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“Gosh, I was surprised...It all came out of the blue.”

– Governor Ronald W. Reagan at the Republican Convention in Miami

Tricky Dick Nixon and his supporters began to get nervous at seeing things in Miami slowly unravel after Gov. Reagan announced his candidacy for the President of the United States to a voracious crowd of delegates. Before the former Vice President even knew it, the nomination slowly slipped through his fingers as the charismatic, first-term Governor won over the Southern delegates. It had to do with the states of the old Confederacy’s unit rules, which held that if a majority of the delegation voted for a candidate, the candidate won that particular delegation unanimously. Cliff White, a close friend of Reagan’s and the governor’s campaign manager, was able to rein in commitments from the chairs of the Mississippi, Florida, Louisiana and Georgia delegations after Reagan personally asked each delegate to put him in over the top, using his charm, acting skills, and assuring them not to worry about Strom Thurmond. The South Carolina Senator held considerable sway over those states who had supported him in his quixotic fourth-party bid for the Presidency in 1948 as a Dixiecrat. Nixon and his team were finding their targeted efforts to negotiate with the leaders in those delegations increasingly frustrated by Reagan’s groundswell of momentum.

After locking up those previous commitments, Nixon watched as Reagan then moved on to the South Carolina delegation and Senator Strom Thurmond himself. The Governor was able to remind him that he was his first choice to receive the nomination and told the old Senator to follow his heart. Thurmond, after receiving confirmation that Reagan would follow up on his pet project on anti-ballistic missile systems, called Nixon to inform that he was withdrawing his support and to expect the other Southern delegations to do the same.

Upon receiving that call Nixon knew that between himself, Rockefeller and Reagan, he would not receive enough delegates to win on the first ballot and that Ronald Reagan would eventually clinch the nomination. This knowledge soon became truth, after several rounds of balloting with Rockefeller dropping out first, only telling his delegates to endorse Reagan after word got out that the old trouper would choose the moderate Governor John A. Volpe of Massachusetts as his running mate. Bitter at yet another campaign loss, Nixon finally conceded the inevitable and endorsed Governor Reagan to become the Republican Party’s nominee for the 1968 General Election.

Reagan’s impromptu nomination speech would be focused on a need for unity, for both the party and the nation, and for healing, but it would also stress the need for a new kind of politics, leadership and ideas. All of which was reinforced heading into the three-way race that the Gipper would face in the fall.

We Few, We Happy Few: The 1968 General Election and its results

Ronald Reagan, following his successful ‘Stop Nixon’ strategy for the nomination, entered the 1968 General Election riding on a wave of enthusiasm from his supporters not seen since before Bobby Kennedy’s assassination. Electorally, Reagan and his staff believed that he could already count on the votes from the West Coast and the Midwest. However, the Gipper could be in a fight in the South and the industrial Northeast in order to reach the threshold of 270 electoral votes. To help Reagan in the Northeast was his running mate, the 61st & 63rd Governor of Massachusetts, John A. Volpe. Although many pundits had began to turn a deaf ear to the ticket due to a significant lack of foreign policy experience, many working-class whites and urban blacks slowly began to warm up to Volpe on the campaign stump as he reminded voters of some of his past achievements as Governor. The modern Horatio Alger, a term coined by Reagan, soon became known across the nation for his support of ethics regulations, campaign finance reports, education reform and increases in public housing for lower-income families.

Yet as the Governor’s stock began to rise in the North, his poll numbers began to dip slightly in the South, enough that it forced Reagan to do a new Southern tour in September of 1968. He was able to reassure voters that he would keep the promises made to their delegates in Miami, Florida. The primary theme of that whistle-stop tour focused on a restoration of law and order and an almost Jeffersonian belief in the primacy of the Tenth Amendment. Reagan struck a chord amongst segregationist voters during a campaign speech in Hope, Arkansas, when he announced that: “Programs like education and others should be turned back to the states and local communities with the tax sources to fund them. I believe in states’ rights. I believe in people doing as much as they can at the community level and the private level.” He also focused most of his attacks during his southern tour on George Wallace, as a candidate who couldn’t possibly win in the electoral college and a politician who played to voters’ fears and not to their hopes. 

