
INDIANA MAGAZINE OF HISTORY, 116 (March 2020). © 2020, Trustees of Indiana University. 
doi: 10.2979/indimagahist.116.1.01

Ray E. Boomhower is senior editor at the Indiana Historical Society Press, where for the past twenty 
years he has served as editor of the Society’s popular history magazine Traces of Indiana and Midwestern 
History. He is the author of numerous books on Indiana history, including Robert F. Kennedy and 
the 1968 Indiana Primary (2008) and John Bartlow Martin: A Voice for the Underdog (2015).

Fighting the Good Fight
John Bartlow Martin and Hubert 
Humphrey’s 1968 Presidential Campaign

Ray E. Boomhower

Abstract: Hoosier journalist and author John Bartlow 

Martin played an important role as advance campaign staff 

and speechwriter in several post-World War II Democratic 

presidential campaigns, including those of Adlai Stevenson, 

John F. Kennedy, Robert Kennedy, Hubert Humphrey, and 

George McGovern. Historian Ray E. Boomhower, Martin’s 

biographer, focuses here on Martin’s role in the campaign of 

Vice President and Democratic presidential nominee Hubert 

Humphrey. Martin’s private notes and memos offer perspec-

tive on the tumultuous Chicago convention of August 1968, 

President Lyndon Johnson’s complicated role in that conven-

tion, and the considerable limitations faced by Humphrey 

and his campaign staff. Boomhower also offers perspective on 

the life and work of a significant figure in Democratic Party 

politics for more than three decades.

Keywords: John Bartlow Martin, Hubert Humphrey, Lyndon 

Johnson, Richard Nixon, Arthur Schlesinger Jr., Adlai Stevenson, 

John F. Kennedy, Robert F. Kennedy, Eugene McCarthy, George 

McGovern, Richard Daley, Ted Van Dyk, George Wallace, 

Democratic Party, presidential campaign of 1968, Democratic 

National Convention of 1968, Chicago, Vietnam War



2	 INDIANA  MAGAZINE  OF  HISTORY

In late August 1968, John Bartlow Martin—former Indiana newspaper-
man, celebrated freelance writer for national magazines, and speechwriter 

for every Democratic presidential nominee for the past sixteen years—was 
walking down Michigan Avenue in Chicago with a friend, Newton Minow, 
a lawyer and former Federal Communications Commission chairman. 
Martin, who lived in the Chicago suburb of Highland Park, was in the city 
for the Democratic National Convention, set to open at the International 
Amphitheater on August 26. 

As he walked, Martin came across a limousine stalled in a traffic jam 
near the Conrad Hilton Hotel. Inside was Hubert H. Humphrey, former 
U.S. senator from Minnesota and vice president under President Lyndon 
Johnson. Humphrey called out to Martin. “We shook hands,” Martin 
recalled, “and he said, grinning but his jaw thrust out at the same time . . . 
‘I’m going to get it [the presidential nomination] and I want you to help 
me in the fall.’” At first, Martin demurred, responding: “We’ll see how this 
one comes out,” referring to the still wide-open convention. Martin had 
known the vice president since the 1950s and had appreciated Humphrey’s 
support against unjust attacks in Congress branding Martin as a communist 
sympathizer during his service as President John F. Kennedy’s ambassa-
dor to the Dominican Republic. Intense courting by several Humphrey 
supporters beseeching him for assistance, and Martin’s disgust at the pos-
sibility of the Republican presidential candidate, Richard Nixon, sitting 
in the Oval Office, however, eventually roused him into action. Nixon 
seemed to take for granted, Martin noted, that people were “unhappy 
and desperate enough to elect even Nixon. I don’t think things are that 
bad. They’re bad but not that bad.” Martin put aside his writing projects 
and joined Humphrey’s campaign staff as a speechwriter, as he would be 
able to live with himself during the next four years only if he knew that 
he had “done everything possible” to prevent Nixon from becoming the 
nation’s thirty-seventh president. “So I went with Humphrey. In view of 
the closeness of the election, I’m glad I did,” Martin said. “It would have 
been too easy to blame myself for having abstained. I suspect I have a better 
conscience than other liberal friends . . . who abstained.” He also noted 
that although fellow liberals, including Arthur Schlesinger Jr. and Richard 
Goodwin, had probably voted for Humphrey, they “did not work for him. 
This, all these people taken together, could indeed have cost Humphrey 
the election.” Martin’s decision was logical for a writer with a deep and 
abiding concern for the lot of individuals striving to find their way in a 
twentieth-century society grown increasingly complex and unforgiving. 
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Although many journalists made their living by interviewing the great, 
Martin had made his “by interviewing the humble—what the Spaniards 
call los de abajo, those from below,” including men in prison, coal and 
copper miners, African Americans suffering from segregation, and those 
trapped in state mental institutions. He always strove to be a responsible 
writer who produced significant articles “about serious subjects” and took 
them “seriously and so become himself engaged—engaged in his society, 
in his times, in the human condition.”1

1 John Bartlow Martin, It Seems Like Only Yesterday: Memoirs of Writing, Presidential Politics, and 
the Diplomatic Life (New York, 1986), 149, 308; Martin Memorandum on the Hubert Humphrey 
Presidential Campaign of 1968, box 85, John Bartlow Martin Papers, Manuscripts Division, Library 
of Congress, Washington, D.C. (hereafter Memorandum on the Humphrey Campaign, John 
Bartlow Martin Papers); and John Kuenster, “John Bartlow Martin: The Responsible Reporter,” 
The Voice of Saint Jude: A National Catholic Monthly 28 (April 1960), 35–37. Schlesinger noted 
“a tendency” after the presidential election “to blame Humphrey’s defeat on the liberals.” He 
added that the vice president “did not make it easy for the liberals to come to his support. The 

John Bartlow Martin worked in Democratic presidential campaigns from 1952 to 1972, and 

served in the John F. Kennedy administration as ambassador to the Dominican Republic. Here, 

Martin meets in the White House Oval Office with President John F. Kennedy, on July 8, 1963.

Abbie Rowe, White House Photographs, John F. Kennedy Presidential Library and Museum, Boston
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The Humphrey campaign had gained a seasoned speechwriter for a 
staff sorely needing help in what appeared to be a losing cause. Martin 
had used his considerable writing talents as part of Adlai Stevenson’s 1952 
and 1956 presidential campaigns, as well of those of John F. Kennedy in 
1960 and Lyndon B. Johnson in 1964. Martin had also played a vital role in 
Robert F. Kennedy’s frenetic effort to capture the Democratic presidential 
nomination in 1968, especially Kennedy’s successful run against Governor 
Roger D. Branigin and U.S. Senator Eugene McCarthy in Indiana’s May 7 
primary—the candidate’s first test with primary voters. Martin regarded 
his time with Kennedy in the Hoosier state as the “climactic event” of his 
life, as it brought together “writing, politics, and Indiana.” Minow, a key 
Stevenson aide during his days as Illinois governor, noted that Martin 
was a “natural at writing anything,” turned out to be particularly good at 
writing political speeches, and, thanks to his days as an “extraordinary 
reporter,” possessed skills as a “great human observer.” John S. Fischer, 
who also wrote speeches for Stevenson, marveled that Martin worked under 
extreme pressure “better than any writer” he had ever known, adding that 
his friend had “the ulcers to prove it.” The ulcers were a natural byproduct 
of Martin’s involvement in one of American’s favorite and dysfunctional 
pastimes—electing a president. “Few things anywhere,” Martin noted, 
“contain the frenzy, the drama, the unbelievable tensions and pressures 
of a presidential campaign. . . . It is a bloody and bloodthirsty spectacle. 
But there is a fascination and exhilaration in it too.”2

