision or recommendation is made at that point; does that fit with 
what you know? 
 
SORENSEN: Well, the calendar’s too obscure in my mind now but that sounds about  
 right. The selection of which primary states to go into was difficult,  
 because it involved, first of all, what his posture vis à vis McCarthy was 
going to be. As a candidate for president, he had no choice but to go into the Oregon and 
Nebraska primaries. I felt he had no choice in Nebraska because the law says you must if 
you’re a candidate…. He had previously told them he was not a candidate, I believe the 
closing filing date was midnight Friday, and he was going to be announcing Saturday 
morning at 10. I felt that people would regard that as the worst kind of fraud and ducking 
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in the Nebraska primary. He sort of felt that he should duck it because it’s very tough. I felt 
that if they could get my brother [Philip C. Sorensen] to run the organization, it wouldn’t be, 
and in any event, he really ought to do it. So even before we had my brother, he agreed to go 
into the Nebraska primary. 
 
HACKMAN: Were other people holding out strongly against going into Nebraska, can  
 you remember? 
 
SORENSEN: My recollection is that Steve and Teddy were also very much concerned  
 about that. California he definitely was going to go into, simply because  
 that was the last primary, and, by that time McCarthy presumably would 
have risen or fallen, and Robert Kennedy really had to go into that, the biggest primary. 
South Dakota we were wholly equivocal about and continued to be equivocal about it until 
his name was entered… 
 
HACKMAN: Yeah. Right. 
 
SORENSEN: …really without his consent. 
 
HACKMAN: Well, what about McGovern in South Dakota as a possible favorite son? Is  



 that explored to any extent? 
 
SORENSEN: We explored all kinds of alternatives in South Dakota, including that one;  
 but McGovern, again, did not want to be put into a position where he  
 personally tried to block McCarthy. And of course it was Humphrey’s 
[Hubert H. Humphrey] home state, and he was regarded as strong there – that was a little 
later on. 
 
HACKMAN: Yeah. But your feeling is that it was clearly McGovern’s reluctance as  
 opposed to McGovern making an extensive – taking a hard look at his  
 state and finding out that he would be in real trouble if he did it, in terms 
of the state and in terms of… That’s not very clear but…. 
 
SORENSEN: That McGovern would be in political trouble in the state? 
 
HACKMAN: Yes. 
 
SORENSEN: No politician wants to be put in that position, understandably. 
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HACKMAN: Back to Indiana then, I guess. 
 
SORENSEN: And the District of Columbia – you know, that’s sort of a messy political  
 situation at best; not a very real one. We were exploring what could be  
 done there, and, we tried to work out a joint Kennedy-McCarthy slate. 
After considerable negotiations, finally it fell apart. Indiana really presented none of those 
compelling reasons to go in. It was the next primary; that is it was the first one that he’d be 
eligible to get into. And it was a very difficult state. John F. Kennedy had run unopposed 
except by a couple of fringe candidates and had still lost a third or fourth of the vote. We 
weren’t so much worried about McCarthy as we were about running against the Governor, 
the favorite-son candidate in a very provincial state, where McCarthy would simply splinter 
what little opposition vote there was. Finally we decided that Robert Kennedy’s only chance 
of winning the nomination was to go for broke, to gamble, to risk everything. It was 
influenced in Robert Kennedy’s mind in part by the fact that, except for Indiana and 
Nebraska – he wasn’t particularly sure about the District of Columbia and didn’t think people 
would pay any attention to that anyway – he wouldn’t be in a primary contest until Oregon, 
and he thought he was going to lose Nebraska. So therefore, he felt that that would really hurt 
in terms of building his momentum and credibility as a candidate, and that therefore he had 
to go into Indiana, or at least try to beat McCarthy in Indiana. 
 
HACKMAN: Yeah. Did you take any soundings in Indiana in terms of possibly breaking  
 any major figures away from Branigin [Roger D. Branigin]? Did you talk  
 to like St. Angelo [Gordon St. Angelo] or anybody out there? 
 



SORENSEN: Well, we did two things. First of all, in trying to decide whether to go in or  
 not, Ted and I talked to a good many of the Democratic congressmen from  
 Indiana. 
 
HACKMAN: Right. 
 
SORENSEN: Many of them were friendly, but almost none of them was willing to stick  
 his neck out for us. St. Angelo was already clearly committed to the  
 governor and was warning us to stay out, as was the governor himself. I 
think Teddy talked to the governor, and he indicated both directly and indirectly that he was 
going to teach the Kennedys a lesson. 
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HACKMAN: Yeah. I guess the lieutenant-governor then was a guy named Robert Rock,  
 who was up for governor then the next time because Branigin wasn’t  
 running again. 
 
SORENSEN: Right. 
 
HACKMAN: Anything with him that you recall? 
 
SORENSEN: Well, I think later on he became very friendly and helpful, but not at that  
 stage. 
 
HACKMAN: “Later on,” meaning how late? 
 
SORENSEN: Well, meaning after we were involved in the primary. But when we started  
 out we had nobody. We had somebody from the Young Democrats, and  
 one or two old friends from the 1960 days, and some surreptitious help 
from Birch Bayh. And that was about all. 
 
HACKMAN: What about Hartke [Vance Hartke]? What had been arrived at with Hartke  
 before the campaign? 
 
SORENSEN: Well, we talked with Hartke and we really didn’t get anything from that. 
 
HACKMAN: Did you try hard? I mean, was Robert Kennedy reluctant to tie himself to  
 Hartke in the state or would he have taken any help he could have gotten  
 from Hartke at that time? 
 
SORENSEN: I think he would have taken it. But we began the Indiana organization with  
 people from outside the state: Jerry Doherty [Gerard F. Doherty], who  
 didn’t know a soul when he arrived. 
 



HACKMAN: What about Metzenbaum [Howard M. Metzenbaum] at that point? He’s at  
 least fairly visible on the scene out there… 
 
SORENSEN: In Ohio. 
 
HACKMAN: Oh, that’s right. I keep getting Indiana and Ohio confused. Had you talked  
 to anyone in Ohio? Who did you talk to in Ohio before Robert Kennedy  
 jumped in, while we’re on it? 
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SORENSEN: Before we jumped in? I don’t recall talking to anybody. 
 
HACKMAN: Recall any discussion of New Jersey, of a possible run in New Jersey? 
 
SORENSEN: Yes, and that was one of Kenny O’Donnell’s states. There too he explored  
 the possibility of a joint Kennedy-McCarthy slate, because the governor  
 was running as a favorite son. And that pretty well broke down. Then the 
question was whether we would run on our own, and Kenny O’Donnell felt on the basis of 
his talks with leaders that we would do all right and that we shouldn’t challenge them. 
 
HACKMAN: What about Florida? 
 
