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Remembering America is the dramatic chron-
icle of one man’s journey through those
heady and tumultuous years known as “the
sixties.” Richard Goodwin was an intimate
colleague and friend of the leading public
figures — John Kennedy, Robert Kennedy,
Lyndon Johnson, Eugene McCarthy — and
an active participant in national politics and
two administrations. More than a recollec-
tion, Goodwin’s memoir is an exhortation
to remembrance — of the hopes, dreams,
and idcals of that extraordinary decade and
the inspiring men and women who sought
to realize them — and a simulus for all who
now seck to shape a more enlightened and
hopetul future.

After serving as law clerk to Supreme
Court Justice Felix Frankfurter, Goodwin
joined Senator Kennedy’s staft in 1959.
From the vanguard of special counsel and
speechwriter, he portrays the rigors and
hardships of the 1960 campaign, and the
Kennedy dynamism that electrified a gen-
eration of voters. As one of the trusted
“president’s men,” he followed Kennedy
to the White House, where he helped form
the new administration and conceeived the
Alliance for Progress. But here also are the
darker times of crisis and grave responsibil-
ity, during which Goodwin discovered the
limits and frailties of the presidency, and of
the president.

After the assassination of President
Kennedy, Goodwin was among the very few
Kennedy men invited by Lyndon Johnson
to join his circle of advisers. He originated
the Great Society concept, which was to
become the centerpicce of the early Johnson
administration, and he shows the master
politician at closest range: bending Con-
gress and the nation to his will, forging his
Great Society, scaling the heights of the civil
rights movement — and then the alarming
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Prelude

Hello darkness, my old friend
I’ve come to talk with you again.

— Paul Simon, “The Sound of Silence”

AT NOON, January 20, 1961 — two and a half years after my
graduation from law school — I became assistant special counsel
to the president of the United States. My elevation took place
simultaneously with that far more historic moment when John
Kennedy took the inaugural oath before the aging hero of liber-
alism, Chief Justice Earl Warren. As I stood in that bitter-cold,
iridescent day — sun glistening from the marble, the snow scat-
tered from the unobstructed heaven — it seemed as if the country
and I were poised for a journey of limitless possibility.

After the ceremony, I watched the inaugural parade from the
presidential reviewing stand in front of the White House. It was
emblematic of New Frontier heroics to come that I sat — along
with the president, his family, and other officers of his administra-
tion — through the freezing hours of an interminable procession.
Will it never end, I thought, shivering, or will the whole country
pass in review?

When the parade was over I wandered into the West Wing of
the White House to look at my new office. After inspecting my
cramped but hugely portentous space, I walked along the first-
floor corridor toward the Oval Office. Approaching me — having
yielded to a similar impulse to inspect his chambers — I saw the
figure with whom I had shared sixty days in the cramped cabin
of a twin-engine Convair named Caroline, as we crossed and re-
crossed the country during frantic months of campaigning.

Kennedy had changed from his formal wear to a dark business
suit; moved with the same purposeful stride. He looks just like he
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always did, I thought, as if I had expected his ceremonial ascen-
sion to metamorphose his outward appearance — ennoble his fea-
tures, enlarge his physical stature, ready him for immediate trans-
port to Mount Rushmore.

“Dick,” he called, beckoning me toward him. His voice hadn’t
changed either. As I approached him, I could see excitement in
his eyes. And why not? I had been exhilarated at the sight of my
own small office. He ran the whole place.

“Mr. President,” I replied.

“Mr. President.” What grandeur in the phrase, how lovingly it
passed my lips. If there was such swollen warmth in saying it,
what must it be like to hear?

“Did you see the Coast Guard detachment?”” he asked.

Frantically 1 canvassed my memory of the parade.

Impatiently Kennedy interrupted my efforts at recollection.
“There wasn’t a black face in the entire group. That’s not accept-
able. Something ought to be done about it.”

The observation was an order. It was a manner of command I
had learned well over the brief period of my employment. I turned
immediately. Struggling to maintain the dignity of ofhce, I walked
down the corridor until, turning the corner, I began to run up the
stairs toward my office. The Coast Guard? 1 thought. Who ran
the Coast Guard? The Pentagon, Bob McNamara. No, the Trea-
sury Department. Doug Dillon.

Then it struck me: swift, accelerating elation. I was not to draft
a statement or make a promise. Now we could do more than talk.
We could change it! This was what it had all been about: the
struggle, the fatigue, the fear, the uncertainty, the slim, fragile
victory. It was the meaning, the essence of that abstraction —
power. For a moment, it seemed as if the entire country, the whole
spinning globe, rested, malleable and receptive, in our beneficent
hands. “Here on earth God’s work must truly be our own.” 1 did
not pause to reflect upon what I knew with philosophic cer-
tainty — that we were neither gods, not special intimates to His
will. And why should 1? We would do what men could do. And
men — determined, idealistic, tough-minded, powerful — could
perform great works, high deeds in Albion past all men’s be-
lieving.

I picked up the White House phone. “Get me Secretary Dillon,
please,” I asked the White House operator. Dillon listened to my
report of the president’s comments. “Tell him I'll get right on it,”
he replied.
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That summer the first black professor was hired at the Coast
Guard Academy and the following year four black cadets entered
the academy. The first irreversible steps toward desegregation had
been taken.

We had made a difference. I had helped make a difference. It
was, admittedly, a small problem, one resolvable by presidential
authority alone. But it was successfully resolved. And the exhila-
ration of that achievement reinforced my belief that far larger
dangers and difficulties could also be mastered; that it was a great
country, but it would be greater.

Seven and one half years later I paced the fifth-floor corridor of
the Good Samaritan Hospital in Los Angeles, California. Robert
Kennedy was dying. The assassin’s first bullet fired at Kennedy
on the eve of his victory in the June California primary entered
the head just behind the right ear and hit the spongy mastoid
bone, scattering fragments of bone and metal through the brain.
Six surgeons operated on the wound for three hours and forty
minutes.

For twenty-five hours, a small group of family and friends kept
vigil in the hospital. We ate sandwiches, went for occasional walks,
looked at the crowd outside, and drank coffee while the accumu-
lated weariness slowly dulled feeling.

For a long time the doctors told us to hope. So we did. Then
they said it was hopeless. So we waited. I cried, and then, when
it seemed [ was too tired to feel anything, I cried again. And at
the very end, Kennedy’s boyhood friend, Dave Hackett, touched
my arm and said, “You’d better go in now if you want to see him.
It’s almost over.”

I entered Kennedy’s hospital room, where a few minutes later,
the doctors finally turned off the machines that pumped the lungs
and blood of Robert Kennedy’s corpse. My best and last friend in
politics was dead.

A few months later I attended the Democratic convention in
Chicago as a delegate from Massachusetts, pledged to Senator
Eugene McCarthy. After Bobby’s death, I had rejoined Mec-
Carthy’s campaign, knowing that he had no chance of nomina-
tion, yet moved by some indefinable inward obligation to finish
the year as I had begun it — in the ranks of those committed to
an end of the Vietnam war. At McCarthy’s request I drafted a
“peace plank” for the party platform — the text approved by
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McCarthy, George McGovern, and Edward Kennedy, and tenta-
tively accepted by agents of Hubert Humphrey until a call from
the White House commanded the Humphrey forces to reject any
statement that hinted at the slightest doubt of Lyndon Johnson’s
policies.

Johnson himself had planned to attend the convention until his
friends and lieutenants had advised him that a personal appear-
ance would throw the convention into turmoil. I can’t guarantee
what’ll happen, Mr. President,” explained Congressman Hale
Boggs, a Johnson loyalist named to lead the platform committee.
“You have a lot of friends here, but no one can control these
delegates. Your enemies will stir things up.” Coming from Boggs,
these politic euphemisms could only mean that Johnson would be
verbally abused, greeted with jeers, slandered from the floor; ex-
posing the angry ferocity of a divided party to a watching nation.

So Lyndon Baines Johnson, president of the United States, tit-
ular head of the Democratic party, recalled the Secret Service agents
who had gone to Chicago in preparation for his visit and stayed
home. Sitting in a White House that was no longer the vitalizing
center of the nation, but an exile’s prison, he mourned: “I’ve never
felt lower in my life. How do you think it feels to be completely
rejected by the party you've spent your life with, knowing that
your name cannot be mentioned without choruses of boos and
obscenities? How would you feel? It makes me feel that nothing’s
been worth it. And I’ve tried. Things may not have turned out as
you wanted or even as I wanted. But God knows I've tried. And
I’ve given it my best all these years. I woke up at six and worked
until one or two in the morning every day, Saturdays and Sun-
days. And it comes to this. It just doesn’t seem fair.”

It is impossible not to be moved by the poignancy of Lyndon
Johnson’s remarks — wholly sincere, totally honest — nor to re-
alize that his personal tragedy of rejection was also a metaphor, a
symbolic reenactment of what an entire nation — equally ambi-
tious and hopeful — was also losing as Johnson’s war destroyed
Johnson’s Great Society.

As the convention, subordinate to Johnson’s will, proceeded to
its ritualistic endorsements of the past, thousands of young people
arrived in Chicago to protest the war, the nomination of Hum-
phrey, the Democratic party’s symbolic repudiation of what they
had mistakenly thought to be the inevitably triumphant spirit of
the sixties. As I stood outside the Hilton Hotel across from Grant
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Park, I saw the student encampment transformed into a battle-
ground, as members of the Chicago police, unleashed by Mayor
Daley without opposition from the White House, mounted attack
after attack, clubbing unarmed youths to the ground, dragging
them brutally across the trodden grass, shoving them into police
wagons.