Martin had come a long way from August 1952, when, with trepida-
tion, he left his role as a reporter observing and commenting on events 
to join Stevenson’s speechwriting team, housed in a rented space at the 
local Elks Club building in Springfield, Illinois (the wordsmiths became 
known as the Elks Club Group). It had seemed an impossible transition, 
as Martin had never written a speech, knew little about the issues of 
the campaign, and had never collaborated with another writer. “I had, 
of course, never before allied myself with any politician,” he recalled. 
“Indeed, I had always shared most reporters’ skepticism or even suspicion 

real cause of the defeat, of course, was the war, and the architects of the defeat were the men 
who convinced LBJ he should pursue the policy of military escalation.” Arthur M. Schlesinger 
Jr., Journals: 1952–2000 (New York, 2007), 302.
2 Martin, It Seems Like Only Yesterday, 277; Newton Minow, telephone interview with the author, 
June 26, 2013; John Fischer, “A Footnote on Adlai E. Stevenson,” Harper’s, November 1965, p. 23; 
and John Bartlow Martin, RFK [Robert F. Kennedy] Notes, June 28, 1968, John Bartlow Martin 
Papers (hereafter RFK Notes, John Bartlow Martin Papers).
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of all politicians.” Some of his fellow speechwriters were interested in 
the “quality of the prose in a speech draft,” Martin observed, while oth-
ers, including Harvard historian Schlesinger and former Harry Truman 
administration official David E. Bell, “possessed highly developed polit-
ical instincts and were interested in a speech’s political effectiveness. I 
began by worrying about the prose and soon learned to worry more about 
the politics. I had never before thought of politics this way.” Although 
he was at first “shocked to hear Schlesinger and [other speechwriters] 
talking about people as voting blocs—Jews, Catholics, Negroes, farm-
ers,” believing that such thinking was the “language of political hacks in 
ward headquarters,” Martin came to think that in a “diverse pluralistic 
democracy like ours, a politician can approach his electorate in no other 
way.” The largest obstacle Martin had to overcome, however, involved 
reversing the role by which he had made a living for so many years. 
“All my life, I had been a reporter, on the outside looking in,” he noted. 
“Now suddenly I was on the inside looking out. I was not reporting on 
what the public man said; I was putting the words in his mouth. I was 
not reporting policy nuances; I was making them.”3 

A professional writer, Martin said, faced unique challenges when he 
or she chose to use their skills on behalf of a political candidate. “I do not 
mean,” he wrote, “that his partisanship may infect his judgment when he 
returns to his own writing. What I am thinking of is the price a writer pays 
for diverting his writing energies temporarily into a political campaign.” 
“A speechwriter does not merely concoct soaring rhetoric, or deal with the 
political substance of issues, or suit his writing to his candidate’s style,” 
he said. “All that is the least of it. The most important thing he does is to 
conceptualize the speech. This is a creative act.” As an example, he cited 
Archibald MacLeish’s speech, “The Nature of Patriotism,” which the poet 
and author had penned for Democratic nominee Stevenson to deliver in 
front of a potentially hostile American Legion Convention at Madison 
Square Garden in New York on August 27, 1952. The address, in truth, 
had been “an attack” on U.S. Senator Joseph McCarthy’s “so-called patriotic 
anti-Communist crusade.” Stevenson had asked those in attendance: “What 
can we say for the self-styled patriot who thinks that a Negro, a Jew, a 
Catholic, or a Japanese-American is less an American than he? That betrays 

3 Martin, It Seems Like Only Yesterday, 147–48. See also Ray E. Boomhower, “All the Way with 
Adlai: John Bartlow Martin and the 1952 Adlai Stevenson Campaign,” Journal of the Illinois State 
Historical Society 111 (Fall 2018), 73–74. 
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the deepest article of our faith, the belief in individual liberty and equality 
which has always been the heart and soul of the American idea.” Martin 
reflected: “Over the years, I must have poured a great deal of creative energy 
into political speeches for candidates. Who knows what novels, what War 
and Peace, I might have written? (And might not have).” Martin said he 
had “no regrets” about his time as a political speechwriter. Without such 
experiences, he would not have learned to “care so deeply about certain 
public issues nor come to understand so fully the importance of serious 
politics to the life of our democracy.”4

4 Martin, It Seems Like Only Yesterday, 318–19; “The Nature of Patriotism,” online at http://
adlaitoday.org/articles/think3_patriotism_08-27-52.pdf/.

Presidential nominee Adlai Stevenson arriving at the Democratic National Convention, 

Chicago, July 1952. The Stevenson campaign was Martin’s first experience working as a 

speechwriter for a presidential campaign.

U. S. News & World Report Magazine Photograph Collection, Library of Congress

http://adlaitoday.org/articles/think3_patriotism_08-27-52.pdf
http://adlaitoday.org/articles/think3_patriotism_08-27-52.pdf
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During the Stevenson campaign, Martin worked under Bell’s and, 
especially, Schlesinger’s guidance—the academic labeled the reporter 
as “a natural speech writer.” The experience broadened Martin’s under-
standing of American politics and his own liberalism, which had devel-
oped almost automatically during his youth growing up on Brookside 
Avenue in Indianapolis. A small child who endured the loss of two of 
his younger brothers, he had always been on the side of the underdog, a 
feeling heightened by his experience standing in line at factory gates with 
his unemployed father, looking in vain for work during the height of the 
Great Depression. President Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal programs had 
employed Martin’s father as a foreman on a crew making a topographic 
map of Marion County (the Works Progress Administration); saved the 
family home from foreclosure (the Home Owners’ Loan Corporation); 
and given the young Martin a raise at a job he had found with the Indiana 
bureau of the Associated Press (the National Recovery Act). “Roosevelt 
saved us all,” Martin noted. Later, covering a labor strike during his time 
as a reporter with the Indianapolis Times, “I was instinctively on the strik-
ers’ side.” Influenced by his time on Stevenson’s campaign, “nearly all the 
Democrat heroes” became his heroes. He remembered traveling to New 
York a few years after Stevenson’s initial run for the presidency. Walking 
up Forty-Fourth Street from the Algonquin Hotel, Martin saw a woman get 
out of a car double-parked on the street and walk across the sidewalk to the 
Harvard Club. “It was Eleanor Roosevelt,” he recalled. “Without thinking, 
I stopped and stood at attention and took off my hat and held it over my 
heart, something I have done only that one time. Seeing her drew together 
so many threads for me—Brookside Avenue in the Depression, Franklin 
Roosevelt, my own mother and father, unions and liberalism, my writing 
about the disadvantaged, Adlai Stevenson’s doomed 1952 campaign.”5

In Stevenson’s 1956 effort to once again win the Democratic presidential 
nomination, and in John Kennedy’s 1960 run for the White House, Martin 
devised a niche for himself as what he described as an editorial advance 
man, attempting to bring together what he considered the two vital aspects 
of any campaign—scheduling and speechwriting. “I’d go into a state in 
advance of the candidate to interview people, trying to find out what the 
local issues were,” he recalled. “I would talk to the local Democratic leaders, 

5 Arthur Schlesinger Jr., “John Bartlow Martin, 1915–1987,” The Century Yearbook, 1987 (New 
York, 1987), 265; John Bartlow Martin, “The 30s: One Nation, Indomitable,” Chicago Tribune, 
April 27, 1975; Martin, It Seems Like Only Yesterday, 23–24, 148, 154–55. 
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businessmen, newsmen, taxi drivers, waitresses, bartenders, anybody I could 
find.” Once he had amassed enough information, he produced a written 
report (he called them “briefing sheets”) and rejoined the campaign party 
as it traveled through the community he had just visited. The candidate 
could take the briefing sheets Martin had produced and use them to speak 
extemporaneously and expertly about the issues facing a community, and 
never had to arrive at a speech without “knowing what to expect and what 

Martin shakes hands with Lyndon B. Johnson during the vice president’s visit to the 

Dominican Republic for Juan Bosch’s presidential inauguration in 1963. The day before 

Johnson arrived, the Central Intelligence Agency told Martin that U.S. immigration officials 

had stopped two Communist “terrorists” from leaving New York for Santo Domingo.