SORENSEN: We also had a variety of talks in Florida: first, about the possibility of a  
 Kennedy-McCarthy slate; secondly, about joining up with one of the  
 independent slates there. The more we looked at it, the more we didn’t see 
what we had to gain by joining up with any of them. 
 
HACKMAN: In the other states, do you remember who you discussed? 
 
SORENSEN: Well, what other states are there? West Virginia no longer had a primary  
 in which the candidate’s name appeared in a preference poll, so we had a  
 small delegate operation going there, but that was all. 
 
HACKMAN: What about the possibility of a write-in in Massachusetts? You mentioned  
 in your book a private poll; whose poll and how did that come about? 
 
SORENSEN: That seemed a very realistic possibility, until they had the poll – it was  
 taken by John Kraft. I assume it was a fairly quick telephone poll, but the  
 results were fairly decisive that Robert Kennedy was not the favorite in 
Massachusetts. And given the difficulties of a write-in campaign, we decided not to risk that 
at all. 
 
HACKMAN: Uh-huh. When did you first talk to him about what you would be doing in  
 the campaign? 
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SORENSEN: Never. 
 
HACKMAN: Did you try to get that clearly spelled out with him? 
 
SORENSEN: He announced on a Saturday, and then had a group of us to dinner at  
 Hickory Hill Saturday night. He called me aside and said that he would  
 like me to run the campaign. I was surprised for a variety of reasons, one 
of them being that I had been against his running, another one being that the operational side 
of politics has not been my forte. And, I in effect asked him, “What do you really mean?” He 
said, “Campaign manager.” I’d said to him some weeks earlier, during the Unruh [Jesse M. 
Unruh] conversation, that I wanted to make it clear that my opposition was not based upon 
personal considerations or lack of loyalty and that if he ever did decide to run that I would 
come over full-time. I believe he remembered that and was counting on it. So I said that I 
would. It was clear from the beginning that Teddy and Steve would also have major roles; 
that was no problem, because the three of us got along very well. Of course, again this is off-
the-record. There was some discussion about Kenny O’Donnell, who at times had had 
personality clashes with all of the other three of us. I don’t believe there was at that time any 
discussion about O’Brien, who was in the Johnson cabinet. There was a little bit of talk about 
Shriver [R. Sargent Shriver, Jr.] and the possibility of getting him into the campaign. In any 
event, over the next couple of weeks there were from time to time discussions about giving 
more specific titles and definitions of roles to various people in the campaign. But it just 
never jelled, partly because there was concern over what O’Donnell would think, or about 
what O’Brien’s relationship with others would be. 
 
HACKMAN: Uh-huh. How soon did Robert Kennedy, did all of you know that O’Brien  
 would be coming over, if Robert Kennedy ran? 
 
SORENSEN: Well, we certainly did not know it at the time Robert Kennedy announced.  
 And I’ve forgotten whether it was the following week – I just can’t  
 remember. It was fairly shortly before O’Brien made the announcement. 
Obviously it was after Johnson was out. 
 
HACKMAN: Johnson was out. Right. Had O’Brien been involved in any discussions  
 that you recall through the spring? 
 
SORENSEN: No. 
 
HACKMAN: I’ve heard he’d been at Hickory Hill a couple of times, I don’t know  
 whether it was substantive or political. 
 
SORENSEN: I don’t know that. 
 



HACKMAN: So in your book when you talk about sensitive 
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 personality problems that Robert Kennedy foresaw, it’s primarily in terms  
 of O’Donnell, what else do you include in that? You say they never got 
settled. 
 
SORENSEN: Primarily in terms of O’Donnell, but I think RFK also felt, since he had  
 persuaded O’Brien to leave his cabinet post to come into the campaign and  
 O’Brien regarding himself as chairmanship material, that it was just as 
well to leave it be. 
 
HACKMAN: Uh-huh. What kinds of problems does that mean as the campaign evolves? 
 
SORENSEN: And maybe it includes me, too, having induced me to leave my law  
 practice and be there full-time, as manager, chairman, or whatever it might  
 be. By the time they got around to resorting things with five other people, 
I might have been sensitive also about the changes. 
 
HACKMAN: Yeah. Yeah, yeah. So what kinds of problems does that lead to during the  
 campaign? 
 
SORENSEN: There weren’t grave problems. There were some difficult problems in  
 terms of to whom O’Donnell was to report as he didn’t really report to  
 anyone. And as a result, Teddy and I would be concerned from time to 
time about something in O’Donnell’s states. But then whenever any action was taken with 
respect to those states he resented it, and said that it was confusing, that it was crossing wires 
with what he was doing and so on. So he wanted to report only to the candidate, which was a 
little impractical since the candidate was on the road for the entire time. O’Brien took one 
state at a time, and had rather clear-cut responsibilities, so he was never any problem. Steve 
was working on money, and was sort of a traveling troubleshooter particularly out in 
California in advance, and handling the situation back in New York, and also kept in pretty 
close touch with Teddy and with me. Teddy and I worked together very much. So there were 
not grave problems. 
 
HACKMAN: Uh-huh. You say… 
 
SORENSEN: I think that probably the uncertainty and confusion of roles made things a  
 little more difficult for the staff, because they weren’t quite certain whom  
 to report to and whom to take orders from. 
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Then Fred Dutton traveling with the candidate, also was sort of a captain of the field team so 



to speak, and giving orders from that point of view. So it was not what I would call a neatly 
organized campaign. 
 
HACKMAN: You said O’Brien’s responsibilities were fairly well-defined. What was he  
 to do once he went into a state, if he was going state by state? 
 
SORENSEN: I believe he more or less headed up the elections operation, that is in terms  
 of whatever kind of field operations we had in the particular state:  
 literature distribution, telephone calls, core workers… 
 
HACKMAN: You’re talking in terms of the primaries? 
 
SORENSEN: The primaries, yes, right. 
 
HACKMAN: How well does something like Hackett’s [David L. Hackett] boiler room  
 operation work? Or how well did it work in ’68? I’ve looked at those  
 black books and it’s hard to get a feel for whether anybody really used 
them and how much they meant. 
 
SORENSEN: I think they were quite important. 
 
HACKMAN: Who relied on them? I mean, how did you use them? 
 
SORENSEN: A large part of my role was to try to devise the means of putting together a  
 majority of convention delegates. And that meant we had to know, from  
 week to week, state to state, what was going for us, what was shaping up 
for us, how well we had to do in this particular state. The boiler room operation was not so 
much a pressure operation as it simply was an information and communications operation. 
Teddy and I had the job of getting something going in each state, but then the boiler room 
girls would keep in touch with those people, and find out what they were doing and prod 
them and all the rest. And when we had sort of a line to get out, so to speak – “This was our 
reaction to the Humphrey [Hubert H. Humphrey] announcement.” For example whatever it 
might be – we got it out through the boiler room girls. 
 