For a brief moment images out of the past raced through my
mind — Birmingham, the bridge at Selma, the flames of Watts.
But this was different. It wasn’t racial conflict; nor established
privilege defending itself against some illusory fear of revolution.
I't was working Americans attacking young Americans simply be-
cause they were young, or of different upbringing, or thought to
be condescending, or, maybe, just because they were there. I re-
called the words of a folk song: “Where have all the flowers gone?”
Trampled, I thought, into the earth of Grant Park.

That November, Richard Nixon was elected president of the
United States.

The sixties were over. A failure. Their ambiguous promise soon
yielding to the drab withdrawal of the decades to follow. The twenty
years since those final days in Los Angeles and at the Chicago
convention have taken me along the paths of thought and literary
creation toward which I was attracted, perhaps destined, from
childhood. I have not missed public life. Nor have I written about
my brief period of engagement. Not until now; moved to speak by
an apprehension that the defeats of the sixties might be more than
a temporary sethack — that we are threatened with a loss of far
vaster dimensions than the collapse of the New Frontier or the
Great Society; of larger portent than the destruction and self-
destruction of great leaders. The chronicles of great nations are
not solely composed of alternating periods of stagnation and prog-
ress. They also reveal the possibility of irrecoverable decline.

For the first time since we became a nation, America confronts
that possibility. Yet decline, the progressive blight of self-seeking,
protective fragmentation, is not inevitable, not necessary. Today,
for the first time since our defeat in Vietnam, one senses large
numbers of Americans emerging from an almost willed sleep to a
repudiation of resignation and an awakening resentment of their
loss of power over the direction of the nation and the conditions
of their daily life. There is — or seems to be — an emerging desire
to grapple with the country’s ills. There is anger at political lead-
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ership that has forfeited its claim to confidence and trust. The
sixties have passed into history, but the animating spirit of that
time is not dead.

Much of what has been written about the sixties recalls the riots
of urban blacks and the apotheosis of mind-twisting drugs; hippies
and love-ins and communes; the violent furies that loosed citizen
against citizen at Grant Park and Kent State; divisions so fierce
and profound that the newly elected Nixon could tell us that his
mission was to “‘bring us together again.”” But these were not the
sixties. They happened, of course. Had occurred, or begun to
emerge, before the final pages were torn from the calendar of the
decade. But they came late, after the mad, voracious war had
consumed our most expansive sense of possibilities, caused us to
doubt “‘the better angels of our nature”; impenetrably sheathed
our governing institutions against the just claims of our own peo-
ple. Chronologically part of the decade, they were, in reahty, its
failure.

Dimly aware that society had lost its capacity to respond, many
of those most ardently dedicated to liberating change lashed out
in self-defeating fury, or turned to a vain search for some form of
fulfillment — of freedom, as they conceived it — outside the larger
society. But there can be no country within the country. The “new
consciousness,” the “‘counterculture,” had barely emerged before
they began to be accommodated, absorbed by the ascendant
structures of American life.

The word *‘sixties” itself is a convenient label for a multitude
of events and people. Yet every decade has its own characteristics,
and the sixties were so different from the decades that have fol-
lowed that its years seem like some faint and distant resonance
from a half-alien America — like the Great Depression or the Civil
War, the westward settlement or the onset of industrialism. Yet it
happened only yesterday. It is within the living memory of every
citizen over thirty. The great issues that were then debated have
not been resolved. They have deepened, accumulated new and
more formidable dimensions. Indeed, “my” sixties never hap-
pened. The decade contained a promise, an augury of possibili-
ties, an eruption of confident energy. It was smothered and be-
trayed by a needless tragedy of such immense consequences that,
even now, the prospects for a restorative return remain in doubt.

At the outset of that decade, aspirations deeply embedded in
the country’s history had begun to dominate the public dialogue.
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A confident nation entered the longest sustained economic boom
in its history. The ancient phrases — “opportunity,” “justice,”
“equality”” — seemed not ritualistic invocations, stock phrases from
old Independence Day orations, but guides to action. Their
achievement was within our grasp.

We were gifted with leaders of large dimension and capacity —
John Kennedy, Martin Luther King, the Lyndon Johnson of the
Great Society, Eugene McCarthy, Robert Kennedy. But their as-
cension was not a gift of fortune. Their qualities were also the
creation of the people they led; their energy and direction a reflec-
tion of a people confident in their power to shape the future —
their own and that of the country. If we believed in our leaders,
it was because we believed 1n ourselves. If we felt a sense of high
possibilities, it was because the possibilities were real. If our ex-
pectations of achievement were great, it was because we under-
stood the fullness of our own powers and the greatness of our
country.

This characterization of the sixties 1s not the product of long-
delayed reflection. 1 believed it, felt it while 1 hved it, as did many,
many others. In 1963, 1 gave a speech to a group of students from
all parts of the world. I was speaking of the Peace Corps as an
illustration of the conviction that ““touches on the profoundest mo-
tives of young people throughout the world . . . tells them .
that idealism, high aspirations, and ideological convictions are not
inconsistent with the most practical, rigorous, and efficient of pro-
grams — that there is no basic inconsistency between ideals and
realistic possibilities — no separation between the deepest desires
of heart and mind and the rational application of human effort to
human problems. . . . It will be easy,” I concluded, *“‘to follow
the familiar paths — to seek the satisfaction of personal action or
financial success. . . . But every one of you will ultimately be
judged — will ultimately judge himself — on the effort he has
contributed to the building of a new world society, and the extent
to which his ideals and goals have shaped that effort.”

Others might express it differently or better, but that passage
contains, for me, the meaning of the sixties. If we have lost what
it implies, then the sixties will have been more than an episode of
failed ambitions. 1t will have been a watershed, a decisive turning
point in the American story.

I cannot offer an objective history of the sixties. I lived them,
with the arrogant, restless, romantic energy of youth. Nor has the
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passage of years provided detachment. My emotions remain as
intensely engaged today as they were on that early evening in
January of 1961 when I tumbled toward my office in enthusiastic
obedience to John Kennedy’s first presidential command.

[ can, however, provide a rather special vantage. Chance, un-
expected and, at first, unsought, placed me at the center of na-
tional politics: at the Supreme Court with Mr. Justice Frank-
furter; in the White House with John Kennedy and with Lyndon
Johnson; then in the vanguard of the presidential campaigns of
Eugene McCarthy and Robert Kennedy. Present while many of
the principal events of the sixties unfolded, I observed, partici-
pated, reacted, and remembered.

This book is a record of that experience of public life, recalled
as honestly as fallible memory permits. It is not a history or a
memoir; an autobiography or a critical analysis. It is an exhorta-
tion. It is an exhortation to remembrance, written in hope that
by recollecting what we were, we may remember what we can be.
For the America of such long and noble lineage, this athletic de-
mocracy — now dormant — needs only the touch of faith to awaken
a strength and courage of imagination more than adequate to nav-
igate beyond the stormy present toward a destiny, never precisely
defined, but which, for centuries, has been not the goal, but the
meaning of America.

I do not presume to think that this work can alter, even slightly,
the contours of American beliefs and expectations. Yet it is the
only instrument I have. And it is the truth. I know, even as I try
to summon ‘“‘spirits from the vasty deep,” they will not come to
me. Yet should a nation, an entire people, call on them, they will
arrive — transported by the very act of invocation.









1/ Beginnings

SHINING BLACK CRYSTALS scattered along the sun-
scorched stone. I had never seen, nor imagined, the abundance of
black bodies that I saw when, aged ten years, I emerged from
Washington’s Union Station poised beneath the marble structures
from which the country was governed.

Accompanied by my mother and younger brother, I had made
the ten-hour train trip from our native Boston to join my father,
who had come to work for the Maritime Commission a few months
before the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor. A trained engineer,
he found his job had disappeared during the depression. He was
forced to make his living as an insurance salesman until the god-
like Roosevelt had need of men with his skills in the frantic effort
to prepare the country for war. Until then, we had lived in a small
apartment in a lower-income working-class section of Boston. One
rarely saw a black face. The small black population of Boston
lived somewhere else; distant from that world, bounded by a few
dozen blocks of streets and apartment buildings, from which I was
taken on occasional automobile trips to the countryside — my un-
cle’s place on the lake at Wrentham, or Hood’s farm, where one
could watch real cows being milked.

A few months after my father’s departure, an aunt interrupted
my tenth birthday party. The Japanese had just attacked Pearl
Harbor. 1 barely noticed the swift dissolution of my celebration,
feeling a thrill of excitement, an exultation of awareness that great
events had happened. And on my birthday. On Dick Goodwin’s
day. Ignoring my departing friends I rushed to the radio, listened
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to the confused tumble of announcements, took several pieces of
paper, and penciled the news of the attack across the top of a
dozen sheets. I ran down the street to the corner drugstore and
offered my homemade broadsheet to passing motorists at the out-
rageous price of five cents a copy, selling out quickly for enough
money to buy six comic books.

I had, for the first time, turned my engagement with language
into profit. 1 could, my mother told me, talk before I could walk;
had taught myself, with her help, to read before entering the first
grade. By the time of this tenth birthday I was reading the works
of James Fenimore Cooper and Mark Twain. I read at the table,
propped books on the sink while brushing my teeth. Books, those
fabulous frigates, were not only an escape from more unpleasant
aspects of my life, but a source of delight, of pleasurable fulfill-
ment. Perhaps my closest moments with my father, who loved and
cherished books, were our walks together to the local public li-
brary, which contained a miraculous, unbounded store of tales
and adventures. He would accompany me through the shelves,
never interfering with my choices, and together we would return
home where, stimulated by this tacit paternal blessing, 1 would
turn eagerly from one work to another, embarked — although 1
did not know it then — on a lifelong love affair with language, its
content, and the rhythmically cadenced interior sounds of words
themselves. It was natural for me to react to Pearl Harbor by
translating experience into headlines and sentences. I had already
begun to think of words as the world made manifest.