Meanwhile, Vice President Hubert Humphrey had the unfortunate distinction of being the lightning rod for what all was seen wrong with America under the previous five years of the Lyndon B. Johnson administration. Humphrey promised to expand the Great Society and continue the ‘War on Poverty’, as well as calling for a continuation of the expansion of civil rights for minority groups. However, the happy warrior felt as if he could not voice any opposition to the Vietnam War as any peace proposal would be shot down by the 36th President. All of which would be reiterated by Ronald Reagan, who frequently quoted a late August Time Magazine article that said: “The old Democratic coalition was disintegrating, with untold numbers of blue-collar workers responding to Wallace's blandishments, Negroes threatening to sit out the election, liberals disaffected over the Viet Nam War, the South lost. The war chest was almost empty, and the party’s machinery, neglected by Lyndon Johnson, creaked in disrepair.”

Frustratingly, voters remained largely amorphous in their support for the three candidacies, making the election seem to be a real toss-up. Many analysts believed that some seismic shift in voters’ opinions regarding the three ideologies could be the only way for a clear leader to emerge from the pack. That consensus of what was required to achieve that result seemed to be that of a Presidential debate. This would be the first Presidential debate televised since the Kennedy-Nixon debates of 1960, as LBJ had refused to debate Senator Goldwater in 1964. Yet with two largely telegenic nominees, the networks petitioned both the Reagan and Humphrey campaigns to hold a series of debates during the fall. While both candidates were amenable to the idea, the pressure from the Wallace/LeMay third party candidacy in attempt to force his way into the proposed debates largely made the idea a contentious one all the way until a month out from Election Day. At every campaign stop, Wallace would roar “So what are these clowns afraid of?” The Alabaman urged his supporters to call into the networks, tie up their phone lines in their advocacy for the candidate to join the debate. At one point, polling in the industrial Midwest showed that Wallace had a legitimate chance of winning enough electoral votes to throw the election to the House of Representatives for the first time since 1824. 

All of the candidates would finally agree to hold one debate on October 11th, 1968, moderated by ABC news Anchor Frank Reynolds. The question remained of whether to stick to their previous policy positions or make an attempt to move toward the center in hopes to get enough voters to switch their support.

The Short, the Gipper and the Happy: The 1968 Presidential Debate

October 11th, 1968, University of Mississippi at Oxford

8:30 p.m. Eastern Time​

FRANK REYNOLDS, MODERATOR: We welcome you to sole presidential debate of the 1968 campaign. From left to right, I will introduce the candidates. On our left we have Vice President Humphrey, the Democratic candidate; California Governor Ronald Reagan, the Republican candidate; and former Alabama Governor George Wallace, the American Independent candidate. The subject matter of this debate is open, covering all issues and topics. Our questioners tonight are Joseph Kraft, syndicated columnist; Robert Maynard, editorial writer for the Washington Post; and Jack Nelson, Washington bureau chief of the Los Angeles Times.

The ground rules tonight are as follows: questioners will alternate questions between the candidates. The candidate has up to two-and-a-half minutes to answer the question. The other candidate then has up to two minutes to respond. If necessary, a questioner may ask a follow-up question for further clarification, and in that case the candidate has up to two minutes to respond. As was initially agreed to by both candidates, the answers should be responsive to the particular questions. Finally, each candidate has up to three minutes for a closing statement. Mr. Vice President, you may begin.

THE VICE PRESIDENT: Thank you, Mr. Reynolds. My fellow Americans, we stand at such a moment now in the affair of this nation. Because, my fellow Americans, something new, something different has happened. It is the end of an era and is the beginning of a new day. It is the special genius of the Democratic Party that it welcomes change, not as an enemy but as an ally; not as a force to be suppressed, but as an instrument of progress to be encouraged. Yes, a new day is here. Across America – throughout the entire world – the forces of emancipation are at work. We hear freedom's rising chorus: “Let me live my own life. Let me live in peace. Let me be free,” say the people. And that cry is heard today in our slums and on our farms and in our cities. It is heard from the old, as well as from the young. It is heard in Eastern Europe and it is heard in Vietnam. And it will be answered by us in how we face the three realities that confront this nation. The first reality is the necessity for peace in Vietnam and in the world. The second reality is the necessity for peace in our cities and in our nation. The third reality is the paramount necessity for unity in our country. Let me speak first about Vietnam. There are differences, of course, serious differences, within the country, and I will attempt to unify, not divide, the country, if elected President on November 5th.