HACKMAN: Uh-huh. What can you recall about discussions of the South, and what the  
 possibilities are, and then what happens, especially in the early weeks of  
 the campaign? 
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SORENSEN: We tried to get an operation going in the South, in a general way working  
 with Bob Troutman [Robert B. Troutman] and John Seigenthaler, and in a  
 specific way trying to pick up allies in each individual state who could do 
for us what they could. This was somewhat based upon Robert Kennedy’s trips to the South, 
some of which did not come off, and it was based in part upon previous friends that he or the 



rest of us had made down there. We weren’t counting on the South for a lot of votes, but we 
were trying to get what few we could and to neutralize those that we couldn’t get. We had 
one meeting at Hickory Hill of the various… 
 
HACKMAN: I just had a list…. I think those are the people that were there; those are  
 the people that I know that were there. Maybe, I guess that’s the meeting  
 you’re talking about. 
 
SORENSEN: Right. That was…. I don’t know if there was so much high strategy as –  
 well, in a sense there was: I’d talk about what our general posture was,  
 what we hoped to get from the South, the limitations of our hopes in the 
South. They had questions and problems that we tried to handle. Just by hearing what each 
state did, something else, something that was going on in some other state, they got some 
encouragement. That’s about all I remember about it. 
 
HACKMAN: Was there any difference in philosophy on how you might go about doing  
 something in the South, whether you challenge unit rules or whether  
 you… 
 
SORENSEN: Well, we were discussing the possibilities of a lawsuit against the unit  
 rule. And of course we were talking about the credentials challenges, and  
 which ones we would try to back, and getting our people placed on the 
loyalist delegations that would be challenging and that sort of thing. 
 
HACKMAN: Was any one person really assigned to investigate that or in charge of that  
 or did you stay in overall charge of that? 
 
SORENSEN: Well, Seigenthaler, until he went to California, really had some sort of  
 basic coordinating responsibility for the South. Ted McLaughlin [Edward  
 McLaughlin] made some field trips in that area but he was not particularly 
effective. The same was true of Tom Johnston [Thomas M.C. Johnston]. Tom was sort of in 
and out of the picture. So again it was somewhat on a state by state basis. 
 
HACKMAN: Yeah. What about in terms of contacts with… 
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SORENSEN: Jack Miller [Herbert J. Miller, Jr.] was looking at the possibilities of a  
 lawsuit. 
 
HACKMAN: Yeah. Right. What about… [Interruption] 
 
[BEGIN TAPE I SIDE II] 
 
 …any political leaders in the South? Any potential changeovers to Robert 



 Kennedy that would have had a real impact, or people that you could have 
kept neutral that would have had a real impact on him? 
 
SORENSEN: We had hopes of picking up Terry Sanford [James Terry Sanford], and  
 some indication that he was going to be with us, and then he went against  
 us. The same is true of Fred Harris, though he’s not exactly the South. 
There was a little talk along those lines about McKeithen [John J. McKeithen] in Louisiana, 
but nothing ever came of it. 
 
HACKMAN: When Sanford came out for Humphrey at that time, did you people feel  
 that that was a clear violation of some kind of understanding that had been  
 reached earlier or how, what really had been arrived at? 
 
SORENSEN: I can’t recall, I’m not sure I ever knew of any clear understanding, but  
 there’d been some talk and some hope. 
 
HACKMAN: Yeah. What about Harris? Does the same thing hold for Harris or was  
 there anything more specific? 
 
SORENSEN: No, actually Harris…. Once Robert Kennedy announced, never came too  
 close. 
 
HACKMAN: Yeah. 
 
SORENSEN: They had been personal friends to the extent that Robert Kennedy had  
 hoped that he would. 
 
HACKMAN: Yeah. Can you recall other people in the days after the announcement or in  
 the days after Johnson’s withdrawal, that are really major disappointments  
 to Robert Kennedy, that go for Johnson or Humphrey? 
 
SORENSEN: Almost no senators and almost no governors came up for Robert Kennedy,  
 period. Hughes [Harold E. Hughes] of Iowa, who had been one of those  
 who he felt had encouraged him to run, and had talked, that night he was 
out there, long and loud against the Johnson Administration, was unwilling to say all of that 
publicly. 
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HACKMAN:  Uh-huh. [Interruption] Can you recall discussions at that April 19th  
 meeting or at other times of whether to make some kind of strong law and  
 order statement in terms of the South? 
 
SORENSEN: Law and order statement? 
 



HACKMAN: Yeah. You never discussed it? I had heard that some people at that  
 meeting were pressing for him to come out with something that could be  
 called a law and order statement in terms of the South. 
 
SORENSEN: That sounds likely but I don’t recall that. About that time he was talking in  
 Indiana about the futility of violence and the necessity to stop crime and  
 so on, and I may have reminded them of that. 
 
HACKMAN: But it wouldn’t have been something that came clearly out of that meeting  
 and was just aimed at the South? 
 
SORENSEN: No. I’m sure there were a lot of other people who were disappointments,  
 whose names just don’t come to mind now. There were other Southerners  
 whom we’d had some possibility of getting, particularly in some of the 
states that were especially faction-ridden, for instance Kentucky. 
 
HACKMAN: Do you…. Did you get involved in phone calls, like with to Breathitt  
 [Edward T. Breathitt, Jr.] in Kentucky or Combs [Bert T. Combs] or  
 whoever? 
 
SORENSEN: No. Tom Johnston did. Again, I think, Breathitt was one of those that we  
 thought we had a real chance of getting but did not. 
 
HACKMAN: Yeah. What does the Iowa plan mean to you, and could that have been  
 applied in the South? I’m not sure what it means to me at this point, but… 
 
SORENSEN: Well, the Iowa plan was in essence a thoroughly organized grass-roots  
 operation carried on by John Culver’s administrative assistant, a plan  
 which saw to it that we had enough of our people at each one of the 
precinct conventions. I may be a little dim now on exactly how the law works in Iowa. But 
we then were able to control the delegations to enough of the county conventions to get 
control of the majority of those going to the state convention, from which the National 
Convention delegation was selected. 
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HACKMAN: Can you remember discussion of, or was that same system attempted, in  
 any of the Southern states, or any of the other states? 
 
SORENSEN: Well, I think it was our intention to try a similar approach in many other  
 states, but finding the leadership and the manpower to do it was difficult. 
 
HACKMAN: Yeah. Was it possible that you could rely on black leadership to do that in  
 the South or would that have been out? I’ve heard that, for instance in  
 Virginia there were going to be some attempts to use some black leaders 



to pack, I guess grass-roots level meetings in Virginia. 
 
SORENSEN: Well, I never heard that. 
 