I soon understood, or was told, that a terrible thing had hap-
pened. We were at war. But that reality was an abstraction com-
pared to the fact that my father’s job was secure — at least for
the duration. And we were going to Washington, a city whose
only known location was in pictures illustrating a few grammar
school texts.

Perhaps it was because those photographs had only been ac-
companied by portraits of grave, dead, famous men, that — half
expecting to encounter Abraham Lincoln — I was struck so forc-
ibly by the sight of so many black faces. The sight had no large
meaning, aroused no private emotion except astonishment at this
first encounter with the wonders of a new world.

The very next day I walked from our new flat in a housing
project in now-suburban, then rural, Maryland, to a small creek.
Glimpsing a large turtle idling through the slow currents, I rushed
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home to tell my parents astounding news. I had witnessed, for the
first time, a live animal in its natural surroundings.

Toward the blacks as toward the turtle, I felt no sense of apart-
ness except for that part of me which was slowly maturing to a
solitary identity, severing me from the universe. Blacks existed.
They had been perceived and incorporated by my expanding in-
terior imagination of the world. Later, while attending a segre-
gated school in Washington, when I heard others parrot the cat-
echisms of racial hostility they had picked up at the family table,
it meant nothing to me. They were only fashionable expletives —
like “damn,” or ‘“‘hell,” or ‘“‘shit” — which had no consequences
for the real world of a ten-year-old.

There were, as I realized much later, other experiences that
formed my attitudes toward the racial battles that were to domi-
nate much of public life in the 1960s. Having grown up in a largely
Jewish neighborhood in Boston, the anti-Semitism of Maryland
came as a puzzling surprise, soon displaced by fear and, ulti-
mately, defiance. I was frequently harassed and taunted — *“Jew
Boy,” “kike”” — and occasionally beaten up by older boys.

Among my circle of friends, members of a neighborhood club
we named the Terrible Turtles, there was a boy named Fuzzy
Hayes. Bigger than I and stronger, he would occasionally use anti-
Semitic phrases in my presence. But he was careful not to press
his hostile gibes, and I was afraid of him. One day, when the
fresh-laid sod of the housing development was still soaked with
spring rains, Fuzzy and two of my friends took a ball from my
younger brother. They began to throw it to each other, challeng-
ing me to recover it. It was only a game. The ball was caught by
Fuzzy, who held it as I ran toward him, but, instead of relaying
it, he held on and shouted as I approached, “Come get it, Jew
Boy.” Something in my brain exploded, the entire world was
drowned by a torrent of darkening blood. I remember nothing
that happened until, a few moments later, some of my friends
were pulling me away from Fuzzy Hayes, who lay on the ground,
struggling as I held his face in the strangling mud. He was suffo-
cating. And for many years — perhaps even now — my only re-
gret was that I had not killed him.

From that day forward Fuzzy never said an offending word to
me. My fear of him was gone. And I noticed that when a group
of us walked together, he kept some distance from me, slightly out
of reach. I even felt an occasional twinge of affection, quickly sup-
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pressed, toward a boy who had managed to make me feel so good
about myself.

For almost the first time, the world — not my parents or teach-
ers — had taught me a moral lesson. I did not learn not to be
afraid, for 1 have experienced many moments of fear, far more
intense and more firmly grounded in reality. But there is a time
when one must yield forever, or hurl oneself at the source, without
calculation of probabilities. And in later years when, on television,
I watched the bodies of protesting blacks battered by the firehose
in the hands of a Birmingham sheriff or club-wielding policemen,
I often imagined I saw in their expression of rage the face of Fuzzy
Hayes.

In August of 1945, as I sat quietly reading in our apartment,
an elongated spherical casing tumbled from a solitary plane toward
tranquil, unsuspecting Hiroshima, and the world shuddered.
Hearing the news on the radio, I rushed to the kitchen. “Mom,
they’ve dropped some kind of superbomb on the Japs. The radio
says the war is probably over. Does that mean we’ll be going back
to Boston?”” For me, the atomic age meant just that. We moved
to Brookline where I completed high school, and then went to
Tufts University in Medford, where my performance earned me a
full scholarship to Harvard Law School.

That first year at law school was the most intense intellectual
experience of my life. College had been the pursuit of grades, largely
achieved by temporarily mastering large amounts of course ma-
terial in the few weeks before examinations. At law school there
was no possibility of mastery. The boundaries of understanding
were infinite, achievement measured solely by comparison with
the performance of five hundred other students — competitors for
marks that meant, for those at the top, an invitation to join the
Harvard Law Review and a secure path to the highest citadels of
the legal profession. Since the results of that competition were de-
termined by a single set of examinations at the end of the vyear,
there was no limit to one’s labors, no possibility of completion.
There was always more to know, a deeper level of understanding.
For the first time I felt pressed to the limit of my capacity, driven
by the “‘unseen hand’ of competition with men and women whose
abilities were unknown.

Later, Supreme Court Justice Frankfurter told me that he still
remembered the moment of awed, silent reverence as he stood in
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a law school corridor while a fellow first-year law student pointed
to the back of a young man a few yards away and whispered,
““That’s the president of the Law Review.”” The future justice’s at-
titude may seem slightly ludicrous to our more egalitarian age,
but one should not totally disdain (the tribute mediocrity pays to
achievement) a post sought and won by both Alger Hiss and Dean
Acheson. Moreover, in practical terms the position opened the
door to employment in the most affluent and prestigious law firms,
even if you were Jewish.

Late that spring in the crowded silence of Langdell Hall, I sat
furiously scribbling lengthy answers to the essentially unanswera-
ble questions posed by my professors. Then I returned home to
await the verdict. The completion of the year marked my eigh-
teenth year of incarceration in the American educational system.
The state of the world, to which I was largely indifferent, was
relatively tranquil. Although Eisenhower had ended the Korean
conflict, the wartime draft was still in effect, although as a student
I was temporarily exempt from conscription.

In the summer of 1954, a letter from Harvard Law School with
a report of grades astonishing to me, my family, and friends ar-
rived at our small Brookline apartment. It was followed by a no-
tice that my performance meant that 1 — along with the other
members of the top twenty-five — was now an editor of the Har-
vard Law Review and that I was to return several weeks early to
begin work on the first issue.

Sometime that August, I drove to the initiating Law Review din-
ner in my battered Chevrolet convertible — purchased with the
residual earnings of my summers as a fry cook (clams, french fries,
and onion rings) at nearby Revere Beach, an amusement area for
the lower classes (now gone to condominiums). I had spent my
summers there since high school, having become semipermanently
ensconced behind the scorching Frialators after operating kiddy
rides, a Loop-the-Loop, the Virginia Reel, and the fun-house con-
trols, which sent jets of air to lift the skirts of women customers
as they crossed a passageway exposed to delighted sidewalk spec-
tators. (I always viewed slacks, then rare, as the greatest chal-
lenge to my coordination. If successfully penetrated, the passage-
way between leg and fabric yielded pleasure of lustful imaginings
more gleefully obscene than the sight of still another pair of un-
derpants.)

At the dinner, my classmates and I were congratulated on our
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ascension into the elite by the president of the Harvard Law Review,
who then gave us our first assignment: to verify, for accuracy and
relevance, the footnotes of articles scheduled for publication in the
first issue of the Review, the country’s leading publication of legal
scholarship.

The next morning, manuscript in hand, I entered the cavernous
stacks of the law school library. Interminable shelves of books in
towered stacks, the volumes multiplied far beyond the precious
handful that had yielded the most enraptured moments of my young
life. The air was musty, redolent of old bindings, each breath stained
with the accumulated dust of the long summer stillness. Com-
manded from level to level, I had been going to school forever. 1
reached for a volume of court reports. I couldn’t. It was a prison.
I turned, moving swiftly into the bright August heat, entered my
car, and drove directly to the Brookline town hall, where I waived
my draft deferment.

For years thereafter I explained that I had been conscripted
involuntarily by a draft board that had run out of nonexempt can-
didates; that I had not appealed since I would have to serve when
I graduated, and so I “‘might as well get it over.” 1 lied because
the truth would have made others regard me as mildly insane or,
even worse, as a fool.

Yet, looking back, it seems to me there was in my action some
augury of “‘the sixties.” Mine was a purely personal act, similar
to the mini-revolts of many young people in other times and places.
Words like “the establishment,” “‘the system,” had not assumed
a pejorative aura, indeed, were rarely heard. Yet there was in
what I did something of defiance — not for a cause, not to protest
injustice or oppression, but against a structure of rational expec-
tations. [ was not motivated by inability or unwillingness to meet
the demands of an established order. Quite the contrary. I had
conformed my energies to the demands of the structure that opened
the path to worldly success. And I had met them. Yet, I had to
get away. Some vacancy at the heart demanded response.

A few years later it would have seemed a strange kind of defi-
ance to enter the army, even in peacetime. But I knew no alter-
native. I was aware of no causes, no movements in which to enlist.
There were such possibilities, even then, but they lay beyond my
horizon. It was also true my choice virtually eliminated the risk
that ordinarily accompanies rebellion. Any suspicion of instability
was dispelled by the masquerade of dutiful acquiescence to law. I
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could always return to Harvard, an honorable veteran of his na-
tion’s service. Yet diluted as it was, it was a reflection of discon-
tent, an undefined act of protest, although I was the only one who
knew it.

That same year Elvis Presley was beginning to horrify the re-
spectable with the suggestive gyrations of his hips, and the Su-
preme Court overturned the precedents of three-quarters of a cen-
tury in Brown v. Board of Education. In May, while I was preparing
for my examinations in property and contract law, a French army
surrendered Dien Bien Phu, liberating forces destined to more
mightily scar and transform American life than any event since
Colonel Anderson led his troops out of fallen Sumter.