John Bartlow Martin Papers, Manuscript Division, Library of Congress
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was expected of him,” said Martin. “Editorial advance,” noted Schlesinger, 
“sharpened the impact of speeches and also influenced political strategy.”6

With Robert Kennedy’s assassination following his victory in the 
California primary in early June 1968, the grief-stricken Martin had decided 
he was “through with politics,” expressing little enthusiasm for Humphrey 
or any other candidate seeking the Democratic presidential nomination. 
Martin had believed that Kennedy faced an uphill battle capturing the 
presidential nomination at the Chicago convention, with “a 3 to 5 shot” at 
winning. If Kennedy had won the nomination, Martin said, he would have 
gone on to win the presidency and would have been “a great President, 
maybe greater than his brother.” After Kennedy’s funeral, the sorrowful 
Martin had retreated to a place that for many years had been a place of 
comfort and solace—a cabin he owned at Three Lakes in the wilds of 
Michigan’s Upper Peninsula. He tried to restart a project that he had been 
working on before he joined with Kennedy—a biography of Stevenson. 
Martin could not concentrate on his manuscript, feeling nothing but “bleak 
despair,” and instead tried to assuage his heartache by writing a detailed 
memorandum of his involvement with the Kennedy campaign. He reflected 
that the only three politicians he had ever cared about—Stevenson and 
the Kennedy brothers—were dead. “There is a point in working for the 
principles of Robert Kennedy,” said Martin, “but no Robert Kennedy.” The 
five years since the death of John Kennedy had been bad, he noted, but 
always, in the back of his and others’ minds, had been the thought, “‘Well, 
there’s always Bob.’ Now there isn’t. There’s nothing. The last hurrah, all 
right. Now nothing, no hope, nothing. . . . This time the bastards have 
finally beaten me.” In his memo, he mourned that although there were 
many people serving as county commissioners with “more on the ball than 
Nixon”—whom he described as a “hollow shell, a nothing”—it seemed 
likely that the Republican would be the next president. “The country 
deserves him,” wrote a bitter Martin.7

As Martin sequestered himself at his cabin in the Michigan woods, 
Democrats prepared to gather for their Chicago convention from August 

6 RFK Notes, John Bartlow Martin Papers; Robert G. Schultz, “Envoy Has Boss Now, His First in 
25 Years,” Indianapolis Times, March 4, 1962; and Schlesinger, “John Bartlow Martin, 1915–1987,” 
265. Martin had suggested the editorial advance idea to Stevenson during the 1952 campaign, but 
the candidate, who “always felt uncomfortable without a prepared text,” did not “like the idea.” 
1952 Presidential Campaign Journal, Box 62, John Bartlow Martin Papers.
7 It Seems Like Only Yesterday, 307; RFK Notes, John Bartlow Martin Papers. Martin added an 
ominous coda: “But they would have killed him.”
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26 to 29. Although the identity of the party’s nominee was still in ques-
tion, delegates knew the person they would face in the fall. Earlier that 
month, Republicans, gathered at the Miami Beach Convention Center, had 
nominated Nixon over challenges from Governor Nelson Rockefeller of 
New York and Governor Ronald Reagan of California. The convention had 
gone off with few problems, and television networks, with their equipment 
already in Miami, had called upon the Democratic Party to hold its con-
vention there as well. Under pressure from Mayor Richard Daley, however, 
the Democrats remained in Chicago, a location that even Humphrey later 
said was “just the worst possible place for it.” Peace activists descended 
upon the convention to protest the Vietnam War. Daley, however, refused 
to grant the protestors any permits to demonstrate or camp in city parks. 
“No thousands will come to our city and take over our streets, our city, 
and our Convention,” Daley declared, and he established an 11:00 p.m. 
curfew. Fences and barbed wire ringed the amphitheater, and vehicles were 
stopped and checked blocks away from the convention. A confrontation 
seemed inevitable as police and protestors clashed in the city’s streets and 
parks, and even in the hotels housing delegates and leading Democrats, 
including Humphrey and McCarthy. Protestors responded to beatings by 
police and stinging tear-gas canisters with cries of “The whole world is 
watching.” Members of the foreign press covering the convention were 
aghast at what they witnessed, noting that the police “went, quite literally, 
berserk,” beating not only protestors but newsmen and innocent bystand-
ers as well. In his memoirs, Humphrey expressed sadness that “decent 
young people expressing their democratic right to dissent were beaten and 
injured needlessly and sometimes brutally,” and that the violence “left one 
more hideous stain on American politics.” He believed, however, that the 
Chicago police had been “provoked in an environment created in large 
part by a few people whose threats, plotting, and determination to wreck 
the Democratic convention were almost as central to the havoc in Grant 
Park as the billy clubs.”8

In the days leading up to the Democratic convention, Martin received a 
direct request from George Ball, an old friend from his days with Stevenson, 
that he work for the Humphrey campaign. Martin declined the offer but 

8 Lewis L. Gould, 1968: The Election That Changed America (Chicago, 1993), 52; Lewis Chester, 
Godfrey Hodgson, and Bruce Page, An American Melodrama: The Presidential Campaign of 1968 
(New York, 1969), 521; Tom Wicker, “Humphrey Nominated on the First Ballot After His Plank 
on Vietnam is Approved,” New York Times, August 29, 1968; and Hubert H. Humphrey, The 
Education of a Public Man: My Life and Politics (Garden City, N. Y., 1976), 383, 386–87. 
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said in a July 10 letter to Ball that down the road he could do for the vice 
president what he had done for both Robert and John Kennedy—not writ-
ing set speeches but doing the editorial advance work he had pioneered 
in previous campaigns. Martin also emphasized his role in thinking up 
“happenings” for Robert Kennedy, and his close work with the campaign’s 
schedulers to “make the schedule fit editorial and political needs rather 
than be devised arbitrarily by advance men, geographers, and local pol-
iticians.” Martin told Ball he thought these activities might be useful to 
Humphrey, if at all, more in September and October rather than in July. 
“In the meanwhile,” said Martin, “I gather that he [Humphrey] does have 
serious problems, not so much in winning the nomination as in getting 
nominated in such a way as not to lose the election.” He offered to produce 
memos, from time to time, leading up to the convention, addressing pos-
sible problems facing the candidate and what he could do to solve them. 
Martin was more direct when dealing with attempts by Minow and Adlai 
Stevenson III to have him join the Citizens for Humphrey Committee in 
Illinois, saying he was not yet ready to do so, as he did not know the vice 
president’s position on America’s growing involvement in the Vietnam 
War (Martin considered himself a dove when it came to the conflict) and 

Young protestors face off with Illinois National Guard troops across from the Hilton Hotel at 

Grant Park during the chaotic Democratic National Convention in Chicago, August 26, 1968.