MR. REYNOLDS: Governor Reagan?

GOVERNOR REAGAN: Thank you, Mr. Reynolds. My fellow citizens, I am humbled to be able to appear before you today as the Republican Party’s nominee for President in these dark, dark times. Since the Vice President brought up our differences on the issue of Vietnam, I for one understand that this country of ours has a long history of non-aggression but also a willingness to befriend and go to the aid of those who would want to be free and determine their own destiny. Now, I think all of us are agreed that war is probably man’s greatest stupidity and I think peace is the dream that lives in the heart of everyone, wherever he may be in the world; but unfortunately, unlike a family quarrel, it doesn't take two to make a war. It only takes one, unless the other one is prepared to surrender at the first hint of force. I do believe that our goal is the right of a people to self-determination and to not have a way of life, a government or a system forced upon them.

MR. REYNOLDS: Mr. Wallace?

GOVERNOR WALLACE: Good evening, all you folks who are watching this debate tonight. It is a sad day in our country that you cannot walk in your own neighborhoods at night, or even in the daytime, because both national parties, in the last number of years, have kowtowed to every group of anarchists that have roamed the streets of San Francisco and Los Angeles and throughout the country. Yet now they have created themselves a Frankenstein monster, and the chickens are coming home to roost all over this country. Yes, they’ve looked down their nose at you and me a long time. They’ve called us rednecks – the Republicans and the Democrats. Well, we’re going to show, there sure are a lot of rednecks in this country. We haven’t been against people. We’ve been against big government trying to take over and write a guideline for you and tell you how to cross the street, what to do with your union and your business when you know how to do it yourself. We’ll use the power and prestige of the presidency to try to awaken the American people to the trends that are rampant in our country, a trend that says we must fight the Communists in Vietnam while at the same time the Communist-controlled beatnik mobs in the streets influence national affairs in Washington, D.C. I'm also interested in, of course, the Vietnam war. Not only because of your children and grandchildren, and your husbands and loved ones, but because I also have a son who is, of course, seventeen years of age, and the time will come that he will have to see service in the armed forces of our country. However, I pray that by the time he is old enough, the war in Vietnam is over and that he, along with those his age throughout the country, will never have to serve in any conflict involving our nation as I served and as many of you served in World War Two. I am not against non-discrimination, but I am against the government of the United States in the name of civil rights trying to control the property rights of people, and I feel the so-called Civil Rights Act is not in the interest of any citizen of this country, regardless of their race. I think it is an infringement upon the property rights system, but I want to see that all people in this country, regardless of their color, do well. Thank you.

MR. REYNOLDS: Thank you, gentlemen. You seemed to anticipate my first question, Mr. Wallace, and that is for each candidate to clarify their stance on Civil Rights... Governor Reagan?

GOVERNOR REAGAN: Well, I think with all of the disorders we’ve lost sight of some of the progress that has been made. There can be no question that in this country, well, I guess in all the world there is the heritage of those people who mistrust those who are different, and when you have – and history tells us, when you’ve had a people enslaved, you have a much harder time. It is not just a racial or ethnic or religious difference. There is a prejudice that remains. Now, I happen to believe that the greatest part of the problem lies in the hearts of men. I think that bigotry and prejudice is probably the worst of all man’s ills, and the hardest to correct. And in addition to legislation which guarantees and enforces our constitution – and our constitution, it differs from the constitutions of many of the countries represented there by the young people. 

Many constitutions promise their people the same things that ours does, but there’s one subtle and yet very great difference. Those constitutions in many other countries say the government grants to the people these rights, and our constitution says you are born with these rights just by virtue of being a human being, and no government can take them from you. Now, we’ve found it necessary to legislate, to make it more possible for government to exert its responsibility to guarantee those constitutional rights. At the same time, we have much more that can be done in the area of just human relationships.