Something was in the air. There had to be, although 1 could
not hope to sense it as I sat outside my basic training barracks at
Fort Dix alongside a company of other recruits — exhausted, sweat
stained after a long bus ride and a night spent half-dozing on the
dirt outside still unassigned barracks — while a huge, black, un-
smiling sergeant informed us, “Your ass is grass, and I is a lawn-
mower.”’

A child of the neon and concrete, having never traveled outside
the urban centers of the Northeast, I felt excitement approaching
the intensity of disbelief as — my training over — I boarded the
propeller-driven military transport that in a mere twenty-two hours
would carry me to Frankfurt, from which a train would take me
to my assigned station at an ordnance depot located in the forest
of Braconne, just outside the town of Angouléme, only sixty-four
miles northwest of Bordeaux.

Europe! Through the Looking Glass. Land of Oz. Crystalline
fountain of the mythology contained in my history books, progen-
itor of those adored volumes that had engaged and enlarged my
maturing passions. Later I would lie on Wenlock Edge staring at
Housman’s “woods in trouble,” walk the lakes where Wordsworth
had seen the human soul mirrored with the Divine, search out the
street in which defeated Stendhal had shared the fate of Julien
Sorel, watch bulls fall to the swords of Hemingway’s matadors.
And Stratford, of course, to sit upon the grass, but not to “tell sad
stories of the death of kings.” Not yet. That time would come
years later, and on American soil.

I had no trace of the expatriate longing that had persuaded
both Henry James and the writers of the twenties to escape phil-
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istine America for a more enriching and appreciative culture. |
was quintessentially American, irrevocably rooted in the turbulent
energy of my homeland. And Europe was over. It had torn itself
apart in some magnified version of the Pelopennesian wars. My
anticipation was that of a child’s visit to the circus, a student’s
approach to the Louvre, or the excitement I have seen in my own
boys as they enter Disney World.

During my eighteen months in France I traveled extensively
throughout Western Europe; saw much, experienced much, learned
much. Great wine tasted like the musty interior of an old cathe-
dral (so much for Manischewitz), the sight of the Pyrenees sloping
into the Atlantic along the road south of Biarritz moved me to
tears, dinner at a good French restaurant gave taste a dimension
more wondrously alien to my perceptions than Riemannian ge-
ometry. I lost a few dollars amid the cathedral hush of a Biarritz
casino, caught a distant glimpse of Eisenhower and Khrushchev
conveyed by limousines to their Geneva summit, traced the Rhone
glacier to its source. And I unmasked, in somewhat obsessive pur-
suit, the varied exhilarations of sex. But this belongs to my private
biography.

If memory of the white clustered villages on green-sloped Pyr-
enees, or the multihued fall vineyards near Carcassonne, exercised
some influence in the formulation of Lyndon Johnson’s program
for natural beauty, my European experience was most often of
practical use at state dinners and other presidential functions in a
tedious exchange of animated banalities with often rich and worldly
fellow guests.

My experience in the army had more direct influence on the
attitudes I would bring to high politics and the White House. 1
despised it, of course. Not the army itself, or the idea of the army,
or the purpose of the army, but my condition of military servi-
tude: a lowly private, ordered and organized and arranged; com-
pelled to prepare myself and my belongings for innumerable in-
spections, assigned on regular rotation to scrub the kitchen pots
and floor. My distaste, therefore, was largely a matter of rank,
and could have been transformed into something approaching en-
joyment had I been promoted to general or, even better, com-
mander of NATO. (Not too many years later I visited the Penta-
gon to brief the Joint Chiefs of Staff on our policy toward Cuba.
As I confronted the array of spangled shoulders, shined and crowded
stars reflecting the bright fluorescents with a terrestrial Milky Way
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of light, there was a moment of exultation — a child’s fantasy come
true — which was intensified by my intuition from across the room
of surly resentment at having been ordered into the presence of
this kid, ex-Corporal Goodwin.)

In what then seemed a natural response to discontent, I began,
tentatively at first, then systematically, to find ways of evading
military discipline. And with enormous success. In my entire
overseas tour, I never stood an inspection, avoided all company
duties, manipulated the excessive passes and leave time that en-
abled me to tour most of Europe, and managed an early dis-
charge — quite honorable — which allowed me to return home for
the entire summer preceding my second year of law school. In-
deed, I was technically AWOL during my entire overseas tour.

Shortly after being assigned to a barracks, but before my face
and name were fixed in the mental landscape of platoon leaders,
I managed a three-day pass from which I never returned to my
designated corner of the company. Reentering the camp on a Sun-
day night, I stole a mattress, which I kept rolled in the locker in
the small wooden structure housing the Troop Information and
Education Office to which I had been assigned. Every evening,
after sunset, I carried my mattress and blanket in search of an
empty bunk — a man on leave or in the hospital. At reveille I
rushed to the quarters assigned to a company of Polish guards,
who soon gave up their occasional queries directed at the eccen-
tric young American who came to wash and shave among
them.

I was on the base for duty, appeared regularly at company for-
mations, but, a man without a home, I did not appear on any
duty rosters, left no unexplained vacancy when I failed to stand
inspection.

I ingratiated myself with my superiors — thus lowering the
threshold of potential suspicion, and ensuring a lenient disregard
of my late return from passes and leaves — by putting my imagi-
nation at the service of their professional needs and appre-
hensions.

My most impressive triumph took place when, just before a ma-
jor headquarters inspection, it was discovered that we had one
more two-and-a-half-ton truck than the total (almost a thousand)
recorded in the shipping manifests. For days we counted and re-
counted, but the discrepancy remained. The possibility of some
error in the records was unthinkable or, at least, inadmissible —
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to us and, more importantly, to headquarters. But the truck was
there. Observing the captain’s mounting panic, I suggested that
the only escape from this dilemma was to bury the truck. Working
at night, a handful of trusted men, under my supervision, dug a
Jarge pit far back in the forest, drove the truck in, and covered it
with earth, where, I assume, its rusting remains still repose. The
inspectors found everything in perfect order, the captain was de-
lighted, and I went to Paris on a special pass.

My success in exploiting the vulnerabilities of bureaucracy left
me with a dangerously incomplete understanding. About a week
before 1 was to return to the United States, I encountered my
platoon commander, ROTC Lieutenant Lloyd, while walking from
my office to the mess hall. Confronting me directly, he said, “Well,
Goodwin. I hope you’re all ready for the big inspection Saturday.”

“Yes sir,” I replied.

He didn’t move. I could sense, behind his acutely attentive gaze,
a puzzled struggle of recall. Had he ever seen me at an inspection?
When? My facial muscles tensed, my rigidity of expression a mask
for fear. Disobedience of orders. Court-martial. Disqualification
for the bar. Leavenworth. The silent moment seemed intermina-
ble. He knew. To this day I believe that at the surface of aware-
ness he knew he had never seen me at any inspection. But his
upbringing on a midwestern farm, the arduous routine of chores
fulfilled, had left his imagination without the reach to encompass
so heinous and prolonged a defiance of orders. Miss one inspec-
tion, default on a single assignment — of course. Readily noted,
quickly punished. But never; not once in eighteen months. It was
not to be grasped. “I’ll look for you, Goodwin,” he said, turning
to leave.

“Yes, sir,” I replied, the fear draining away. I had just seen the
other face of bureaucracy — not the amiable bumbling of institu-
tionalized mediocrity, but the coercive force by which authority is
sustained. Defiance of established institutions, of “the system,”
was not a game for children, but a hazardous course where failure
or defeat could impose large and serious consequences. I had
learned a lesson. But not completely. For despite the fearful nar-
rowness of my escape I would not attend Lieutenant Lloyd’s last
inspection. Using strategems far too labyrinthine for description,
I managed to have myself sent by official order to another post
for my final weekend. It was not an act of principle, a “state-
ment’’ of moral courage. I had a no-hitter going. It was the last



Beginnings 23

of the ninth. Two outs. I couldn’t lose it now, not if I could help
it, whatever it took.

In December of 1955, while I was trifling with authority in the
forests of France, a black seamstress in Montgomery, Alabama,
undertook to defy an entire, deeply rooted culture of injustice when
she refused to obey the driver’s order that she move to a seat in
the rear, or colored, section of the bus; and with that single act of
courageous defiance began — not chronologically but spiritu-
ally — the period we now know as “the sixties.”” Rosa Parks’s dis-
obedience to established order crystallized a mass of resentments
and desires into a new struggle for black freedom, and propelled
Martin Luther King, Jr., from the anonymity of his Atlanta pulpit
to a national leadership that transformed him into the most tow-
ering figure of the decade. That single act initiated an unprece-
dented period of protest, aspiration, conflict, and progress, which
was, in defiance of events, to be formally dated from the election
of John Kennedy in 1g6o.

I returned from my army assignment for my final two years at
Harvard Law School, unaware that I was also returning to a
country on the edge of tumultuous change; or that I would play a
part in the events of change. I was going back for a law degree,
and then . . . well, I wasn’t sure.
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YOU ARE NOW on the cursus honorum.” The speaker was Pro-
fessor Abe Chayes, standing beside me at the buffet table of a
cocktail party to honor the graduating members of the class of
1958 who had served as editors of the Harvard Law Review. 1 in-
stantly understood his meaning, “‘the way of honor.” I was first
in my class of five hundred, president of the Harvard Law Review,
and on my way to serve as a law clerk to Supreme Court Justice
Felix Frankfurter. Thence, following a well-marked, oft-trodden
path, I would serve in the “real world,” most probably as an
associate with a Wall Street mega—law firm, and then become a
professor at “‘the law school.”