U.S. News & World Report Magazine Photograph collection, Library of Congress
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wanted to see what Ted Kennedy, the U.S. senator from Massachusetts, 
might do at the convention.9

On August 4, Ted Van Dyk, a close assistant to Humphrey and the vice 
president’s chief executive officer for the upcoming presidential campaign, 
wrote Martin to say that the offer to write memos was “certainly a welcome 
one.” Van Dyk told Martin to send the memos directly to him and hinted 
at working something out regarding the offer of editorial advance work for 
the vice president that fall. Five days later, Martin crafted a four-page memo 
to Humphrey, sent through Van Dyk, offering some of the same advice 
he had given Robert Kennedy on what he should do after the California 
primary. Martin wrote that the vice president seemed too much a creature 
of President Johnson and the Democratic Party machinery and needed 
to establish his independence without directly breaking with the presi-
dent—especially regarding Johnson’s escalation of American involvement 
in the Vietnam War. Martin suggested a whistle-stop railroad trip across 
the country before the convention, what he called a “whistle-and-listen” 
journey, staying out of large cities for the most part, and hitting instead 
small towns and suburbs. “You would not so much speak to the people 
as listen to them, find out what’s on their minds, what their concerns are, 
what they think should be done about them,” said Martin. “You should not 
meet with local political leaders but with private citizens—businessmen, 
workingmen, farmers, housewives, etc.”10

Martin’s advice to Humphrey mirrored the guidance he had given to 
Kennedy while the New York senator had been trying to win over Hoosier 
voters. That spring, Senator McCarthy’s campaign staff had been talking 
about the “politics of participation” and the “New Politics,” prompted in 
part by the many college students who flocked to help the antiwar candi-
date; Martin, however, professed little use for such philosophical musings 
and preferred a more pragmatic stance. He noted that the Kennedy staff 
campaigned in the “old politics” method of scheduling their candidate in 
his areas of strength—before audiences of African Americans, blue-collar 
workers, ethnic groups, and Catholics, for example—and pitched his 

9 John Bartlow Martin to George Ball, July 10, 1968, and John Bartlow Martin to Adlai Stevenson 
III, July 24, 1968, Box 85, John Bartlow Martin Papers. Martin explained in his memoirs that, 
preoccupied as he was with Lyndon Johnson’s reelection campaign in 1964 and the Dominican 
civil war in 1965–67, he had known little about and paid little attention to what was going on 
with American involvement in Vietnam. “By late 1966 or 1967 I was as much opposed as anyone 
else,” Martin said. Martin, It Seems Like Only Yesterday, 265.
10 John Bartlow Martin memorandum to the Vice President, August 9, 1968, Box 85, Martin Papers.
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speeches straight at those audiences. The core of any political campaign, 
Martin said, included what he called “old-fashioned gut politics—appealing 
to diverse groups of voters in one way or another, sometimes by telling 
them what they want to hear, sometimes by doing the reverse, sometimes 
by kidding them, but always making the pitch.” He also believed that 1968 
would resemble 1952, when the electorate, weary after years of the New 
Deal and two wars, had sought calm and turned to Republican presidential 
candidate and war hero Dwight D. Eisenhower. After eight years of what 
Martin termed Eisenhower “do-nothingism,” voters had been ready to 
follow a fresh, exciting, and young leader, and had elected John Kennedy. 
“Not in 1968—once more they [the voters] wanted change,” said Martin, 
“change from Vietnam and from riots, but change and calm, not a sum-
mons to great adventures.”11

Although Martin had established some ties to the Humphrey cam-
paign, he still felt no real enthusiasm for any Democratic politician after 
Kennedy’s death. He attended the convention and drifted, as many former 
Kennedy supporters did, into the last-minute campaign of U.S. Senator 
George McGovern of South Dakota. McGovern had entered the race for 
the nomination on August 10, as peace advocates in the party had grown 
frustrated with McCarthy’s inaction since losing the California primary, 
some touting the South Dakotan with the slogan: “George McGovern is 
the real Eugene McCarthy.” Schlesinger, who helped the McGovern cause, 
believed that he “would obviously be a better President than Humphrey 
or McCarthy.” The Kennedy people converged on McGovern’s candidacy 
not so much because of McGovern—although Martin noted that he was 
“a very decent man”—but because they had grown to despise McCarthy 
and because Humphrey represented to them the Johnson administration’s 
position of continued, and perhaps escalated, involvement in the Vietnam 
War.12

11 RFK Notes, John Bartlow Martin Papers; Martin, It Seems Like Only Yesterday, 287.
12 Memorandum on the Humphrey Campaign, John Bartlow Martin Papers; Schlesinger, Journals: 
1952–2000, 297; Bruce Miroff, The Liberals’ Moment: The McGovern Insurgency and the Identity 
Crisis of the Democratic Party (Lawrence, Kan., 2007), 17; and Martin, It Seems Like Only Yesterday, 
322-24. Buoyed by his performance in a televised debate with Humphrey and McCarthy before 
the California delegation at the 1968 convention, McGovern began to believe he had a chance 
to gain the 1972 Democratic presidential nomination. “It was a unique experience for a junior 
Senator from South Dakota to know that he had bested two highly talented colleagues before 
the television viewers of the nation,” McGovern said. “I confess that thoughts of a future bid for 
the presidency entered my mind . . . that day.” See Miroff, The McGovern Insurgency, 17; and 
George McGovern, Grassroots: The Autobiography of George McGovern (New York, 1977), 123.
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Like many other Democrats in Chicago, Martin could not believe what 
he saw on the streets of the city he loved, calling the entire proceeding a 
disaster for his party. He noted that Johnson had been “in many ways an 
admirable president,” with his Great Society social programs and support 
for civil rights, and that Daley stood as “surely the best mayor Chicago ever 
had,” but he was appalled at the two men’s behavior at the convention. 
“As Daley’s police beat the kids in the streets, and as Johnson’s political 
operatives smothered the convention, one could only feel that two stubborn 
old men were destroying any chance the Democratic party had to keep the 
unspeakable Richard Nixon out of the White House,” said Martin. Sitting 
in a room at the Chicago Club with actor Ralph Bellamy, who had been 
part of a memorial to Stevenson at the convention, a “disheartened” Martin 
could see out of a window onto Michigan Avenue, where “a wave of young 
Vietnam War protestors pursued by police swept down the street, tear gas 
bombs smoking among them.” Even Humphrey bristled at Johnson’s tight 
grip on the convention, which included forcing the vice president to beg 
the president’s aides for extra tickets to the amphitheater for his family. 
Hearing McCarthy complain that he did not have enough hotel space for 

Seated among Illinois delegates at the 1968 Democratic National Convention, Chicago mayor 

Richard J. Daley reacts with angry and profane shouts to comments from the podium made by 

U.S. Senator Abraham A. Ribicoff of Connecticut criticizing the “Gestapo tactics” of the city’s 

police force against protestors.

U.S. News & World Report Magazine Photograph collection, Library of Congress
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his staff, Humphrey said, “What the hell’s he complaining for? I’m the Vice 
President of the United States and I’m being treated like a Yugoslav peasant.” 
Clark Clifford, Johnson’s Secretary of Defense, even questioned whether 
the president “in his heart of hearts . . . really wanted Humphrey to win,” 
as Nixon’s position on the war in Vietnam seemed more closely aligned 
with Johnson’s own. Clifford recalled that the president had confided to a 
friend that, if Humphrey backed away from supporting the administration’s 
war aims, a Nixon victory “would be better for the country.”13

In the chaos that was the Chicago convention, Humphrey received his 
party’s nomination on the first ballot, but his victory was tarnished by the 
horrible scenes on Chicago’s streets; the only bright spot appeared to be 
his popular selection of Edmund Muskie, U.S. Senator from Maine, as his 
running mate. The violence at the convention, coupled with McCarthy’s 
renegade campaign, the Tet Offensive in Vietnam, and the assassinations of 
Robert Kennedy and Martin Luther King Jr., all worked together to throw 
the Democratic Party into disarray as it attempted to take on Nixon and his 
running mate, little-known Maryland governor Spiro T. Agnew. “It’s as if 
we’ve been pushed off the rim of the Grand Canyon,” Humphrey told his 
wife, Muriel, “and now we have to claw our way up the sides.” Humphrey 
pointed out that his nomination came later “than any other Democratic 
non-incumbent’s nomination during this century” and left him little time 
for “healing the wounds, planning the finances, organizing the campaign, or 
preparing the campaign.” A Gallup Poll taken after the convention showed 
43 percent of the electorate supporting Nixon, 30 percent for Humphrey, 
and 19 percent preferring a wildcard in the campaign, former Alabama 
governor George Wallace, best known for his stand against integration. 
Wallace was on the ballot in all fifty states as the presidential candidate for 
the American Independent Party. Assured of strong support in the South 
and among backlash blue-collar workers in the industrial North attracted 
by his “law and order” message, Wallace hoped to win enough states to 
throw the election into the House of Representatives. Humphrey’s team 
also saw this as a possibility, with Martin noting that he and others on 
the campaign staff believed that the vice president might lose the popular 
vote but “deadlock the Electoral College, in which case it would go to the 
House and HHH would win,” as Democrats had a majority there. If that 