HACKMAN: What was Paul Corbin doing in the South in the early part of the  
 campaign? Were you able to keep track of what he was doing? 
 
SORENSEN: No. Never knew he was in the South. 
 
HACKMAN: What do you know about Robert Kennedy’s relationship with Corbin over  
 the years? 
 
SORENSEN: I think he was amused by him; I think he appreciated his loyalty; I think  
 he was well aware that Corbin was a controversial figure, not only in  
 terms of his past but in terms of his methods of operation that turned a lot 
of people off and turned a lot of others against. 
 
HACKMAN: What do you think he relied on him for? Did he ever rely on him for a lot  
 of… 
 
SORENSEN: I don’t know. 
 
HACKMAN: …political activity? 
 
SORENSEN: Not of a high level judgmental nature certainly. But I suppose Robert  
 Kennedy recognized that in campaigns as in cold wars, you need a few  
 dirty tricks… 
 
HACKMAN: Yeah, yeah. 
 
SORENSEN: …operations from time to time. 
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HACKMAN: During the White House years, did you get involved with any of the back- 
 and-forth between O’Donnell, Maguire [Richard V.  Maguire], and these  
 people, and Corbin, in relation to Democratic National Committee 
politics? 
 
SORENSEN: No. I do know that there was a demand that Corbin be gotten out of the  
 National Committee office and he ended up in the Justice Department, or  
 was it vice versa? 
 
HACKMAN: Well, he didn’t…. He ended up again in DNC; I mean, he stayed but there  
 were several attempts, I guess, to get him out. 



 You said in your book that Martin Luther King [Martin Luther King, Jr.], 
Julian Bond [Horace Julian Bond], McKissick [Floyd B. McKissick], and Hatcher [Richard 
G. Hatcher] were committed or were preparing to announce for Robert Kennedy at some 
point. What can you recall about discussions of whether or not to encourage these people to 
announce and the timing of the announcements and everything? 
 
SORENSEN: I think they were all going to be encouraged. Earl Graves was primarily  
 working on that, and Burke Marshall was working on it some. I recall  
 seeing, hearing some discussion or seeing some memos to the effect that 
some of these individuals thought that in terms of their public endorsement, they would want 
to wait until the situation was clear or something of that sort. And having gone through a 
campaign on my own, I am aware of the fact that people who say they’re for you may never 
be willing to make that public. 
 
HACKMAN: Yeah. You don’t recall though that you or other people in the Kennedy  
 campaign were urging them to hold off, because too many black  
 endorsements too early would make it look like a very minority-oriented 
campaign? 
 
SORENSEN: No. No, definitely not. 
 
HACKMAN: Well, in terms of people being reluctant to endorse Robert Kennedy, do  
 you recall particular problems, particularly with Dr. King? Did you get  
 involved in that at all? 
 
SORENSEN: No. 
 
HACKMAN: What about discussions of how to use young people in the campaign  
 during ’68? Can you remember any general discussion of that? 
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SORENSEN: There were a lot of discussions of that. Everybody in the campaign was  
 somewhat skeptical of the extent to which young people should be used.  
 Clearly they were valuable in terms of a source of manpower: to distribute 
literature, man the headquarters, run the telephone campaigns, all the rest. We were less 
enthusiastic about canvassing, and we were unenthusiastic about those whose appearance or 
mannerisms or otherwise would be regarded as a handicap. Moreover, the brightest and most 
energetic students, a large part of them, had already been taken by the McCarthy campaign. 
While some came back to us, a lot never did. Moreover, we found out that these student 
operations that got the most public attention – with busloads coming in from different 
colleges and spreading out and so on – really were very expensive. We paid for their 
transportation, room and board, so on, and the amount of work achieved before it broke up 
into a party was comparatively little. 
 



HACKMAN: Yeah. 
 
SORENSEN: Nevertheless, it was a year in which students were in. The candidate  
 particularly was sensitive about his relationship with the students, and had  
 always been proud of the fact that they had looked to him and he wanted 
to continue that. So he spoke on more college campuses than his schedulers thought wise, 
and we did maintain a major sort of youth operation. And Dave Borden [David M. Borden] 
and others were trying to get it going in each state, trying to follow up on the campus 
appearances. The advance men were asked – in the cities as well as in the college campuses – 
to try to make some preparations for youth organization. 
 
HACKMAN: Do you remember any specific conversations with Robert Kennedy about  
 what he thought of the usefulness of – really how to use kids and  
 particularly in terms of the New Hampshire primary? How important did 
he think the kids were to the McCarthy campaign in New Hampshire? 
 
SORENSEN: I don’t recall it in terms of a conversation. 
 
HACKMAN: Earlier, when you were talking about youth and the campaign and you said  
 “we,” who are you including in “we” other than yourself? Steve Smith,  
 Edward Kennedy, Robert Kennedy? 
 
SORENSEN: Plus Larry O’Brien, Fred Dutton. 
 
HACKMAN: Okay. You also say in your book that there was a lot of waste and  
 duplication in terms of TV 
 

[-53-] 
 
 commercials. Did you talk about that with Robert Kennedy? Did he see 
that as a problem and was he trying to deal with it or… 
 
SORENSEN: That was the sort of thing that he just didn’t have time to deal with  
 particularly. 
 
HACKMAN: Right. 
 
SORENSEN: He was on the road almost constantly. He’d have occasional meetings  
 when he was back to try to keep himself informed as to what was going  
 on, and make basic policy decisions. And it may well be that it was some 
decision that he had made that helped bring about this duplication. 
 
HACKMAN: Because of bringing in Papert [Frederic S. Papert] and Guggenheimer and,  
 or Guggenheim [Charles Eli Guggenheim] and Frankenheimer [John M. 
 Frankenheimer], you mean? Too many people in the picture basicially? 



 
SORENSEN: Yes. 
 
HACKMAN: Did you do anything about that, I mean, is it… 
 
SORENSEN: No, that was basically under Steve’s overall jurisdiction and Don Wilson’s  
 [Donald M. Wilson] immediate jurisdiction. 
 
HACKMAN: Were there ever any attempts made to cut down on the size or the makeup  
 of the staff traveling with Robert Kennedy? 
 
SORENSEN: Yes, there were some complaints from Dutton and others that there were  
 simply too many people traveling with the candidate, and too many seats  
 taken on the campaign plane that were excluding press or were adding to 
the expense, and so on. As I recall, before the next trip went out from Washington, Dutton 
and Teddy and I talked about it. Dutton was more or less given the responsibility to decide 
who was necessary, and everyone else was to stay at home. 
 