“Fuck that” were the words I didn’t say, as I nodded in seem-
ing acquiescence. I had already concluded that big-time law —
i.e., corporate law — was an occupation for skilled servants of
business; distinguished from accountants, secretaries, and chauf-
feurs only by the historic prestige of their professional status and
the size of their fees. Yet I did not have an alternative. I had
thought of returning to Boston and opening my own one-man law
office. But who would my clients be?

Several months before my graduation, Sumner Kaplan, a
neighbor in Brookline, who was also a representative to the state
legislature, had taken me to a small, upper-floor apartment in
downtown Boston where Senator John F. Kennedy maintained his
Massachusetts residence. A man called Frank Morrissey took our
coats. Morrissey had served as a kind of personal factotum to Jo-
seph P. Kennedy and, for years, had been assigned to keep watch
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on young John’s activities so the father could be alerted to any
hazards — personal or public — that might obstruct the career of
his swiftly rising son. The outer room was crowded with a variety
of politicians and lobbyists, for whom the senator’s appearance in
Boston was a chance to advance a favored project or impress a
lucrative client. [ knew none of them either by sight or name.

In about twenty minutes we were taken to a small sitting room,
where the senator, already standing, greeted my friend Sumner,
shook my hand, and said, ‘I understand you’re going to work for
Frankfurter.” As I nodded in confirmation, he added, “He’s not
my greatest fan. Give me a call when you get there.” He then
waved briefly toward three men who were entering the room be-
hind us, smiled warmly in our direction, and strode toward his
new visitors. With a skill whose exercise was totally concealed
from my understanding, without the slightest sign of dismissal or
termination, our encounter was ended. And, in milliseconds, lest
there be any confusion, Morrissey had Sumner by the arm. “It
was so nice of you to come. I know the senator appreciates every-
thing you’ve done.”

That was it. I had made my first contact with national politics.
As I headed for the subway, I looked at my watch, calculating
the time I had remaining to study for an approaching exam. It
was back to reality. More than a year passed before I realized
that something had happened. I — a hater of organization and
contemner of bureaucracies — had taken a first, essential step
toward a career in the most monumental, complex, and overpop-
ulated of all American institutions: the government of the whole,
frigging United States of America.

Liberated from the schoolhouse, I prepared to return to Wash-
ington, unaware my education was to begin. I had gladly ac-
cepted the clerkship with Mr. Justice Frankfurter — an unrefusa-
ble honor and, not incidentally, a way to postpone career
decisions — not knowing that in the brief year with the justice 1
would have found not an employer, but a mentor, whose beliefs
and intensity of engagement with life would irrevocably fortify and
shape my own beliefs and values.

Though I had studied some of his opinions, the arid discourse
of the classroom had not prepared me for my first personal en-
counter. In April of my graduation year, on a visit to Cambridge
Frankfurter had asked to meet with his new law clerk. Seated in
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a small sitting room adjoining the offices of Dean Erwin Griswold,
I indifferently scanned the morning papers, when the door opened
and a small, almost tiny man strode through the door and ap-
proached me with hand outstretched, moving swiftly, seeming to
bound slightly off the floor with every step, like a gliding kanga-
roo. “So you’re Goodwin,” he said, placing his hand on my arm
with that strong, fierce grip I was to come to know well. “Yes,
Mr. Justice,” I replied, suddenly conscious of my rumpled suit,
the overlong hair tumbling across my forehead. “Good,” he re-
sponded, not, I was later to learn, as a signal of approbation (there
was little in my appearance to inspire praise), but a sign that with
his fraternal grasp I was being welcomed into that honored group
of clerks, now reaching back over a generation, that constituted
the justice’s extended family, the formidable substitute for the
children he never had.

“They tell me you’re very bright,” he said. I had no response.
“Well,” he said, “‘we’ll find out soon enough,” the smile removing
the sting from his words.

“I’ll be down just as soon as the school year is finished.”

“Take a vacation first,” he admonished. *‘August will be soon
enough.”

“I don’t need one. I'd like to get right to work.”

His voice suddenly became solemn, a tone adopted for lessons
to be remembered, his finger outstretched; ““Young man, there’s
something I want you to remember for the rest of your career.
The laws of physiology are inexorable.”

What had such laws to do with me, in my twenties, exuberant
with anxious vitality? But his manner seemed to convey some un-
decipherable wisdom. And, he was the boss. (As it turned out, my
vacation, even though later abbreviated, could not have been bet-
ter timed, for early that summer I married Sandra Leverant, a
Vassar graduate whom 1 had known since high school.)

Then, as swiftly as he had entered, the justice relaxed his grip,
headed for the exit, turning at the door to repeat in stentorian
tones: “‘Remember, take a vacation.” Then he laughed and was
gone. I stood there half-expecting to hear the sound of sleigh bells
on the roof of Langdell Hall. It had been a totally unexpected
encounter: not an interview, but a kind of laying on of hands, a
symbolic initiation. Despite the abruptness of our meeting, I was
moved. He cared. Not about my credentials (those had been es-
tablished) but about me — a child and a stranger — wanted me
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to understand something, not about law, but a principle of per-
sonal life: that the process of life was ironbound by limits that
neither the eager energy of youth nor the highest gifts of maturity
could rupture or transcend. He was talking about health, but I
later understood that the way he said it — “‘the laws of physiol-
ogy” — was a clue to a less banal faith — that the well-being of
the democracy he so dearly loved, as well as that of the individual,
depended upon fierce obedience to the principled process from
which its vitality flowed.

In a few brief moments, what had been a job had been trans-
formed into a relationship. I quickly repaired to the library stacks,
anxious to know more about the man I was about to serve.

Frankfurter was an incarnation of the American dream. Born
to Jewish parents in Vienna, Austria, he had arrived in New York
at the age of twelve, unable to speak a word of English. A few
years later he had plunged into the melting pot of City College
and then gone to Harvard Law School, graduating with the high-
est honors. Although he was to be one of Harvard’s most honored
teachers of law, his energies overflowed the confines of academic
life into a continual and fervent engagement with the issues and
passtons of his time.

Frankfurter had accompanied Secretary of War Henry Stimson
to Washington, worked under Woodrow Wilson during World War
I. (“A self-righteous pedantic snob” was his verdict on Wilson.)
And despite his ambitions for public office, he had not hesitated
to engage in some of the most controversial issues of the interwar
period: fighting against the anticommunist “red hunting” of At-
torney General Mitchell, becoming an eloquent advocate for the
condemned Sacco and Vanzetti. These were all “liberal” causes,
but at the heart of Frankfurter’s indignation was the transgression
of limits on democratic power by public officials.

During this period he formed a close friendship with Franklin
Roosevelt, who, upon election to the presidency, turned to Frank-
furter for recruitment of many of the bright young men who staffed
the New Deal. “Felix’s hot dogs™ they were often called, either in
scorn or sardonic admiration; and they were among the leaders of
an entire generation of gifted young Americans who helped recon-
struct the depression-torn nation. In 1939, in recognition of
Frankfurter’s abilities and in gratitude for his services, Roosevelt
appointed him to the Supreme Court.

From the immigrant gates of New York to the High Court: an



28 Preparation

American story, which had given Frankfurter a profound love for
the country that had made possible his dreamlike passage. To the
end of his life he remained an almost childlike patriot, his labors
a profound love affair with the nation — not a sightless admira-
ton, but one illuminated by an intelligent understanding of the
principles that sustained American freedom, and a worldly knowl-
edge of how easily men of power were tempted to violate those
principles. “‘Nature,” he once told me, “is the great democrat,”
hestowing its gifts of intelligence and vitality on the poor and well-
born alike. But it was the structure, the elaborately designed pro-
cess of American freedom, that allowed those gifts to find fulfill-
ment. The Supreme Court was, for him, not a substitute for the
institutions of representative government, not endowed with power
to impose its own shifting views on the nation. It was the protec-
tor of democracy against itself, the guardian of the Constitution
against the abuse, the overweening exercise of power by men and
institutions that ignored the carefully constructed confinements of
the Founding Fathers — from the red-baiting Attorney General
Mitchell, to southern governors resisting desegregation, to Wil-
liam Casey and Oliver North and Ronald Reagan.

Although this wisdom was to become embedded in my own view
of public life, I was compelled to begin my term with Frankfurter
by disobeving his very first command, cutting my vacation short
and going to Washington in early August to attend a special term
of court called to consider the cause of Aaron v. Cooper. A lower
court had granted the high schools of Little Rock, Arkansas, the
right to delay implementation of a desegregation program because
of mounting public opposition to integration. Hastily summoned
into session, the Supreme Court was called on to consider whether
such opposition was a sufficient cause for delay. The answer, of
course, had to be no. Permitting public opposition to justify the
denial of constitutional rights would destroy those rights, amount
to a virtual reversal of the Supreme Court’s historic decision in
Brown v. Board of Education.

The lower court was unanimously reversed, although Justice
Douglas did not attend the special session, being content to have
the opinion dropped to him from a plane into some mountain
wilderness where he was enjoying his usual strenuous vacation.
Frankfurter was furious, viewing Douglas’s failure to return as a
contemptuous degradation of the judicial process. “That man,”
he told me, “is an opportunist and a malingerer. He’s more con-
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cerned about his public personality than the work of the Court.
In fact, he doesn’t do his work. He just decides who he wants to
win and then votes — a lazy, contemptible mind.”