13 Martin, It Seems Like Only Yesterday, 298, 307–308; Arnold A. Offner, Hubert Humphrey: The 
Conscience of the Country (New Haven, Conn., 2018), 293, 324; and Offner, “Foreign Powers 
Interfered in the 1968 Election. Why Didn’t LBJ Stop Them?” Washington Post, November 4, 2018.
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did happen, Wallace might make a deal with Nixon to throw the election 
his way. Martin feared for the country if voters had to wait from November 
to January to know who the president would be.14

14 Albert Eisele, Almost to the Presidency: A Biography of Two American Politicians (Blue Earth, 
Minn., 1972), 332–33; Humphrey, The Education of a Public Man, 397-98; Michael Nelson, Resilient 
America: Electing Nixon in 1968, Channeling Dissent, and Dividing Government (Lawrence, Kan., 
2014), 185; Gould, 1968: The Election That Changed America, 65–66, 135; and Memorandum on 
the Humphrey Campaign, John Bartlow Martin Papers. 

Humphrey supporters at the Democratic National Convention, Chicago, August 1968.
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Martin could now find sound reasons for voting for and working for 
Humphrey’s election: both Nixon and Wallace were “worse”; Humphrey 
had credentials with African Americans because of his support of civil 
rights; the vice president possessed a “long liberal Democratic record”; 
and his election would “preserve gains won by Demo[cratic] liberalism.” 
On Sunday, September 29, Martin went to Washington, D. C., to begin his 
work with the Humphrey campaign. Although at first Martin believed that 
he would be conducting the editorial advance work he had pioneered, the 
situation had changed, and he worked as one of Humphrey’s speechwriters 
under the administrative leadership of John Stewart, a legislative assistant 
for the vice president. Adlai Stevenson III had written Martin on September 
23, relating that he had talked with Humphrey and the candidate had 
passed along a request that Martin supply “some desperately needed help 
with speech writing. Ted [Van Dyk] now knows that what Hubert really 
wants is rhetoric, not advance work.” Stevenson said that he felt “terrible” 
about diverting Martin from his work on his father’s biography, but the 
situation called for him to do all he could for Humphrey. To Martin, the 
vice president’s early campaign speeches sounded “wooden, more like 
position papers,” not surprising because the writers were not “professional 
political speech writers; they were issues men, legislative assistants and 
others from the VP staff.” After Martin’s arrival, and as the campaign swung 
into full gear, the speeches became more political. Humphrey also began to 
feel more like a candidate instead of the vice president. “He need not give 
statesmanlike addresses benefitting the high office he held,” said Martin. 
“He could get out in the gutter and slug . . . like any other candidate.”15

The vice president seemed to face insurmountable obstacles in his path 
to victory, enduring chants of “Dump the Hump” and “Fascist, Fascist” 
from anti-war protestors at appearances around the country. The pressures 
of the campaign sometimes overwhelmed Humphrey, Martin noted. The 
candidate would yell to his aides, “‘God damn it, why can’t I get anything 
done in this campaign?’” The tension would be broken by someone in the 
room offering a joke, and often Humphrey, a minute or two later, would 
grin, swear, “look around the room fiercely at each one of us, chin out” and 
then say “‘Now I feel better. What’s next?’” Humphrey’s campaign also had 
to deal with a paucity of donations; nobody wanted to waste their money 
on a hopeless cause. As of mid-September, noted Van Dyk, the campaign 

15 Adlai Stevenson III to John Bartlow Martin, September 23, 1968, Box 85, John Bartlow Martin 
Papers.
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had only $200,000 in cash on hand (Humphrey estimated that he needed 
between $10 million and $15 million to run a proper campaign). “You 
cannot raise money for a losing candidate,” Martin noted, “and the polls 
made HHH’s cause look so hopeless in September that nobody could raise 
a dime for him. This is the most important effect of the polls at that stage 
of a campaign. It may have cost HHH the election. If he had had some 
money in September, he might have been able to get an organization 
functioning. But he did not.” At this point in the campaign, said Van Dyk, 
the vice president had no time for fundraising, as he was busy trying to 
pull his fragmented party back together. Humphrey spent as much time 
in private meetings with leading Democrats as he did in public outreach 
with voters. “His campaign was floundering,” Martin said. “He had little 
staff, few good writers, no position papers; no direction.” Later, Martin 
realized that the press’s view of Humphrey having a “poor staff” had been 
inaccurate. Although not as brilliant as the staff around Stevenson or John 
Kennedy, the men on whom the vice president depended for advice were 
sound, with Van Dyk “a very competent technician and a pretty good 
politician”; Stewart the same, if less experienced; and Lawrence O’Brien, 
Johnson’s Postmaster General who had joined Humphrey’s election team as 
its director, “great,” according to Martin. For his part, Van Dyk considered 
Martin “an all-around good guy,” and appreciated his knowledge of the 
country as well as his ability, because of his journalistic background, to 
produce speeches on deadline. “To be a good speechwriter in a campaign 
you’ve got to be able to turn things out quick,” Van Dyk said, “and he 
could do that—sit down and turn it out, get it in on time, and move on 
to the next [speech].”16

During a September 30 television broadcast from Salt Lake City, Utah, 
Humphrey took an independent stance from Johnson’s war policies, noting 
that “as President I would be willing to stop the bombing of the North 
as an acceptable risk for peace because I believe it could lead to success 
in the negotiations and thereby shorten the war. This would be the best 
protection of our troops.” The vice president went on to say that if North 
Vietnam showed bad faith, he reserved the right to resume bombing, but 
was determined to move “towards de-Americanization of the war.” The 

16 Carl Solberg, Hubert Humphrey: A Biography (New York, 1984), 373; Ted Van Dyk, Heroes, 
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speech had a particularly salutary effect on Humphrey, according to O’Brien: 
“He felt good about it, he was his own man.” Contributions finally began 
coming in with regularity, and Van Dyk also noticed the absence of “major 
heckling” during the vice president’s campaign appearances. “It was as if 
someone had turned off a switch,” he said. Students began waving signs 
with such slogans as “Thank You Mr. Humphrey,” “If You Mean It, We’re 
With You,” and “Stop the War—Humphrey We Trust You.” Martin watched 
Humphrey’s speech at the Washington home of his friend, journalist John 
Steele. “[Humphrey] did not go as far on Viet Nam as I wished,” Martin 
recalled, “but he did open the door, I thought, to move away from LBJ a 
little at a time.”17

According to Martin, O’Brien had thought that Humphrey, after his 
Salt Lake City speech, needed to “do something courageous. So he went 
South to attack George Wallace.” Martin wrote the speech the vice president 
delivered before a crowd of approximately 11,000 at the Stokley Athletics 
Center at the University of Tennessee, Knoxville, on October 1. Newspaper 
accounts noted that the vice president was interrupted about thirty times 
by cheers and applause during his remarks, in which he talked about 
forces in the country—“radical extremists of the right or of the left”—who 
were preaching division and whose objective was “nothing less than the 
ultimate destruction of our political system, the institution of democratic 
government, and the political processes which America has developed 
through its own experiences to govern this nation.” Closely following the 
words Martin had crafted, Humphrey reminded his audience that disorder 
was not dissent, but in fact the “enemy of dissent.” In remarks that drew 
one of his many applause breaks from the crowd, Humphrey noted that 
those who believed in individual liberty should have “as their standard in 
a democracy dissent, yes; disorder, no. And it ought to be just that simple.” 
Humphrey directly attacked Wallace as “an apostle of hate and racism,” 
and went as far as to liken Wallace’s candidacy to Hitler’s rise to power in 
1930s Germany: “You say these things can never happen in America? It 