HACKMAN: What about in terms of the speechwriters? Is Robert Kennedy ever  
 dissatisfied enough with his speechwriting operation to want to shift  
 Walinsky [Adam Walinsky] or Greenfield [Jeff Greenfield] or anyone else 
out and try something else? 
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SORENSEN: It wasn’t so much shifting them out but he was frequently dissatisfied and  
 expressed his dissatisfaction. At one stage he took Gwirtzman [Milton S. 
 Gwirtzman], who had really been working on research, and had him 
working on speeches in order to get some applause lines into the speeches, as he said; to get 
the audiences stirred up a little bit, and also to write speeches for the political audiences that 
he felt Walinsky and Greenfield were not writing at all for. On two occasions he asked me to 
speak to Walinsky and Greenfield, and indicate to them that they were giving him too much 
the same old material and the same recurring themes about the war and civil rights, and he 
wanted a broader spectrum of ideas and themes and issues. And he complained once or twice 
about how they loved to talk to the press and party at night with their guitars. And yet, when 
he spoke off the cuff, he was likely to use pretty much the same kind of material himself. 
 
HACKMAN: Uh-huh, uh-huh. 
 
SORENSEN: So maybe his criticisms weren’t altogether fair. 
 
HACKMAN: Un-huh. Uh-huh. Should part of that criticism be directed at the research  
 operation or is it primarily the speechwriters’ responsibility? And what  
 about the research operation in ’68, how well does that function? 
 



SORENSEN: I have a general impression that it functioned fairly well. Having been on  
 the other end of that in 1960, I would say the basic responsibility is the  
 speechwriters. They’ve got to let the research people know what it is they 
want and need. 
 
HACKMAN: What about in terms of trying, you know, you said he got tired of the ideas  
 he was using or he didn’t think there were enough new ideas. What about  
 in terms of opening up the campaign to more people, either academic 
people or whatever? Was that a problem that you could see in 1968? For instance, were 
Edelman [Peter B. Edelman] or Gwirtzman or whoever trying to keep the things too much 
under their own control? 
 
SORENSEN: No, I don’t think so. Again, no, there are tactical problems involved. They  
 were in touch, and occasionally I was in touch, with other writers and  
 academics, and they were trying to set up some task forces. There were 
some papers and ideas being fed in fairly regularly. Many of them were simply not that 
useful, and many of them – there’s a time lag between a position paper coming in and its 
being in the form of a speech before and audience where it’s 
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appropriate to deliver that speech. 
 
HACKMAN: What can you recall about immediate conversations with Robert Kennedy  
 after Lyndon Johnson withdraws? I believe you’re there when Robert  
 Kennedy comes back into New York? 
 
SORENSEN: Right. 
 
HACKMAN: Do you remember a first round of phone calls or discussions of how you  
 handle it, in terms or… 
 
SORENSEN: I was extremely optimistic and I felt that he was a sure winner. He was not  
 that optimistic. We agreed that immediately a series of phone calls would  
 have to be made. We simply started putting names on a list, and the girls 
that were there started getting as many at one time as they could. 
 
HACKMAN: Do you remember particular surprises, unpleasant surprises, based on that  
 first round of phone calls? Did that change your impression a great deal,  
 that first round? 
 
SORENSEN: No. 
 
HACKMAN: What about in terms of how to deal with Lyndon Johnson and what to say  
 in a public announcement, whether to request that meeting and why? 



 
SORENSEN: I suggested to him a telegram and a meeting. And I think somebody else,  
 not in New York, telephoned – Joe Dolan [Joseph H. Dolan] possibly but  
 I’m not sure – and made a similar suggestion. There was no real 
disagreement; although as I recall the wording of the telegram was redone a couple of times, 
Schlesinger [Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr.] and I trying to work out what phrase would be 
felicitous without going too far in respect to Johnson and his decision. There may have been 
some disagreement over the decision to go see him, but I think Kennedy indicated fairly soon 
that that’s what he was going to do…. 
 
HACKMAN: When you started talking about the meeting, then, what did he want to get  
 out of the meeting with Johnson, or try to get out of the meeting with  
 Johnson? 
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SORENSEN: We didn’t talk so much about it that night as we did on the way to the  
 meeting, after it had been set up. What we wanted out of it was as neutral  
 a posture on the President’s part as possible, and/or permission for some 
of his Cabinet members, such as Larry O’Brien, to help. 
 
HACKMAN: Did you present those, particularly on the neutrality, or did Johnson lay it  
 out? 
 
SORENSEN: The whole early part of the meeting was taken up with Vietnam, and a  
 little bit on the Middle East, discussion of the international and national  
 situation, some references to his own political decisions, and then Johnson 
sort of indicated that the meeting was about to end. There had been no discussion whatsoever 
of presidential politics. I do believe that I sort of raised the first question about, “Well, if we 
could talk for just a minute about this,” and then Robert Kennedy also. And then Johnson 
expanded and he stayed and talked a little longer. 
 
HACKMAN: Did he have anything to say on Vietnam at that point about what had gone  
 on within the Administration, in terms of his decision to not send the  
 troops and the partial halt to bombing? 
 
SORENSEN: Yes, I think I refer to that in my book. He said that the announcement he  
 had made on the partial halt of bombing had been supported by the Joint  
 Chiefs of Staff, but that a total halt of the bombing would have been 
opposed by the Joint Chiefs. 
 
HACKMAN: I’d wondered whether he mentioned Rusk, Clifford, at that point,  
 particularly on the troop… 
 
SORENSEN: No, I don’t recall that he did. 



 
HACKMAN: Any discussion then of what kind of public statement would be made after  
 the meeting by… Did the President tell you at that point what he would  
 say in terms of his cabinet and in terms of what he would do vis-à-vis 
Humphrey and Robert Kennedy? 
 
SORENSEN: In a general sort of way as I recall. He talked about being neutral and that  
 he’d try to be neutral. But then sort of thinking out loud he said that, if, on  
 the other hand, Cabinet members started to go off into different camps, 
that might be difficult in terms of running the government; he thought it might be better if 
they didn’t participate at all. 
 
HACKMAN: Un-huh. You said there was some discussion between the two of them on  
 the gulf that had arisen between them. Anything beyond what you put in  
 your book? 
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How do they refer to that? 
 
SORENSEN: My best recollection is that Johnson mentioned it first, and expressed  
 regret, and Robert Kennedy expressed regret, and they began to apologize  
 and to praise each other, and it was all very sentimental, somewhat 
emotional. At one point, I believe – and I believe this is in the book – Johnson talked about 
how he was stepping aside in order to unite the country on the path to peace. Robert Kennedy 
said, “You’re a brave man, Mr. President,” or something like that. I don’t know whether it 
was because he found it difficult to say or whether the emotion of the situation had overcome 
him, but it sort of stuck in his throat and Johnson asked him to repeat it. Then, Johnson said, 
in talking about the gulf, that it should never have arisen, and then he pointed at me and said, 
“And if you hadn’t left the White House, maybe it never would have.” 
 