I can still recall entering the small, somber courtroom to attend
the oral arguments in Aaron v. Cooper; shown by smiling, indulgent
guards to the special seats flanking the paneled benches which
were reserved for law clerks and guests of the justices; hearing the
crack of the gravel, a signal to rise as the black-robed justices, led
by Earl Warren, filed silently to their seats. Then the voice of the
clerk — “Oyez! Oyez! Oyez! All persons having business before
the Honorable, the Supreme Court of the United States, are ad-
monished to draw near and give their attention, for the Court is
now sitting. God save the United States and this Honorable Court.”
I felt an unanticipated chill, awareness that I was at the margins
of the long flow of history, old as the Republic, amid which men
had presided over the shaping events of a nation. John Marshall
had sat on this same court and Roger Taney had returned Dred
Scott to slavery and moved the country toward civil war; the New
Deal had been demolished by the Nine Old Men and then revived
by the men of Roosevelt, including my own employer.

The very case 1 was attending was a consequence of the latest
shaping period in American judicial history — one of those rare
times when the magisterial legal pronouncements of the Court reach
out to modify the life of the country. The Supreme Court had not,
in some aberrant convulsion of arrogance or ideology, designated
itself the agent of social revolution. It did not simply convene on
its own initiative to decree the end of segregation. That was not
within its power, nor its circumscribed role in the democratic
structure. Black students, their parents, and attorneys compelled
the Court to decision. They sued.

To decide that suit the Court must either uphold its antique
precedents, thus ignoring the blatant reality that the doctrine
“separate but equal” had become a disguise for American apart-
heid, or it must decree an end to segregation. Even then, the Court,
aware of the enormous and unforeseeable import of such action,
delayed until its decision could be made unanimous. Justice Rob-
ert Jackson, formerly chief prosecutor at the Nuremberg war trials,
was — Frankfurter told me — the last holdout. Once he had been
persuaded — more by the necessities than the legal merits of the
case — the Court, in 1954, made its decree in Brown v. Board of
Education. The opinion was delivered by Chief Justice Warren, on
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behalf of what was thenceforth to be known as the “Warren Court.”
But the true leaders of the Court, the two men whose intellect and
personal force were to shape its course, were Justice Black and
Justice Frankfurter: southern populist and northern intellectual,
fierce adversaries, sharply divided in philosophy, principle, and
temperament. But not on this matter. Once it was clear that the
case had to be decided, only one outcome was possible.

Enforcement was more difficult. The Court could not — even if
it had the power — overturn rooted social structures in a single,
sweeping decree. It was the responsibility, the obligation, the power
of the president and Congress to implement the Fourteenth
Amendment as reinterpreted by the Court. And they did nothing.
Thus implementation was left to the district courts, instructed to
proceed “‘with all deliberate speed.” The other institutions of gov-
ernment would let the judges take the blame, and the political
heat. They would, with forceful rhetoric, praise or condemn, but
not act.

The southern resistance to integration, successful at first, had a
wholly unforeseen consequence. Black Americans would no longer
leave enforcement of their rights to the white rulers who decreed
them. They would fight. Enormous social changes during and after
World War II had transformed black temperament, fortified black
possibilities. The Court had simply cast a tiny, but necessary, spark
of hope on the swelling and flammable contours of black expec-
tations. They would have freedom; peacefully if possible, with blood
if necessary. This demonstration that individual citizens — the
hitherto impotent and anonymous — could struggle for moral jus-
tice and, occasionally, attain it began to fissure the complacent,
self-indulgent facade of American innocence. It was an energizing
impulse for a multitude of battlegrounds, many of them remote
from racial contlict, which were to make the sixties a time abun-
dant with life-enhancing possibilities. ““Every man can make a dif-
ference,” said Robert Kennedy; but not until Rosa Parks and
Martin Luther King and Thurgood Marshall had already given
us proof.

Thus, the gradually accumulating forces whose undammed
pressures were to shatter the national tranquillity and give special
meaning to the decade known as the sixties had established their
first Washington outpost in that most unlikely sanctuary, the Su-
preme Court of the United States.

I did not foresee that America and I were already embarked on
so tumultuous a course, as 1 walked up the stone steps of the
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Supreme Court each morning, crossed the broad marbled plaza
chipped from the quarries of icy Vermont, moved past the three
Fates patiently weaving the thread of life — their frozen labors
ironically flanked by the figure of Justice sternly unaware that its
upraised sword and scales were feeble armor against the gossamer
fabric of the adamantine ladies — into my modest office separated
by a door from the chambers of the justice.

Seated at my desk in the first days of my employment, reading
through the flow of petitions and briefs that inundated the Court,
I heard a door open and, almost simultaneously, looked up to see
Justice Frankfurter standing before me, his outstretched hand
holding a single sheet of paper covered with his cramped, semi-
legible handwriting. When the justice wanted to communicate with
a clerk, he did not call for you or make a normal entrance, he
simply materialized. The illusion was not a trick but a philosoph-
ical creation: Life was too short to allow a wasted moment of la-
bor, pleasure, or intimate companionship. The justice lived as if
each day might be his last. Much later, as I battled fatigue, strug-
gling through the early-morning hours to perfect a presidential
speech or prepare a White House program, I would recall his
example — the essential truth of his insatiable grasp for life’s pos-
sibility — send for another cup of coffee, shake off my weariness,
and resume my labors. I didn’t have it right. Not yet. Not exactly.
There would be time to sleep soon enough.

Handing me the paper, the justice waited, shifting his weight
impatiently as I struggled to decipher in the scrawled sentences
his reasons for denying a petition for appeal to the Supreme Court.
“Well,” he said, “‘what do you think?”’ The case seemed trivial, a
matter of statutory interpretation that did not merit a full review.
“I agree with you,” I responded, starting to return the scrawled
page. “Don’t agree with me!” he interrupted, refusing to take the
page from my hand. “‘I don’t need to hire the best students from
Harvard Law School to agree with me. Anyone can do that. Ar-
gue. Tell me what’'s wrong with my decision. There must be
something wrong. I'm not perfect. That’s the only way you can
be of any real service.”

“All right,” I answered, somewhat pedantically, “I think the
Court should hear the case. The meaning of a federal statute is in
dispute, and if it’s not resolved by the Supreme Court, the lower
courts will give it different readings, leaving the meaning of the
law in confusion.”

“So!” he said triumphantly, “you think we should take the time
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of this Court to resolve every insignificant ambiguity in the federal
laws. Look at those shelves,” he said, pointing toward the innu-
merable volumes of federal statues that lined my office. “If we
tried to decide what every law means, we’d have to sit until
doomsday, and the really important issues could never be con-
sidered or resolved with the care they demand.”

The unanticipated debate went on, each new argument demol-
ished with stern ebullience, until, satisfied at last, the justice turned
back to his own ofhice. “I’m right,” he said as he left. “Don’t you
see that I’'m right?” Of course I saw it, had thought him right
from the beginning. But I had learned an important lesson: One
did not serve a powerful master by flattering accommodation to
his views. I would bring this belief with me to the White House,
where my contradictions were not always so warmly received.

At the close of my first day at work, the justice took me for an
automobile tour of Georgetown, pointing out restaurants suitable
for a young couple of modest means. Weeks later, while trying to
gnaw through a badly overdone steak, it occurred to me that the
justice himself had probably not set foot in a “‘cheap” restaurant
for decades. Yet his evident concern for my digestion was the be-
ginning of awareness that my appointment as a clerk was not merely
a job but initiation into a fellowship. The justice sustained an
almost paternal relationship with his clerks, past and present; their
presence an opportunity to continue, in microcosm, the teaching
career he had abandoned for Roosevelt’s appointment to the Court.

On that same ride the justice pointed vaguely toward a George-
town street which, he told me, had been the residence of Justice
Oliver Wendell Holmes, a man he had revered in life and apoth-
eosized in death. ‘I brought Franklin Roosevelt there,” he told
me, repeating a story that had been told to successive law clerks
for a generation. ‘‘Roosevelt was already president-elect, not yet
inaugurated, and he told me he’d like to meet Holmes.” (Then in
his nineties, and retired from the Court.) “They talked for several
minutes and after accompanying Roosevelt back to his residence,
I returned to Holmes’s residence.

“ ‘What did you think?’ I asked Holmes.

“ ‘A third-rate intellect but a first-rate temperament.’

“I was a little disappointed,” Frankfurter continued, “but Holmes
was right. Temperament. There was the secret of Roosevelt’s
greatness. He had the ability to recognize intelligence, wanted bright
people around him, but he had the instincts to understand the
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difference between good ideas and practical possibilities. He knew
the limits of his power, and, most of all, he loved being president.
No one has ever been a good president who didn’t love his job.”

It was recollection of this incident that led me, six years later,
to suggest that President Lyndon Johnson visit the mortally ill
Frankfurter, who, to the chagrin of his doctors, left his bedroom
and demanded he be suitably dressed to receive the president of
the United States.

Twice each year all the Frankfurter clerks — a line that reached
back almost twenty years from my tenure — would assemble: once
for a celebratory dinner, and once again for a sherry party on the
occasion of the justice’s birthday. Among the guests, my predeces-
sors in office, were men who then or later would advise the White
House, serve in presidential cabinets, lawyers of national reputa-
tion, judges, and the merely successful.

At the dinner that year I was seated next to Phil Graham, who
had deserted the law to take over the Washington Post, and was in
the course of establishing a publishing empire that has continued
to flourish in the years since he blew his brains out in the bath-
room of a family house, the victim of a manic-depressive psy-
chosis. My conversation with this man of immense charm and
exuberant vitality turned to literary subjects. I was surprised to
discover later that he had informed friends — Joseph Alsop, Dean
Acheson — that the justice had a clerk who actually read books.
But that was before 1 realized that Washington was a company
city: its business politics; its leaders and aspiring juniors largely
ignorant of literature, history, philosophy, and all other realms of
thought and discourse not directly related to the most mundane
and practical concerns. People read memos, not books, hire pro-
fessors, not acquire learning.