17 Solberg, Hubert Humphrey, 383–84; Theodore H. White, The Making of the President 1968 (New 
York, 1969), 355–56; Van Dyk, Heroes, Hacks, and Fools, 88; Memorandum on the Humphrey 
Campaign, John Bartlow Martin Papers; Martin, It Seems Like Only Yesterday, 308–309. To Martin 
and others who had worked in John Kennedy’s administration, it seemed “inconceivable” that 
Kennedy would have “allowed himself to be dragged so deeply into Vietnam as President Johnson 
did,” partly from the lessons he had learned from the Bay of Pigs disaster. “A few weeks before his 
death,” Martin recalled, “when he and I were discussing our failure to prevent the overthrow of 
the Dominican president, he said quietly, ‘There are some things we simply cannot do.’ Already 
he had learned there are limits to American power.” See Martin, It Seems Like Only Yesterday, 339.
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can’t happen here? I devoutly hope and pray that you are right. But I have 
never seen a time in America when we were at a more critical juncture in 
our history since the War between the States. And I know from my per-
sonal experience, and we are closer to these possibilities of tragedy than 
I would ever have believed possible.” And while Wallace professed to be 
for law and order, the vice president pointed out that during his time as 
governor of Alabama, the state had the highest murder rate in the country 
and ranked fourth in aggravated assault. Humphrey also hit at Nixon, who, 
although “surely no racist,” had, within his campaign, people who have 
“led the reactionary extremist forces in America for the past two decades 
and who continue these attacks at this very moment.” In his speeches, 
Nixon appealed to “the same fears, the same passions, the same frustrations 
which, regretfully, could unleash in this country a torrent of unreasoning 
hate and opposition.” Humphrey ad-libbed at the end of his talk, where 
Martin had used a quote from Revolutionary War soldier and spy Nathan 
Hale: “I am only one but I am one. I cannot do everything, but I can do 
something. And what I can do, that I ought to do. And what I ought to 
do, by the grace of God, I shall do.”18 

The enormity of the challenges still facing the Humphrey campaign 
hit the candidate full force at a meeting with his advisers (Martin included) 
on Friday, October 4, at the vice president’s apartment in Washington. 
As they discussed the details of a national print advertising campaign, 
Humphrey interrupted, saying, according to Martin: “What I want to ask 
you is where the hell is the campaign? I’ve been going around the country, 
for 15 days, beating my brains out, making speech after speech; and after 
each somebody in the crowd comes up to me and asks me for some buttons, 
or bumper stickers, or something, and I say I haven’t got any but I’m sure 
my local organizer does have—then I turn to him and by God he hasn’t got 
any either. Now where the hell is the campaign?” Finally, O’Brien informed 
the candidate that while the mockups of promotional materials had been 
prepared, the Democratic Party did not have enough cash or credit to 
produce them, and could not even pay for the fuel for the vice president’s 
jet. The party also had little chance of raising any substantial contribu-
tions because of the public’s perception that Humphrey stood no chance 

18 Ellis Binkley, “Humphrey Lashes Wallace ‘Hate,’” Kingsport (Tennessee) Times, October 2, 1968; 
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of winning. Humphrey sat in silence for a moment, Martin noted, before 
saying, “Well. All right. I can raise money. I’ll go out and make speeches 
at fund-raising dinners. We’ve got to do it.” As Martin furiously took notes 
for use in upcoming speeches, the vice president also set out the themes 
he wanted to emphasize as the campaign moved forward. Humphrey said, 
“Only three things matter. Number One, who can you trust? Number Two, 
who can get peace? Number Three, who can hold this country together?” 
Humphrey added that his opponent’s greatest weakness was that he was 
untrustworthy. “I’m compassionate. I’m not very smart. But I’m not tricky,” 
Humphrey reminded his advisers. “Nobody ever said that. They’ve said 
I’m gabby, I talk too much, said I wobble or try to please too many people. 
But they don’t think I’m a cheat or tricky.”19

After his first meeting with Humphrey, whom he had not seen in 
person since the convention, Martin began to feel better about the remain-
ing campaign. All summer and fall he had been hearing from his liberal 
friends that Humphrey’s time as Johnson’s vice president had “destroyed 
the old Hubert,” that he was a shell of his former self and his cause was 
hopeless. The cause might well be hopeless if the Democrats could not 
manage to raise enough contributions, but Martin believed that Humphrey 
had become “sharp and hard” for the fight ahead and that he knew what 
issues should be emphasized—trust, the war, and holding the country 
together. “And if he lost, it wouldn’t be because he was weak, or spiritless, 
or unable to lead,” Martin said. “He was strong. ‘The old Hubert’ was not 
gone. I was glad.” Unfortunately, a revitalized Humphrey seemed unable 
to improve the campaign’s scheduling, which Martin called the worst he 
had ever seen, with a great amount of time wasted and appearances in 
the wrong places. “HHH and I were the only two who thought we should 
fight for Illinois,” Martin remembered. “Everybody kept saying we were 
down 14 points in the polls there; it was gone. So until the very end we 
wrote it off. Looking back, we should have fought for it instead of Ohio.” 
(After the election, Mayor Daley told Martin that Humphrey might have 
won the state if the campaign had made a swing through the southern tier 
of Democratic counties.)20

By the week of October 14, Martin noted, the vice president’s campaign 
had begun to catch fire as several things happened at once. With the World 

19 Memorandum on the Humphrey Campaign, John Bartlow Martin Papers. 
20 Ibid.



22	 INDIANA  MAGAZINE  OF  HISTORY

Series finally over, the voters began to pay attention to politics. “They hadn’t 
wanted to,” Martin recalled. “They’d been sitting back bitching, saying 
none of the candidates was any good, they were going to vote for Wallace 
in protest. Now the calendar was starting to force them to face reality.” 
Martin never believed that Wallace could retain the 21 percent of the vote 
total that polls showed him as having in September, especially among 
people Martin termed as “blue-collar hillbilly Democrats in the North.” 
He had “always thought the unions and the Democratic party would bring 
those people home.” Humphrey had also staked out his own position on 
Vietnam and had begun to benefit from his underdog status, with Nixon’s 
campaign seemingly stuck on its message of a secret plan to end the war 
and its stubborn refusal to participate in a televised debate. “Nixon ran 
a campaign of avoidance—he avoided the issues, he avoided Humphrey, 
and he avoided the people,” noted O’Brien. “We were never able to get a 
hand on him.” Martin viewed the election as different from the ones he had 
previously been involved in. Ordinarily an incumbent defends his record, 
he said, while his opponent attacks. “In this case the incumbent, HHH, 
swung to the attack, while his opponent, Nixon, merely talked about the 
need for new leadership,” Martin said. The Humphrey campaign did take 
every opportunity it could to take advantage of Agnew’s habit of speak-
ing his mind in spite of the political costs, particularly his comment, “To 
some extent, if you’ve seen one city slum, you’ve seen them all.” Minow 
contributed a riposte to Martin, “If you’ve seen one slum you’ve seen one 
too many,” and he tried to include it in many of Humphrey’s speeches. 
Martin also added the line, “‘If you’ve seen one Nixon you’ve seen them 
all.’ HHH loved the latter. Once on the plane Van Dyk and I cut it out of 
a speech in front of HHH, and he pleaded with us to restore it,” Martin 
recalled, “but we explained that we didn’t think that particular occasion 
a good place for an attack on Nixon; and he acceded.”21 