HACKMAN: Yeah. Did you or Robert Kennedy respond to that? 
 
SORENSEN: Not significantly. 
 
HACKMAN: Yeah. Any contacts then, after that, with Charlie Murphy [Charles S.  
 Murphy] in relation to the Administration? 
 
SORENSEN: Well I tried, two or three times, to get into contact with Charlie Murphy,  
 but it didn’t really seem to amount to much. 
 
HACKMAN: On what kinds of things? 
 
SORENSEN: Well, one was in connection with, as I recall, some report we had about  
 non-neutrality on the part of the White House. And, one in connection  



 with whether Robert Kennedy should be briefed on what was going on 
with respect to the Vietnam negotiations, etcetera. That’s about all. It was never a very 
significant communication link. 
 
HACKMAN: What about efforts, then, to get support from any of the cabinet, other than  
 O’Brien? Were you involved in those? 
 
SORENSEN: I met with Udall, and he indicated friendship but unwillingness to come  
 out publicly. I think he sort of thought he might be a vice-presidential  
 possibility and that this bargaining power for that would be stronger if he 
were not openly identified; he could be regarded as a bridge between the two camps. Rusk of 
course was out of it, Wirtz [W. Willard Wirtz] was strongly for Humphrey, and working for 
him. I don’t know who else was in – I can’t remember now who else might have been 
involved. 
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HACKMAN: What about Ramsey Clark? Any possibility at all there? 
 
SORENSEN: That’s a good question. No, I don’t know of any contacts or conversations  
 along those lines. 
 
HACKMAN: Commerce – is Connor [John T. Connor] over at Commerce at that point  
 maybe? 
 
SORENSEN: No, no. I think Connor was gone, long gone by then. Connor had been  
 replaced by Trowbridge [Alexander B. Trowbridge], who had been  
 replaced by… 
 
HACKMAN: I thought it was vice versa. Trowbridge didn’t last, he got sick, right? 
 
SORENSEN: …who’d been replaced by C.R. Smith [Cyrus Rowlett Smith]. 
 
HACKMAN: Smith. That’s right. Secretaries of Commerce blend into one another  
 again. Wirtz, Freeman [Orville L. Freeman]? 
 
SORENSEN: Freeman was for Humphrey; strongly. 
 
HACKMAN: Any conversations with Humphrey at all, by you or by Robert Kennedy? I  
 don’t know what you could have talked about, but on anything? 
 
SORENSEN: I went to a – the White House had a farewell awards ceremony or  
 something for Wilbur Cohen. 
 
HACKMAN: There’s another cabinet member. 



 
SORENSEN: Yes. Well, Wilbur, I’m sure, was friendly to both sides, and not involved.  
 I don’t think we made any effort to involve Wilbur. Wilbur was not really  
 a politician in the operating sense. In any event, at the White House, 
Humphrey and I were both there, and he said to me something about – it was a pretty 
humorous exchange – “How would you like to be vice president on my ticket?” And I said, 
“I always heard it was a miserable job, but if it’s so good, why don’t you stay in it?” Then I 
also had a little hello with Johnson, going through the receiving line. 
 I’d earlier had a talk with Max Kampelman to try to urge Humphrey to stay out, 
before Humphrey announced. He told me that Humphrey had not known that Johnson was 
going to withdraw, and that Humphrey was genuinely undecided, depending upon whether he 
could raise the money, and on the political scene. 
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And he – Max – was not certain that he was in favor of Humphrey running. I think there were 
other contacts of that kind with the Humphrey camp. But once he became a candidate, I don’t 
know that there were any particular talks. 
 
HACKMAN: Can you recall discussions with Robert Kennedy then about what to say or  
  not to say about Humphrey, how, in fact, to speak about Humphrey? 
 
SORENSEN: To the extent that there was an opposition, Humphrey was lumped in with  
  the Johnson camp, as the leader of the opposition to Kennedy, in other  
  words, as representing the policies in Vietnam and other ones we were 
attacking. But, I don’t recall that he got into personal attacks on Humphrey very much. He 
liked Humphrey. 
 
HACKMAN: When Humphrey announced, or on the days, I guess, after Johnson’s  
  withdrawal, did you get involved with any of the people close to Gene  
  McCarthy for a new round of discussions with them of any kind? 
 
SORENSEN: At one stage we talked with Don Green [Donald Green] of the McCarthy  
  Washington [D.C.] office about trying to cooperate in some of these states  
  against Humphrey. But he was not that close to his candidate. 
 
HACKMAN: Yeah. Speaking of the problems with O’Donnell, I had head that there was  
  a particular problem in Michigan. Is that your recollection? Is that the  
  main state that stands out, as to who ought to be handling Michigan? 
 
SORENSEN: I think Michigan he had regarded as one of his states, and Teddy felt and  
  the candidate felt that we had little or nothing going there, and we had to  
  get somebody there. And so, I believe that I was the one who suggested 
and then recruited Joe Crangle [Joseph F. Crangle], county chairman of Erie County, and 
O’Donnell resented that. 



 Then we were talking about Ohio, and a similar situation. I can understand 
O’Donnell’s resentment; on the other hand, you have to understand that we were pretty much 
operating in the dark and didn’t know what was happening. And we had a lot of pieces in 
Ohio and nobody really putting them together, and with a lot of indications that it was going 
to go by default. And so they decided to get Peter Crotty, who had been the county chairman 
of Erie County, to see if he would take a similar role. 
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Peter flew down to see me and we talked about it, and I said, “we really have to touch base 
with O’Donnell on this.” O’Donnell was back up in Massachusetts, which he was frequently, 
which was part of the problem. I called him to introduce Peter Crotty to him on the phone 
and put Peter on, but received such a string of obscenities in reply that I felt that there was 
just no point in subjecting Peter to that or putting him into that kind of situation whereby the 
man who had been working on making contacts wouldn’t speak to him. So, Peter flew home 
and the whole thing aborted. 
 
HACKMAN: Yeah. Was there anything else you could do then, in terms of making  
 contacts yourself, or how to try to put those pieces together in Ohio? 
 
SORENSEN: Not really. I think we then arranged for the candidate to go into Ohio,  
 which sort of required some focus, things to get together. 
 
HACKMAN: Uh-huh. How did it finally shake down in Michigan, with Crangle? Did he  
 stay or did he go? 
 
SORENSEN: Yes, he stayed. 
 
HACKMAN: Yeah. 
 
SORENSEN: And did a good job. 
 
HACKMAN: Are there differences in, let’s use Ohio and Michigan as examples, the  
 people you would have wanted to work with in Ohio and Michigan as  
 opposed to O’Donnell would have wanted? That’s not the problem. 
 