My acquaintance with my predecessor clerks and others in the
justice’s large and eclectic network of friends was to have no im-
mediate practical consequence. But it marked me in the minds of
many “who counted” as a young man with possibilities, perhaps
even a young man on the rise. One day Congressman John Lind-
say of New York — stunningly handsome, already exuding an
ambience of almost presidential density — was brought into our
office by the justice. “These are the kind of people,” he told
Frankfurter, waving vaguely in our direction, “I’d like to have
around me.” Presumably he meant in the White House, or some
other exalted office.
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Of far more enduring import than these “‘contacts” were the
lessons learned through continued exposure to the justice’s mind
and memory. Large, even historic, public figures — Wilson, both
Roosevelts, Eisenhower, Acheson, Truman — were disenthroned
from my textbook world, and set upon the level as objects for
analysis, gossip, criticism, and personal judgment. The distinc-
tions between men of power were not between nobility and base-
ness, or virtue and corruption, but that balance between strengths
and flaws, beneficent works and ruthless betrayals which coex-
isted, of necessity, in all men of action — and whose relative mea-
sure divided greatness from mediocrity. The necessities of public
ambition were hard on virtue. Circumstances constantly chal-
lenged conviction. Frankfurter himself, anxious to please his great
patron, Franklin Roosevelt, had occasionally violated the bound-
aries of judicial integrity through direct participation in political
conflicts. Purity and power are constant companions only in fairy
tales and legends, and even there the fate of their fellowship is the
death of Arthur.

Yet, on balance, the justice was the most principled public fig-
ure I have known. From his tutelage I would acquire certain fixed
guides that — though occasionally transgressed — prevented me
from blind compliance with the volatile and unpredictable de-
mands of political life; allowed me to challenge the childish, very
American, belief that acts were to be judged by their conse-
quences, that desirable results retroactively blessed the method of
their accomplishment.

Two of the cases during my term of court emerged from the
final spasms of the anticommunist witch-hunts that had accom-
panied the growing hostility and fear of Armageddon known as
the Cold War. In one case, a college professor, one Mr. Baren-
blatt, had been convicted of contempt by a federal court for refus-
ing to answer congressional questions about his communist afhili-
ations. While in distant New Hampshire, Mr. Uphaus had been
convicted of the same offense for refusing to give a list of his guests
at a summer camp suspected of being a “‘communist front”” by the
attorney general of New Hampshire, who was zealously enforcing
the legislature’s command that he forestall a communist over-
throw of that patriotic state. Neither the triviality nor the absur-
dity of the allegations was before the Court. The issue was the
power of government to investigate and expose. One could not
question the right of a government to guard against threats to its
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survival. On the other hand, there was no power to expose and
slander those with unpopular opinions. It was — to oversimplify
the legal issues — the Court’s job to balance government’s power
to protect itself against the individual’s freedom to choose and
safeguard his associates.

To me, the “right”” decision was plain. Professor Barenblatt was
not engaged in subversive activities. He had committed no crime.
The congressional committee was simply out to castigate, expose,
and slander in its unremitting pursuit of political gain. Nor was
the state of New Hampshire endangered by a communist conspir-
acy emanating from the Uphaus summer camp.

This much seemed obvious. Not just to me, but to all my fellow
clerks and, probably, to all the justices. Clearly the convictions
should be reversed. There was, however, one obstacle to this oth-
erwise obvious course. Congress and the legislature of New
Hampshire had authorized these investigations on the premise that
the danger from communist conspiracy was real and its extirpa-
tion required far-reaching, virtually unrestrained inquiry. Thus the
Court was being asked, indirectly, to overrule these legislative de-
terminations, at least as applied to the particular cases before us.
This, Frankfurter, and four other justices, refused to do.

On his return from the regularly scheduled Friday conference
where the members of the Court met privately to make their de-
cisions, Frankfurter informed me of his vote. Shortly thereafter I
entered his office, and, at his invitation, launched into my care-
fully prepared argument against his position (always subject to
change until the actual opinion had been drafted, circulated, signed,
and announced). After a few minutes of patient audience, he in-
terrupted. “Your difficulty, Dick, is that you don’t understand
democratic government. And you don’t know the role of this Court.”

“I do know that is up to the Court to protect individual liber-
ties,” 1 replied.

“Wrong!” he exclaimed in sharply raised tones. “Is that what
they teach you up at Harvard now?”

“I think, Mr. Justice, that I read it in one of your opinions.”

“Misread! Our job is to enforce the law, including the Consti-
tution. We have nothing to do with your abstract notions of jus-
tice or liberty. Only with what the law provides.”

“I believe —”

“I'm not interested in what you believe. What do you think?”

“I think the Constitution protects freedom of association.”
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“You're begging the question.”

“How?”

“That’s the issue, not the answer — whether these associations
are constitutionally protected. You wouldn’t argue there is a con-
stitutional right to join a gang of murderers?”

“Murder is against the law. A danger to society. Barenblatt and
Uphaus are not dangerous, and they haven’t broken any law.”

“The Congress and a state legislature have decided there is a
danger, and assigned power to investigate it.”

“But they’re wrong. At least in these cases.”

“I agree with you . . . but not on the main matter. You think
they’re in error. | think it. But that doesn’t mean we can substi-
tute our opinion for theirs.”

“If they have violated the Constitution, it is the duty of the
Court to overrule.”

“It depends.”

“On what?”

“On a great many things. On precedent, on the recorded intent
of the law, on the facts that are presented to us, not what we read
in the papers.”

“But here the only motive —"

“We have nothing to do with motives. We are not a court of
mind-readers. It is not up to us to decide why a legislature acted,
only what they did. On the record. If there is a real danger of
subversion, a real conspiracy against government, there is power
to prevent it, and that includes investigation. I know what you
want. You want me to say they’re wrong, that there is no danger,
that they’re just out to get votes by scaring the public no matter
who gets hurt.”

“That’s just what they are doing. And you agree with me.”

“Privately, perhaps. But as a justice I have no right to substi-
tute my judgment for that of a legislature. Not on a matter like
this. Or perhaps you think we should have our own investigation,
appoint a special master to examine all the evidence of the last
decade to decide whether there is a conspiracy.”

“Of course not. But when the case is clear.”

“To you. Not to Congress or the New Hampshire legislature. It
is beyond us. Beyond our capacities and thus beyond our power.”
Then, lowering his voice, speaking in almost avuncular tones: ““I
was appointed when this Court almost wrecked the country and
itself by trying to substitute its economic views for those of the
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president and Congress. I am not going to impose my views about
communism on the rest of the government.”

Then, as I turned to leave, only half convinced, but the argu-
ment clearly lost, he interrupted my exit, almost musingly. “It is
what we mean by democratic government. I don’t believe that
when the Founding Fathers wrote the Constitution they meant for
basic questions of social and political policy to be decided by nine
men meeting in a secret conference on Friday afternoon.”

The contempt convictions would be affirmed by a vote of 5—4.

Reentering my office that day, I sensed, in the justice’s words,
a resonance, only vaguely apprehended, from some awakening truth
at the heart of understanding. I, whose still inchoate politics were
to mature into “‘Kennedy liberalism” and, later, to far more rad-
ical, if nameless, form, was becoming an institutional conserva-
tive. And have so remained.

Yet it would take years of experience, roaming the highest ech-
elons of public power, before I would fully understand the mean-
ing and wisdom of the justice’s cryptic, almost metaphorical, in-
junction. He was talking about his beloved Court. But behind his
argument was the principle that reconciles democratic freedom
with all the institutions that govern a nation. ‘I have never known
a man of power,” he once told me, speaking of Roosevelt’s plan
to pack the Supreme Court, “who did not resent any obstruction
to its exercise.” His observation was only a slightly modernized
version of Jefferson’s assertion that the basis of democracy was
not ‘‘confidence” but “‘jealousy”’; meaning that we could not en-
trust our liberties to men of power — however beneficent their in-
tentions — that their will and ambition had to be hedged and
confined by other repositories of power: institutions, laws, and,
ultimately, the people themselves.

Those who drafted the charter for a new nation understood the
central dilemma of democracy: No man, and no group of men,
can be trusted with power. Yet no organized society can function
without public authority. They tried to resolve this contradiction
by writing a Constitution that fragmented public power — among
the institutions of the federal government, between state and na-
tion, between the people and those who governed them. Whether
called ““checks and balances™ or ‘‘separation of powers” or “‘fed-
eralism,” it reflected a wisdom derived from two millennia of
Western history: that the guardians must be guarded, that the
often frustrating, occasionally paralyzing, clash of will and desire
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between men and institutions was the necessary foundation of a
lasting democracy. We could maintain our freedoms only by mak-
ing sure that no one was strong enough to take them away. They
would use the impulse toward self-aggrandizement, so firmly
embedded in human nature, as a protection against excessive power,
by contriving a structure that made every assertion of authority
by one a threat to the authority of others.

In our time this conflict has been most dramatically manifested
in the tendency of the presidential institutions to overflow their
bounds. to pursue goals heedless of the desires and prerogatives
of the Congress and, by indirection, the people who elect it. There
was no discussion of constitutional limits at the meetings I at-
tended in preparation for the Bay of Pigs. I heard no expression
of deference to the clear congressional authority over questions of
war and peace as Lyndon Johnson led us, secretly, deceptively,
into an undeclared war in Southeast Asia. The enormous cost of
these disruptive failures only confirms the Founders’ apprehen-
sion. and should remind us that democracy is not an artifact but
a process, not a form of power — like dictatorship or monarchy —
but a continual, unresolvable struggle against the restraints that
make men free.