I happen to bridge a time span in which I was a radio sports announcer for major league sports in our country, in athletics, many years ago. At that time the great American game of baseball had a rulebook whose opening line was: “Baseball is a game for Caucasian gentlemen.” And up until that time, up until World War II, there'd never been a Negro play in organized major league or minor league baseball in America. And one man defied that rule – a man named Branch Rickey of one of the major league teams, and today baseball is far better off and our country is far better off because he destroyed that by handpicking one man and putting him on his baseball team, and the rule disappeared. Now I don't say this is the only answer, but we must use both, and as President I would be able to do a great deal of good, perhaps almost as much as proper legislation, if we take the lead in saying those who operate their businesses or their lives on a basis of practicing discrimination and prejudice are practicing what is an evil sickness. And that we would not knowingly patronize a business that did such a thing, and we urge all right-thinking people to join us and not patronize that business. Soon we will make those who live by prejudice learn that they stand alone, that they're a dying breed here in these United States.

MR. REYONLDS: Your response, Mr. Vice President?

THE VICE PRESIDENT: Yes, I'd be glad to. In the first place, uh, as is the case with the environmental policy and the energy policy that I just described, and the policy for nonproliferation of, uh, of nuclear waste, this administration has no urban policy. It’s impossible for mayors or governors to cooperate with the resident, because they can't anticipate what’s going to happen next. A mayor of a city like New York, for instance, needs to know, uh, eighteen months or two years ahead of time what responsibility the city will have in administration and in financing – in things like housing, uh, pollution control, uh, crime control, education, welfare and health. This has not been done, unfortunately. I think it’s very important that our cities know that they have a partner in the federal government. Quite often Congress has passed laws in the past designed to help people with, uh, the ownership of homes and with the control of crime and with adequate health care and education programs and so forth. Uh, those, uh, programs were designed to help those who need it most. 

And quite often this has been in the very poor people and neighborhoods in the downtown urban centers. Because of the, uh, greatly – greatly, uh, advantaged per- persons who live in the suburbs, better education, better organization, more articulate, more aware of what the laws are, quite often this money has been channeled out of the downtown centers where it’s needed. Also, I favor all revenue-sharing money being used for local governments, and also to remove prohibitions in the use of revenue-sharing money so that it can be used to improve education, and health care. We have now, uh, for instance, only seven percent of the total education cost being financed by the federal government. That's a thirty percent reduction in the portion that the federal government contributes to education in just eight years. And as you know, the education cost has gone up, uh, tremendously. The last point is that the major, uh, thrust has got to be to put people back to work...

GOVERNOR REAGAN: There you go again, Mr. Vice President! [Audience and Candidates’ laughter]

THE VICE PRESIDENT: As I was saying before I was rudely interrupted by the Governor, we’ve got an extraordinarily high unemployment rate among downtown urban ghetto areas, uh, particularly among the very poor and particularly among minority groups, sometimes fifty or sixty percent. And the concentration of employment opportunities in those areas would help greatly not only to reestablish the tax base, but also to help reduce the extraordinary welfare cost. One of the major responsibilities on the shoulders of, uh, New York City is to- is to finance welfare. And I favor a shifting of the welfare cost away from the local governments altogether. And over a longer period of time, let the federal government begin to absorb part of it that’s now paid by the state governments. Look, Ron, I know you don’t agree with me on this solution, but it would help a great deal with the cities, and we still have a – a very serious problem there. 

How do you, Ron, explain the fact that there is a very much higher percentage of Negro soldiers in our forces in Vietnam than there is a percentage of Negroes in the States? Is it perhaps due to the fact that Negroes have more difficulty still, and will continue to have more difficulty, in finding jobs in America? 

GOVERNOR REAGAN: I don’t think anyone could deny that because of this heritage of prejudice which the Vice President referred to, there has been, among our minority groups, a greater percentage who did not go on through our educational system – did not qualify themselves for the better jobs, and so therefore there perhaps is a higher percentage who find the army or the military a suitable job and a good job in the face of lack of opportunity in other lines. And this could be true.

MR. REYNOLDS: With that issue addressed, I’d like to turn to question of the night: what are your plans for Vietnam if elected? Governor Wallace, you may go first.

GOVERNOR WALLACE: I think the first thing we ought to do in this country is to impress upon Hanoi and Peking and Moscow the resolve of the American people. These few people today who are out advocating sedition and raising money and clothes and supplies for the Viet Cong – these college professors who are making speeches advocating victory for the Viet Cong Communists – I would deal with these people as they ought to be dealt with, as traitors.

