The Washington Merry-Go-Round

By Drew Pearson

and Jack Anderson

President Nixon, who prides
himself on being more skillful
at televised press conferences
than any other President—and
probably is—may have pulled
a boo-boo comparable to Harry
Truman's press conference
mistake when HST said he
might drop the atomic bomb
in Korea.

This brought Prime Minis-
ter - Clement Attlee = flying
across the Atlantic from Lon-
don the next day. Likewise
Nixon's staff has been rushing
out statemenfs ever since his
press conference, denying that
he meant what he said when
he indicated that he'd devel-
oped a better approach to end-
ing the war than his' eritics
from the Johnson Administra-
tion, and that he hoped to
bring American troops home
faster than ex-Secretary of De-
fense Clark ' Clifford sug-
gested.

All the President expressed
was a “hope,” Nixon's aides in-
sist, not a promise of troop
| |withdrawal. - '

However, the impact left on
the public mind by the initial
presidéntial statement is
usually 'the one which lasts.
And it's possible that this
press conference Wwill be a
turning point for peace. In
brief, Mr. Nixon is probably
stuck *with his remark in
which he out-Clifforded Clark
Clifford. N

Specifically, here is what
President Nixon said when
asked about Clifford’s sugges-

tion that 100,000 troops be
pulled out of South Vietnam
by the end of this year:

“I respect his judgment as a
former Secretary of Defense. I
would point out, however, that
for five years in the Adminis-
tration in which he was Secre-
tary of Defense in the last
part, we had a continued esca-
lation of the war; we had
500,000 Americans in Vietnam;
we had 35,000 killed; we had
over 200,000-injured.

“And in addition to that, we
found that in the year—the
full year in which he was Sec-
retary of Defense—our casual-
ties were the highest of the
wholg five-year period. And as
far as negotiations were con-
cerned, all that had been ac-
complished—as I indicated
earlier—was that we had
agreed on the shape of the
table.

“Now this is not tosay that
Mr. Clifford’s present judg-
ment is not to be considered
because of the past record.

“It does indicate, however,
that he did have-a chance in
this particular respect, and
did not move on it then.

“I believe that we - have
changed that policy. We have
started to withdraw forces. We
will withdraw more. And an-
other decision will be made in
August. I will not indicate the
number because the number
will depend upon the extent of
the training of the South Viet-
namese, as well as develop-
ments in Paris, and the other
factors that I have mentioned
previously.

“As far as how many will be
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withdrawn by the end of this |
year, by the end of next year,
I would hope that we could
beat Mr. Clifford’s timetable,
just as I think we've done a
little better than he did when
he was in charge of our na-
tional defense.” '

The immediate reaction to
the President’s statement was
twofold: ]

1. His friends and aides
gloated over .the manner in
which he had cut the ground
out from under Clifford. They
said it was such a neat piece
of decapitation that the for-
mer Secretary of Defense
wouldn't realize his head was
cut off until he tried to turn
it. i

2. Every newspaper in the
country the mext day played
up the President’s expectation
of bringing back more troops
than Clifford proposed. e
New York Times led with
page one headlines, “President
Hopes Pullout Wil Top
200,000 Before '71.”

It’s learned from inside the
White House that Mr. Nixon
rehearsed his reply to Clark
Clifford. He knew the ques-
tion would be asked; in fact,
White House aides had the
question planted, and it was
asked early in the press con-
ference. )

Therefore, it’s obvious that
Mr. Nixon deliberately
planned to cut the political
ground out from under Clif-
ford. But the big question is,
did he go too far?

Everyone from Senators to

diplomats and from newsmen

Nixon’s Slip Follows Similar Ones

to politicians has been debat-
ing that question. The chief
worry in the White House is
that Mr. Nixon cut the ground
out not only from under Clif-
ford but also his own negotia-
tors in Paris, and that the
North Vietnamese are not
going to budge further toward
concessions as long as they
know Mr. Nixon is committed
to massive troop withdrawals.

Only time can tell what will
happen in Paris. However, it’s
pretty well agreed that Presi-
dent Nixon made a prodigiou
mistake.

His friends point out that .
other Presidents have also
made mistakes, which is true.
In addition to 'Mr, Truman’s
boner regarding the use of the
atomic bomb in Korea, he also
once got Yugoslavia mixed up
with Czechoslovakia, and the
White House had to issue [a
correction. ‘a

Then there was the very se-
rious error made by Preside
Harding when he got the Japd-
nese-mandated islands of the
Pacific mixed up with the Jap-
anese home islands and tht
entire Washington treaty has
to have a protocol added td
clarify this point. 3

There were also small er
rors in Gen. Eisenhowerls
press conferences chiefly re-
sulting from long, rambling
sentences. The late President
had a passion for prolixity. -

But meither Eisenhowef
Truman nor Johnson, tf
should be noted, considered
himself a star on television. -
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