SORENSEN: No. No. But they were big states, where professional politicians of the old  
 school had a major say; they were the kinds of people whom O’Donnell  
 knew, and felt that he could work with, and I’m sure that’s true. 
 
HACKMAN: I know O’Donnell was also spending a lot of time with labor leaders,  
 working on labor, from what I can tell. Were you dealing with labor  
 leaders also? 
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SORENSEN: No. 
 
HACKMAN: Many talks with Reuther [Walter P. Reuther]? 
 
SORENSEN: I was dealing some with the UAW [United Automobile Aircraft and  
 Agricultural Implement Workers of America]. 
 
HACKMAN: Conway [Jack T. Conway], primarily, or who? 
 
SORENSEN: Well, Conway partly, who was also O’Donnell’s friend; but Leonard  
 Woodcock, and Doug Fraser [Douglas A. Fraser], and a fellow out in  
 California, Paul Schrade. 
 
HACKMAN: Scharade, yeah. What kind of understanding had been reached with those  
 people? Any, as opposed to a sort of working agreement during the  
 primary period and anything… 
 
SORENSEN: Well, the UAW was very helpful. They worked specifically in Indiana  
 where they had a big group, and they worked on their people in California  
 and the other primary states. 
 
HACKMAN: Anything spelled out clearly for what would happen after California given  
 a victory or anything? 
 
SORENSEN: Not to my knowledge. 
 
HACKMAN: Yeah. 
 
SORENSEN: My time’s almost up. 
 
HACKMAN: Yeah? I’ll just try to hit the high spots then. How much time do you have? 
 
SORENSEN: I guess I’ve got another half an hour. 
 
HACKMAN: Good. 
 
SORENSEN: If you really need it. 
 
HACKMAN: In your book, after John Kennedy’s assassination, you talk about people  
 who genuflected in front of the new President and who scrambled for  
 positions, etcetera. Can you remember talking to Robert Kennedy about 
people that particularly disappointed him or upset him? 
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SORENSEN: Not so much in terms of naming names, but we had a conversation about  
 this, once on the golf course in Hyannisport. And he said to me – and  
 again, I think I may have mentioned it here – “Someday I’m going to write 
a book about that.” And, he singled McNamara out as an exception; that is, he felt 
McNamara was genuinely friendly with both him and with Johnson. But he thought a good 
many others were trying to have it both ways, and others who had professed friendship were 
no longer seriously interested in him. 
 
HACKMAN: Yeah. [Interruption] Talking about the possible vice-presidency in ’64, did  
 he ever talk about how, what kind of role he might play as a Vice  
 President to Johnson? 
 
SORENSEN: No. 
 
HACKMAN: Did he ever talk about the effort in New Hampshire and some of the noise  
 in Wisconsin in early ’64 and what he thought of it? The write-in effort in  
 New Hampshire? 
 
SORENSEN: I can’t recall. 
 
HACKMAN: In going through your correspondence with Robert Kennedy in his papers,  
 I came across this one draft that you sent him in December of ’66 of a  
 letter to Senator Long [Edward V. Long], right after the wiretap dispute 
with Hoover [J. Edgar Hoover]. How did that come about and what happened then? I don’t 
know – as far as I know, that letter was never sent. 
 
SORENSEN: That’s correct. That’s in my book. 
 
HACKMAN: Really? I just … 
 
SORENSEN: You may recall that these begin to appear in… Well, no. First it….I can’t  
 remember the order exactly, but between H.R. Gross [Harold Royce  
 Gross], who’s getting stuff from Clark Mollenhoff through Hoover – I 
guess Mollenhoff encouraged Gross to write a letter to Hoover on the exchange and so on; 
then there was more stuff from Pearson [Andrew R. Pearson] I think. You know, there was a 
good deal of talk about Robert Kennedy’s expansion of wiretapping, while he was Attorney 
General. And finally one day he asked me if I would take a look at the facts of the situation, 
try to take charge of the situation and see what could be done, what had to be done. 
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Well, I talked with him at great length; I talked with Jack Miller; I talked with John Douglas; 
I probably talked with some people in Bob’s office; and came up with a statement of what 
seemed to be the factual situation, which is more or less reflected in my book, and what also 



appeared to be the best possible strategy, that is, in terms of comparing his role with that of 
other Attorneys General and other people who were likely to be involved. And Long, who as 
you know disliked him intensely and who was motivated by his Teamster ties presumably, 
was talking about holding hearings on this subject, and indeed had invited him – had already 
sent him a letter. 
 
HACKMAN: Right. 
 
SORENSEN: So, I suggested to Bob that we prepare the following letter from him to  
 Long, and indicated in the letter that Bobby Baker [Robert G. Baker]  
 would have to be called, and Walter Jenkins would have to be called, and 
people in the White House who’d been involved in their own problems would have to be 
called, as well as people who might not be able to maintain the Johnson claim that he had cut 
back on wiretapping or that there hadn’t been any wiretapping since he became President of 
whatever the claim was. And I then went to Clark Clifford, and suggested to him that this 
was a problem that was beginning to escalate; that a lot of people would be damaged, as well 
as the national security, if a special hearing – public hearing – were held and everybody was 
called that had to be called; that there was no point in Robert Kennedy appearing unless 
everybody else did appear, and that perhaps he could use his influence with the President to 
stop these leaks from the FBI [Federal Bureau of Investigation]. Clifford called me back – 
oh, it must have been two and a half weeks later – to say that he had talked to the President 
about it, that the President had assured him that the White House had nothing whatsoever to 
do with any of these leaks from the FBI, that the statements made by Hoover were not leaks 
but public statements, but that there was general agreement that this sort of thing was harmful 
After that there were not more leaks until Pearson began on the Martin Luther King thing late 
in the spring of ’68. 
 
HACKMAN: But in the meantime Robert Kennedy was holding your draft and nothing  
 was done with it, and then Clifford got back to you. 
 
SORENSEN: That’s right, and Long also announced that he was not having hearings. 
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HACKMAN: Right. There was one other letter that you had written to Robert Kennedy  
 is September ’66, about this detective’s report on Ralph Nader for General  
 Motors [General Motors Corporation]. Can you remember what response 
you got from Robert Kennedy on that? You asked him – I believe you talked to Ribicoff 
[Abraham A. Ribicoff] about that. Or did he ever respond to that? 
 
SORENSEN: About returning it? 
 
HACKMAN: Yes. General Motors felt it should be returned. Ribicoff, apparently, and  
 his staff guy were talking about giving a copy to Nader and someone else. 
 



SORENSEN: Well, my best recollection now is that it was returned, and that I felt that  
 Robert Kennedy as a member of the subcommittee ought to be aware of  
 our concern that the report, which had been handed to Ribicoff had had a 
copy made of it – or his staff had – without anybody’s consent or knowledge. I don’t know 
whether he did anything about it or not. 
 