GOVERNOR REAGAN: I’d like to respond to Governor  Wallace’s comments.

MR. REYNOLDS: You have two minutes, Governor.

GOVERNOR REAGAN: Thank you, sir. We agree in this country on the right of people to be wrong, but as I said before, taking advantage of the technicality that we are not legally in a state of war, we have people doing things with which I am in great disagreement. I do not believe in those who are resisting the draft. Now, we draw a line between the conscientious objector on religious grounds. With our great belief in religious freedom in our country, we have always said those whose religion specifically prohibits them, such as our Quakers, from taking human life, we offer them military service in a noncombat role such as being medics and so forth, and they have a great and honorable history, people of this kind, of serving in our wars in that capacity. 

But I believe if government is to mean anything at all, that all of us have a responsibility, once the action has been decided upon and supposedly by the majority will, that we then, while reserving our right to disagree, we support the collective or the unified effort of the nation. 

Otherwise, all law and order and all government break down, because we might have a citizen who has a conscientious objection to paying taxes and if we allow our citizens to voluntarily quit paying taxes the government breaks down – or obeying the law, or anything else that may come along. We give up certain individual freedoms in the interest of – well, I suppose it comes from our own Constitution, our idea that every American or every person has the right, is born with the right to life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness. But my pursuit of happiness, if it comes from swinging my arm, I must stop swinging my arm just short of the end of your nose.

MR. REYNOLDS: With that being said, I’d like to move back to my original question about specific policy solutions in regards to the Vietnam War. Mr. Vice President?

THE VICE PRESIDENT: Let me point out some of the things the Johnson administration has done here on Vietnam. It says, for example, that we’ve given the time for Asian nations to strengthen themselves and work together, and so we see a stronger Southeast Asia, a stronger South Vietnam, contrasted with a few months ago when peace negotiations were started. And there are new circumstances that will face the new president, in light of these circumstances, and assuming no marked changes in the present situation, how I would proceed. And let me make clear first what I would not do. I would not undertake a unilateral withdrawal; I make that very clear.

MR. REYNOLDS: Governor Reagan, your thoughts?

GOVERNOR REAGAN: Well, here we’re in disagreement. I believe if there is any negotiation involving the Vietcong, that that is between the Vietcong and the South Vietnamese government, in a negotiation of their own, because the Vietcong is in a position of being a rebellious force, an illegal force, fighting against the duly authorized government of its own nation, and to sit them down at a negotiating table between two nations, North and South Vietnam, who are engaged in a conflict, is tipping the scales. I doubt if we – if we wanted to draw a parallel.

THE VICE PRESIDENT: Do you think that our Government should be represented, then?

GOVERNOR WALLACE: I’d also like to know what Bedtime for Bonzo thinks about this...

GOVERNOR REAGAN: [Noticeably frustrated] No, if you're going to have a negotiation between North and South Vietnam-

THE VICE PRESIDENT: But if you're going to have negotiations to end the war, and North Vietnam, South Vietnam, is going to be represented, shouldn't the United States and the National Liberation Front be there? 

GOVERNOR REAGAN: I don't think you can have a rebel force that is engaged in criminal activity having the distinction of sitting at the table as one of the representatives. 

MR. REYNOLDS: I’m going to have to stop you there, gentlemen, as we a running short on time. It has been a very intriguing night, and I’d like to thank all three of you and your campaigns for supporting this venture. Now, before we go, I’d like you to leave us with a three minute closing statement for why you should be elected the 37th President of the United States of America. Mr. Vice President, you’re up first.

THE VICE PRESIDENT: On November 5th, 1968, America is to make a crucial judgment of leadership in this coming election; then let that selection be made without either candidate hedging or equivocating. Winning the presidency, for me, is not worth the price of silence or evasion on the issue of human rights. And winning the presidency, and listen well, winning the presidency is not worth a compact with extremism. I choose not simply to run for President. I seek to lead a great nation. And either we achieve true justice in our land or we shall doom ourselves to a terrible exhaustion of body and spirit. I ask for America to vote for her hopes instead of her fears. Thank you and God bless you.

MR. REYNOLDS: Governor Wallace, you’re up next.