Martin developed a routine for his time with the Humphrey campaign. 
In the morning, he traveled with the candidate on his plane. When the 
plane landed at an airport for a rally, Martin remained onboard to write. 
“In the evening when we arrived at the overnight stop airport,” he recalled, 
“I would usually get a car and cut out of the motorcade and go straight to 
the overnight hotel to write.” While campaigning in Ohio, Martin secured 
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a car and a driver at the first stop and had the driver take him to the town 
scheduled for the last appearance of the day, sometimes writing as the 
car sped on. Once he arrived at his destination, Martin would “hole up 
in a motel to work.” He usually saw the candidate “most often and at the 
greatest length while we were airborne together between stops; though I 
sometimes saw him at night in his hotel room.”22

Unlike Adlai Stevenson, who always wanted something new from 
his speechwriters for every appearance, Humphrey, Martin observed, did 
not object to delivering the same speech twice. The vice president always 
requested a set text when he made a speech, and, as Van Dyk remembered, if 
the speech was important (for example, a policy speech), Humphrey usually 
read what was given him word for word. On other occasions, however, the 
candidate would deviate widely from the prepared text. “He would take 
a 20-minute speech and talk for a full hour,” Martin recalled. “He would 
take a well-structured carefully phrased speech and butcher it, rambling 
on and on.” Humphrey’s ad-libbing habit proved to be “very unreliable,” 
Martin added, as sometimes he was “very effective, more often than not a 
bore. He just talked too damn much. I told him so, so did everybody else; 
but it did no good.” Humphrey’s ebullient personality—his promise to 
pursue “the politics of happiness, the politics of purpose, and the politics 
of joy”—did not fit with the somber mood of a year when young American 
men kept dying in Vietnam and Kennedy and King had been gunned down. 
Martin had tried in several of his speech drafts to include passages about 
“how lousy things were and why there were protests.” Humphrey had 
followed the script during his appearance at the University of Tennessee, 
but would not do so in subsequent speeches. Martin discussed it with Van 
Dyk, who told him, “You and I think things are lousy but he just doesn’t. 
He’s essentially optimistic.” Although college students often attacked him 
for his support of the Johnson administration’s aggression in Vietnam, 
Humphrey remained determined that he could turn their opinions around. 
The vice president once told Martin, “I can hardly wait to become President 
of the United States. I can work with these young people.”23

The war in Vietnam, efforts to reach a peace agreement, and treach-
ery from the Nixon camp almost caused chaos during the last days of the 
1968 campaign. Wiretap reports in late October from several governmental 

22 Memorandum on the Humphrey Campaign, John Bartlow Martin Papers.
23 Ibid.; Van Dyk interview with the author.
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agencies, including the Federal Bureau of Investigation, Central Intelligence 
Agency, and National Security Agency, showed that officials from the 
Nixon campaign had used its influence to convince the South Vietnamese 
government not to participate in peace talks in Paris. In researching 
his Nixon biography, historian John A. Farrell came across notes from  
H. R. Haldeman, a key Nixon aide. Haldeman had proposed that Anna 
Chennault, a member of the pro-nationalist China lobby and a fundraiser 
for Nixon’s campaign, throw a “monkey wrench” into the peace talks, an 
action in violation of U.S. law prohibiting “private citizens from trying to 
defeat the measures of the United States.” Government surveillance reports 
noted that Chennault had been in touch with South Vietnamese ambassa-
dor Bui Diem, telling him that “she had received a message from her boss 
[Nixon] . . . to give personally to the ambassador. She said the message was 
. . . ‘Hold on. We are gonna win. . . . Please tell your boss to hold on.’”24

On November 3, while flying from Washington, D. C., for campaign 
appearances in Houston and Los Angeles, Martin heard Humphrey talking in 
angry tones with his aides. Just a few days before, Johnson had announced 
a halt to American bombing of North Vietnam to begin a few days after the 
election. Johnson had told Humphrey of Nixon’s attempt to subvert the 
peace process, but said that he had no “hard proof” to share. With Van Dyk 
and Martin, among others, listening in, Humphrey exploded: “That God 
damn China lobby is putting them [the Nixon campaign] up to it and if 
they don’t cut it out within 24 hours I’m going to expose them. And I want 
somebody to tell them so. . . . I tell you if we don’t do something, this damn 
thing [the bombing halt] is going to turn around on us, instead of a plus 
it’s going to be a minus by Monday.” The vice president even threatened to 
release a statement to the press that if South Vietnamese officials did not 
attend the peace talks, he, if elected president, would withdraw American 
support for their cause. Van Dyk recalled that the campaign staff, realizing 
that Humphrey was reacting emotionally and did not intend to make such 
a dramatic policy reversal, issued a statement “indicating that, if the South 
Vietnamese refused to come to the conference table, Humphrey as president 
would send American negotiators there without them. That in itself was 
a strong statement, made without regard to the U.S. policy stance of the 
moment.” Van Dyk believed that the Humphrey campaign had practical 
political reasons not to announce any details of Nixon’s scheme to scuttle 

24 Solberg, Hubert Humphrey, 325; John A. Farrell, “Nixon’s Vietnam Treachery,” New York Times, 
December 31, 2016; Farrell, Richard Nixon: The Life (New York, 2017).



	 John Bartlow Martin and Humphrey ’s  1968 Campaign	 25

the peace talks. “Making a bombshell charge, on election eve,” Van Dyk 
pointed out, “could have made Humphrey seem desperate—especially 
since Nixon could have expected to brand it a lie.” It would also be hard to 
explain how they had obtained the information, as they could hardly expect 
to disclose that the campaign was using secret government intercepts for 
a political purpose. While Johnson did label Nixon’s actions as “treason” 
in a telephone conversation with Republican senator and minority leader 
Everett Dirksen, the president failed to make any public statement on 
the matter and urged Humphrey to back the administration and rely on 
platitudes, such as praying for peace.25 

As Election Day neared, Martin believed that Humphrey had closed 
the gap on Nixon, helped in no small part by last-minute, vital financial 
and logistical support from organized labor. The American Federation 
of Labor and Congress of Industrial Organizations registered 4.6 million 
voters, distributed 115 million pieces of campaign literature, and spent 
millions of dollars aimed at stopping traditional Democrats from bolting 
the party for Wallace. Before returning to Minnesota, where Humphrey 
would cast his ballot at a rural polling place near Waverly, Martin accom-
plished his final task for the campaign—writing three possible statements 
for election night, one if Humphrey won, another if he lost, and a third 
if the election were thrown into the House of Representatives. “The last 
was the hardest,” Martin recalled, as he pondered what Nixon and Wallace 
might do if no candidate won a clear-cut victory. A few days earlier on 
the campaign plane, Martin had cornered Humphrey and said to him: “I 
want to say this before the election. Win lose or draw you’ve run a good 
campaign, an honorable campaign. You’ve said nothing you’ll ever regret, 
and this is important for you and the country. And you’ve kept the liberal 
cause alive.”26 

As voting results started to trickle in on Tuesday, November 5, Martin, 
watching the returns at the Leamington Hotel in Minneapolis, believed 
his candidate just might pull off the impossible when voting in New York 
and Michigan looked good for Humphrey (he went on to win both states). 
The vice president’s victory in Pennsylvania had Van Dyk believing that 
the Democrats could defeat Nixon. “But then it hung. And hung,” Martin 
recalled. “I think I went to bed around 3 or 4 a.m., with California, Illinois, 
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and Ohio still out.” Nixon won all three of those states and squeaked into 
office, winning 43.4 percent of the popular vote to 42.7 for Humphrey 
and 13.5 percent for Wallace. The Republican candidate enjoyed a sub-
stantial triumph in the Electoral College, with 301 electoral votes to 191 
for Humphrey and 46 for Wallace. Although gracious in his concession 
statement, Humphrey, when he learned from O’Brien that urban precincts 
in New Jersey and Ohio were failing to produce their expected Democratic 
votes and the election was most likely lost, had said, “The American people 
will learn they just elected a papier-mâché president.”27