HACKMAN: On the Manchester [William R. Manchester] book thing which…  
 [Interruption] 
 
[BEGIN TAPE II, SIDE I] 
 
HACKMAN: That’s this thing about whether Robert Kennedy really wanted, really  
 believed that the suit should be brought or whether he was in fact going  
 along with Mrs. Kennedy’s [Jacqueline Bouvier Kennedy] wishes on that? 
 
SORENSEN: No, I don’t believe he wanted the suit to be brought. 
 
HACKMAN: He said that? 
 
SORENSEN: There were many conversations on that that I was not a part of. But every  
 indication that I had from the one or two conversations I did have on it,  
 and also indications that I got from my partners in the law firm, was that 
he had always hoped it would be avoided. 
 
HACKMAN: What can you remember about conversations with him about your own  
 book [Kennedy], either writing it or his opinion of it after it was written –  
 the one you’re looking at now [Kennedy]. 
 
SORENSEN: He reviewed it in manuscript form in considerable 
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 detail, and he made a good many suggestions. 
 
HACKMAN: Do you still have his comments somewhere? 
 
SORENSEN: Probably not. It would be interesting if I did, but I have no idea where they  
 would be.  
 
HACKMAN: What kinds of things did he have to say, do you remember? 
 
SORENSEN: Some were simply making me more accurate; some were suggestions on  
 wording. And then there were a couple of things I recall that he thought I  
 should delete altogether, both of which I did delete. One was a – I think I 
deleted it; I don’t really know – reference to the fact that I’d been a conscientious objector 



and I’d been attacked by Barry Goldwater on those grounds, and the President had been very 
undisturbed about it all. Robert Kennedy felt that that part of my history should be deleted. 
Secondly was a conversation that I’d once had with Justice Goldberg [Arthur J. Goldberg] 
about the school prayer case, some religious school case – and what the likely effect it would 
have on the public opinion, the religious issue, and all the rest. And he felt that, you know, it 
may appear to be improper for somebody in the President’s office to be talking to a member 
of the Supreme Court. 
 
HACKMAN: Yeah. 
 
SORENSEN: On the whole, his suggestions were excellent and I took most of them –  
 not all of them. Jacqueline Kennedy and Edward Kennedy also read it in  
 manuscript form, as did quite a few others. So it went through a variety of 
changes between the time they read it and the time it came out. But, he was exceedingly 
complimentary in his statements about the book in manuscript form. And they were 
somewhat disturbed, that summer that they were reading my manuscript, by the excerpts 
from Arthur’s book that had appeared in Life magazine. 
 
HACKMAN: What kind of comments did they have about that? 
 
SORENSEN: Well, they felt that it was somewhat sensationalized. In the magazine  
 version, unlike the book version, there was some reference to Jack  
 Kennedy sobbing in his wife’s arms. That they thought was poor taste. 
 

[-66-] 
 
HACKMAN: Yeah. 
 
SORENSEN: But they like Arthur, and it was regretted that it had happened. 
 
HACKMAN: Uh-huh. 
 
SORENSEN: But because of that – it’s now coming back to me – sort of seeming  
 sensationalism, Robert and I decided that I should omit the names of  
 people in their capacity of giving individual private advice to the 
President. And that’s why, in the Cuban Missile Crisis chapter and in particular and 
occasionally other chapters, most such names are omitted. And indeed, if one reads the book 
carefully, you’ll see that in the preface – introduction – a reference is made by the President 
to Adlai Stevenson and Douglas Dillon [C. Douglas Dillon], which in the Cuban Missile 
Crisis chapter, the same episode – or somewhat close to it – appears, but with the names 
omitted. And the reason being I think that the preface I’d already sent in and never thought 
about that being involved. 
 
HACKMAN: Yeah. Did he state clearly why he thought those kinds of things should be  
 kept out – Robert Kennedy? 



 
SORENSEN: It was a three-way discussion actually, which I’d had with my publishers  
 also, because the question is whether advice that’s intended for the  
 President’s private ear should be spread a few years later on public pages 
by someone who happened to be present. We simply decided in sensitive areas to omit 
names. 
 
HACKMAN: Can you recall matters, issues before the President in which your own  
 recommendations differed from those Robert Kennedy was giving him,  
 and how those kinds of things were resolved, particularly in terms of 
things coming from the Justice Department – civil rights actions… 
 
SORENSEN: There was the problem in the first year or so, that a lot of things didn’t  
 come from the Justice Department to the White House, as they did from  
 other departments. The wiretapping legislation went forward to Capitol 
Hill without going through my office. And, I simply felt, Robert’s position being what it was, 
that there was very little I could do about that. On civil rights 
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legislation, however, he and I worked very closely together and had no differences of 
opinion. 
 
HACKMAN: Do you remember any differences among all the people involved in the  
 issue at the time the President gave his televised speech in June of ’63 as  
 to whether he should give that speech or not? 
 
SORENSEN: Well, I think there was a general recommendation by both Robert  
 Kennedy and myself against his giving the speech at that time… 
 
HACKMAN: Uh-huh. 
 
SORENSEN: …simply because we weren’t ready yet with the legislation, and hadn’t  
 laid the kind of political groundwork that needed to be laid, and the event  
 that took place in Alabama that day did not seem really to justify that kind 
of speech. But then he decided to go ahead with it, quite late in the day. 
 
HACKMAN: Let me just ask you, going back to ’68, what kinds of plans had you  
 discussed with Robert Kennedy about what would happen after California,  
 in terms of …. Had you discussed at all a possible petition to bring 
Humphrey into the Rhode Island primary? Do you remember that at all? 
 
SORENSEN: Yes. We hadn’t discussed much of this with him. These are discussions  
 which Teddy and I had had and which we were preparing to discuss in a  
 day-long meeting the day after California. 



 
HACKMAN: Yeah. 
 
SORENSEN: We’d talked about a trip to Europe. 
 
HACKMAN: Right. Romania. 
 
SORENSEN: We’d talked about, you know, setting up a sort of a hospitality  
 headquarters on the Cape [Cape Cod] and having all the delegates form  
 New England and New York and the East Coast coming there. Then we’d 
talked about a good deal of travel all over the country, to the various state conventions and 
state committee meetings. 
 
HACKMAN: Would there have been changes in the campaign organization or would  
 those have been presented to him immediately after California –  
 suggestions 
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in that regard? 
 
SORENSEN: I don’t recall that. I think there would have been. I think once the  
 primaries were over, there necessarily would have been some changing,  
 shifting, shaking-down of the roles of those who’d been working in 
primary states and on the travel thing. 
 
HACKMAN: Right. 
 

[END OF INTERVIEW] 
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