GOVERNOR WALLACE: As I’ve been saying throughout this campaign, we need to recognize the power of local people and return power to them. The Civil Rights Act was passed just a couple of years ago, which the Vice President was a full-blown cheerleader for. It is an attack on the power of local government and more Washington big government know-it-alls telling honest, hard-working folk how to live. This civil rights bill wound up putting a homeowner in jail because he wouldn’t sell his home to someone that some bureaucrat thinks he ought to sell it to. My friends, a man’s home is his castle, and he ought to be able to sell it to people with blue eyes and green teeth if he wants to; it’s his home. We need to get back to traditional values, the Constitution, and cleaning up America rather than mollycoddling habitual criminals as Vice President Humphrey has done for his entire public career. Unlike my opponents, I have run a state and I know how the hard-working folk are suffering. This administration has suffered from the bleeding-heart softness on crime; it’s now gotten that a lazy welfare bum will attack a policeman and the judge will set him free because his mama didn’t give him an orange when he was a kid. I tell you this is a national disgrace. I’ve been a judge, I’ve been poor, and I’ve been Governor. This mollycoddling of lazy habitual criminals will end if I am elected President on November 5th.

MR. REYNOLDS: Governor Reagan, you have the final word.

GOVERNOR REAGAN: Thank you all, and I’d like to thank the candidates for the very fact that we have discussion and differences – which, I think, brings me to the point. Being the oldest one here, I can take the liberty of giving a little advice to the young people. [Applause and laughter from the candidates] I believe the highest aspiration of man should be individual freedom and the development of the- of the individual, that there is a sacredness to individual rights. And I would like to say to all of the young people as they pursue their way, and this has been very stimulating, I think you should weigh everything that is proposed to you, everything in the line of government and law and economic theory, everything of that kind and weigh it on this one scale – that it should at all times not offer you some kind of sanctuary or security in exchange for your right to fly as high and as far as your own strength and ability will take you as an individual, with no ceiling put on that effort. Plenty of room for a floor underneath so that no one in this world should live in degradation, beneath that floor, but you reserve the right for yourself to be free. That essentially what I will fight for every day in the Oval Office, if you deem me fit to become your next President. Thank you, and God bless the United States of America.

MR. REYNOLDS: Once again, I’d like to thank Vice President Humphrey, Governor Reagan and former Governor Wallace for participating and the University of Mississippi in Oxford for hosting tonight’s debate. This has been a presentation of ABC Evening News; I’m Frank Reynolds. Good Night, America.
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Any hopes that the debate would dramatically reshape the race were dashed, as all three candidates largely stuck to their campaign talking points. However, utilizing his charisma and ability to ‘work the camera’, in terms of the old Hollywood parlance, Reagan was generally seen as the winner of the debate. Although this would greatly boost Reagan’s image to the American people, it would be an ‘October Surprise’ which featured President Johnson announcing a bombing halt and even a peace deal, possibly by the weekend before the election, which would throw the election into a toss-up by polling day. The Reagan/Volpe campaign used their media skills, along with a new campaign surrogate in former Rockefeller ally and foreign policy expert Professor Henry Kissinger, in a covert effort. Reagan needed to be able to stall the South Vietnamese from making any peace talk until January under a new administration. President Nguyen Van Thieu obliged to the Governor’s request, which had the effect of stunting the surmounting Humphrey candidacy’s chances of serious momentum. 

By election night, November 5th, 1968, the results proved to be extremely tight. Ronald Reagan and John Volpe, with their families, closest advisors and staff, all nervously watched the returns come in at the Governor’s mansion in Sacramento. On the East Coast, Reagan lost a majority of the states, including Maine, New York, Connecticut, Rhode Island, Maryland, and the District of Columbia; all remained in the Democratic column. Humphrey would also barely squeeze by Reagan in Governor Volpe’s home state of Massachusetts, on a razor thin margin. However, the picking of a Rockefeller Republican was not totally in vain as Reagan was able to pick up the states of New Hampshire, Vermont, New Jersey, and Delaware. 

In the Industrial states, the Vice President’s work to win back the support of the labor unions and white ethnic voters he considered his base was proven to be a largely successful strategy as Humphrey won both the states of Pennsylvania and Michigan on fairly comfortable
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