Although some Democrats believed that if the race had lasted another 
week Humphrey might have managed to pull off the upset, Martin dis-
agreed. In his opinion, the vice president’s campaign reached its peak 
on Election Day, and Humphrey would have lost votes in another week. 
“Where we needed the time was on the other end, at the start,” he said. 
The Republicans had held their convention earlier than the Democrats, 
giving them a few weeks head start. The Democrats’ late August date had 
been set earlier, when Johnson was still a viable candidate, so that dele-
gates could celebrate the president’s sixtieth birthday on August 27. Had 
the Chicago convention not torn the party to pieces, Humphrey might 
well have been able to raise the money he needed—Martin claimed that  
$10 million in September would have won the election. After all, he pointed 
out, the approximately 73 million who voted represented about 60 percent of 
eligible voters. “Republican suburban WASPS vote, rain or shine or snow,” 
he said. Democrats had to work harder to get their voters (for example, 
disadvantaged individuals without childcare or adequate transportation) 
to the polls. Had the Democratic Party been able to form a strong get-out-
the-vote operation, said Martin, “far more than half the non-voters would 
have voted Democratic,” and Humphrey would have received more than 
enough votes to defeat Nixon.28 

Humphrey’s spirited effort did make the 1968 presidential election 
far closer than anyone would have thought possible when the campaign 
began on Labor Day. Although frustrated and upset by the outcome, Martin 
was not sorry to have spent so much of his time with the Kennedy and 
Humphrey campaigns: “As to the former, I might have thought, since I 
was so afraid he might be shot, that I might have prevented it had I been 
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there.” he said. “As to the latter, which was so close, I might have thought 
that one good speechwriter could have changed the result. Now I know I 
did everything I could in both. Not enough; but all I could.” He was par-
ticularly proud that the Humphrey campaign had kept the “liberal faith 
alive” and managed, finally, to pull Democrats together. “The party looked 
in terrible shape Labor Day,” he noted. “By election day it was very much 
alive and came within an inch of keeping the presidency.”29

Martin was not finished with Democratic presidential politics. Four 
years later, in the 1972 election, he again used his writing skills for his 
party’s candidate, on this occasion a surprise nominee—McGovern, who 
faced off against the incumbent, Nixon. The fifty-seven-year-old Martin 
went to Washington in early September 1972 to work as a McGovern 
speechwriter, toiling out of offices on the seventh floor of McGovern 
headquarters at 1910 K Street. Other speechwriters on the staff included 
Sandy Berger, Bob Hunter, and Stephen Schlesinger, the son of Martin’s 
good friend, Arthur M. Schlesinger Jr. It proved a perplexing time for 
Martin. “Having started out in this business 20 years ago with Arthur and 
now finding myself sitting next to Arthur’s son, doing what I was doing  
20 years ago, I find myself wondering if there is a message I’m not getting,” 
he wrote his wife, Fran.30

The McGovern campaign would be Martin’s last hurrah in Democratic 
presidential politics, as the party’s candidates in 1976 had to do without 
his speechwriting talents. He recalled that “for the first time in twenty-four 
years, I had no part of the campaign. Not to be part of a presidential cam-
paign is liberating. If you’re on the plane and the candidate blunders, you 
forgive it, he’s your candidate, sitting only a few seats away; but if you’re 
on the outside, you see him for what he is, a blunderer.” The “malaise” Martin 
experienced during the McGovern campaign had not been all the fault of 
the candidate: “In part it was my own. The country was changing, and I 
wasn’t.” The turmoil of the late 1960s had nudged the Democratic Party 
into revising its nominee selection process, moving away from state party 
conventions and caucuses choosing delegates to its national convention to 
having delegates be selected in state primaries, thereby making the party 
more open. “The old system was not going to work anymore,” noted a 

29 Memorandum on the Humphrey Campaign, John Bartlow Martin Papers; Martin, It Seems Like 
Only Yesterday, 310.
30 John Bartlow Martin Memorandums on McGovern Campaign, October 19 and 26, and November 
7, 1972, Box 91, John Bartlow Martin Papers.
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member of the reform commission that grew out of the 1968 convention. 
Martin disagreed with the changes being made and decried doing away with 
“boss-controlled conventions” in favor of letting primary voters decide. 
Control of politics now lay with pollsters, advertisers, and television, Martin 
noted, lamenting the rise of “television consultants,” who not only instructed 
their candidates in what words and gestures to use, but also concocted 
strategy and selected what issues to address. “Television converts serious 
political questions into theater; thirty-second spot commercials may take 
over entirely. Television killed magazines; it has also killed serious political 
speeches,” he added.31

Remembering the colleagues with whom he had worked on presiden-
tial campaign staffs—Schlesinger Sr., O’Brien, Van Dyk, Carl McGowan, 
John Kenneth Gaibraith, Ted Sorensen, Kenny O’Donnell, Fred Dutton, 
and Milton Gwirtzman—Martin said that none of them had imagined they 
were “molding the candidate’s image; not one talked to the press much 
or leaked anything to the press that harmed the candidate; not one ever 
imagined that he was himself the candidate.” Martin viewed the well-paid 
poll takers and image consultants dominating campaigns as “monsters” 
seeking to advance their own cause instead of their candidates’ needs. 
Journalists had also grown too dependent on polls, spending far too much 
time in horse-race reporting, wondering who was ahead and if a candi-
date’s campaign might be headed for trouble if he or she failed to meet 
expectations created by the polls. “Why don’t reporters go out and report?” 
Martin wondered. “Reporters ought to be out in bars and union halls and 
places where people are and find out what they’re thinking instead of just 
taking Gallup’s word for what people think.”32

In 1980, fueled by the disturbing influences of poll-taking and  
television, and fulfilling a longtime wish, Martin tried his hand at a new 
genre—fiction. To feel comfortable in tackling a new form of writing, 
Martin tried to hew as closely as possible to the heavy fact work he had 
done before, producing an elaborate outline of his plot and constructing 
detailed biographies for his characters. The main cast of The Televising 
of Heller included: U.S. Senator James T. Heller of Illinois, described by 
one reviewer as “one part Paul Douglas, two parts Adlai Stevenson III”;  
Joe Mackey, Heller’s top aide, popular with party insiders; Cathy Crothers, 

31 Miroff, The Liberals’ Moment, 19–21; Martin, It Seems Like Only Yesterday, 325–27.
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a television reporter with whom Mackey has an affair; and Richard Cutler, 
an East Coast media consultant and the book’s villain, brought in to resur-
rect Heller’s failing re-election campaign. Cutler takes $200,000 from the 
Heller campaign and bribes the leading television polltaker to falsify his 
results, predicting a landslide victory for Heller so that contributors will 
stop giving money to his Republican opponent, only to have his unscru-
pulous behavior exposed. “I constructed a detailed campaign schedule and 
wrote notes about places—the uproarious campaign headquarters, rallies, 
a TV studio, the campaign plane, and so on,” Martin recalled. “Only then 
did I start writing the rough draft.” The book ends on a positive note, 
with Heller maintaining his integrity by resigning and warning a Senate 
committee of the dangers posed by polls and television. In a statement 
Martin no doubt supported wholeheartedly, Heller tells the committee that 
television and pollsters have gained too much power over the American 
political system: “The power is there. The temptation is there. As we all 
know, power corrupts. . . . We must take care.”33

33 Martin, It Seems Like Only Yesterday, 344–45; William Brashler, “A Fast-Paced Political Melodrama,” 
Chicago Tribune, February 17, 1980; and John Bartlow Martin, The Televising of Heller (Garden 
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