Of all the constitutional institutions, the Supreme Court alone
cannot be checked or overruled by other institutions or by popular
dissent. Their decisions cannot be vetoed or overruled in an elec-
tion. That is the theory. The reality is that the power of the Court
itself rests on popular consent or. at least, acquiescence and would
swiftly dissolve were that support withdrawn. Frankfurter often
referred to the “self-inflicted wounds™ of the Court — meaning
decisions that so exceeded its mandate that they jeopardized the
Court itself. The Dred Scott decision did not legitimize slavery —
although it purported to do so: nor could the Nine Old Men ob-
struct the reforming impulses of the New Deal. By trying to exer-
cise such power, attempting to impose, by judicial fiat, the jus-
tices’ own views of important social and economic questions, the
Court undermined its own authority. It transgressed the bound-
aries of the judicial power, and, as a result. almost ended 1ts own.

Those boundaries are not laid down in the written Constitution
but in the doctrine known as “‘judicial self-restraint,” which must
also be understood as “judicial selt-preservation.” It is not an easy
doctrine to define. But behind it is the democratic faith that the
people. acting through the institutions of representative govern-



The Justice 39

ment, must be trusted to resolve the great moral and social issues
of the day. The Supreme Court can guard against excesses, pro-
tect the helpless individual, but on the large issues it must respect
the process of democracy. For the reality is that even though it
can pronounce on issues that divide the nation, it cannot enforce
its pronouncements. Even the decision in Brown v. Board of Educa-
tion, a necessary exercise of power by the institution that had itself
validated segregation, would have been a nullity had it not touched
the conscience of the country and helped stimulate long-suppressed
black anger.

In the sixties, although I approved the result of the Warren
Court’s decisions, I found myself at odds with many hberals, being
convinced that the Court was exceeding its proper bounds, that
its members were seeking desired results despite precedent and
constitutional tradition. ““This transformation of the Court’s role,”
I wrote in 1967, ““will come back to plague us when, as they in-
evitably must, judicial personnel and attitudes change.” They are
changing. And if the Rehnquist Court takes as spacious a view of
its role as did its predecessors, we may find that the net result of
judicial activism has been a diminution of personal liberty, and
the dissolution of established restraints on economic power.

Midway through my year at the Court I called Senator Ken-
nedy’s secretary, Evelyn Lincoln, told her of the senator’s earlier
invitation to “call on him,” and, shortly thereafter, received an
appointment to visit his Senate office located only half a block
from the marble temple of the judicial branch.

With the exception of a couch or two, and some narrow pas-
sageways left free for human traffic, all the space in the small
outer offices was covered by desks, each virtually concealed by a
sprawl of papers, and behind which sat a human being whose ear
was firmly attached to a telephone receiver. The ambience of con-
fused, cacophonous vitality signaled a world far different from the
judicial sanctum from whose ordered tranquillity I had walked. It
was my first visit to a Senate office since, as a twelve-year-old boy,
I had roamed the legislative corridors on occasional forays from
my junior high school, surreptitiously descending to the basement
monorail that connected the office buildings with the Capitol across
the street. There, I and my companions would ride the train until
a guard, noticing our frequent reappearances at the entrance, in-
formed us that “‘this isn’t an amusement park.”” Perhaps not. But
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it was the closest a boy could come to one in the District of Co-
lumbia.

The harried animation of the cubicled offices testified to the
rapidly mounting intensity of Kennedy’s four-year campaign for
the presidency, already — by early 1959 — more than halfway to
the time of decision. As a secretary closed the door to the senator’s
private office behind me, I was abruptly in an enclave of deceptive
serenity. The tall, handsome Kennedy rose from behind his desk,
shook my hand, and, smiling warmly, his eyes never leaving my
face, showed me to a soft leather chair and resumed his seat.
Quickly, with some trace of nervousness, I told him that I would
like to be of help in the campaign, but, of course, could do nothing
until my year at the Court was finished. (Lest I inadvertently
breach the constitutional separation of powers.)

“I appreciate your offer,” he said, his smile friendly but non-
committal. ““Your boss is not one of my supporters.”” The remark
was not a question but a statement of fact, intended, perhaps, to
elicit a reaction that might tell him whether I had absorbed some
of the justice’s well-known hostility to his candidacy. I did not tell
him of Frankfurter’s remark to me that his father, Joseph P. Ken-
nedy, was ‘‘the most wholly evil man” the justice had ever known;
their early New Deal friendship having been transformed into in-
tense animosity rooted in the older Kennedy’s anti-Semitism, op-
position to American involvement in the struggle against Nazi
Germany, and, perhaps, to other conflicts of principle and ambi-
tion of which I knew nothing. “He said,” I responded, ‘“‘that no
one was ever a good president who didn’t really enjoy his job.”
“You tell him,” the senator replied, his tone slightly sharper, “that
I’'m going to have a hell of time.”

Then, softening, he asked about my work on the Court, what I
had thought of Harvard Law School; the casual amiability of our
conversation belied only by the probing intensity of his eyes. His
curiosity — about me and the Court — was genuine, but he was
also taking my measure. This intense but unthreatening concen-
tration was, I later learned, among the most consistent traits of
his character. Even in a crowded gathering, he made his compan-
ion of the moment feel as if they were joined in solitary fellowship.
The curiosity was real, as was the calculation.

After ten or fifteen minutes he rose. “Let me introduce you to
my stafl,”” he said, motioning me to accompany him to the outer
offices, where I met some of the men with whom I was, little more
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than a year later, to join in close, often uneasy, association. “‘Keep
in touch,” he admonished as he turned back to his office, and the
more important business of the day.

No promises had been made, even implied. My brief interview
had been only one among a multitude of encounters through
which — every day of every week — Kennedy was extending his
reach, preparing for the days of combat ahead. The wasted time,
the meetings without consequence, were an inescapable element
of an endeavor in which one did everything, talked to everybody,
in hopes that something would have results. Politics, like war, is
waste. 1 had been given no reason to think my visit might irre-
vocably alter my life. I had, however, been reminded that I was
halfway through the year, and must act soon if I was to find an
alternative to the jobs offered by major law firms, which were
arriving in such abundance. At the same time, somewhere in Ken-
nedy’s office, my name was being entered in a large card file of
“bright young men” who might someday, somehow, be of some
use in the approaching campaign.

A few months later, during the spring of 1959, I received a
letter from the placement director at Harvard Law School. The
House Subcommittee on Legislative Oversight — an adjunct of the
Committee on Interstate and Foreign Commerce — was looking
for young lawyer-investigators, and Harvard Professor Clark Byse
had suggested my name. This was the committee that had re-
cently conducted an investigation of Sherman Adams, Eisenhow-
er’s chief of staff, its disclosures forcing the resignation of the sec-
ond most powerful man in government.

Sensing an opportunity to avoid, or at least postpone, a decision
to practice law, motivated also by a nascent fascination with pub-
lic life and the vaguely sensed, still unformed spirit of the decade
just ahead, I paid a visit to the chief counsel of the committee,
Robert Lishman. “The committee has jurisdiction over all the ad-
ministrative agencies,” Lishman explained. “All of them?” 1 in-
terrupted wonderingly. “Every one,” he replied. “Of course we
can’t do everything at once.” Even so, the choices seemed vir-
tually limitless. The committee was empowered to investigate the
entire fourth branch of government, bureaucracies established over
decades to supervise almost every substantial activity of American
commerce — railroads and trucks; the stock market and the banks;
advertising and drugs; telephones, radio, and television. Often
heedless, even defiant, of the public interest they were established
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to defend, all of them, with age, had moved toward partnership
with the interests they regulated. What a gold mine! What fun it
would be!

“I’d like to try it,” I told Lishman, and he, somewhat aston-
ished to find a former president of the Harvard Law Review among
his applicants, offered me a job on the spot. My work was to begin
immediately after the Supreme Court’s summer recess terminated
my one-year appointment.




3 / Investigating the Quiz Shows

MY NEW OFFICE was only a two-block walk from the Su-
preme Court, but a continent apart in process of decision and
action. Reasoned interpretation, reliance on precedent were sub-
merged by the clash of political aims and ambitions. Law was to
be forged, not by application of judicial principles, but from the
shifting inclinations of the public and pressures from the powerful.
The principles of judicial restraint had no place here. We could
do what we wanted, within wide and poorly defined limits we
were free to pursue “‘the right,”” to enforce the needs and interests
of the people. Or so — at first — it seemed.

That same summer a New York grand jury, looking into pos-
sible consumer fraud, had completed a nine-month investigation
of accusations that the television quiz shows — which had en-
gaged the eagerly watchful interest of the population for several
years, whose contestants had become national heroes, living ex-
emplars of American genius — had been a fraud; that questions
and answers had been given to the winners in advance. A few
weeks after beginning work with the committee, I saw a report in
the New York Times that the presiding judge had impounded the
results of the grand jury sessions (known as a “‘presentment”).
There were to be no indictments, no charges of wrongdoing, and
no public disclosure of the evidence. Excited, I went to Lishman.
“There must be something here,” I said. “If there was nothing
wrong, then why keep it secret?” “It’s worth looking into,” he
replied. “We have jurisdiction over the FCC [Federal Commu-
nications Commission|, and that’s television. And we’re not re-
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stricted to investigating violations of law if the public interest is
involved. Why don’t you go to New York and see if you can get
that presentment.”

Returning to my desk, I called for an appointment with the
New York district attorney, Frank Hogan. The next day I was on
a plane, bringing, in my person, the power of the American Con-
gress to the labrynthine, parochial, suspect corridors of Manhat-
tan justice. My departure went unremarked, except by my wife
and the slightly inconvenienced hosts of a dinner party I was to
attend. But within a few months the consequences of that trip
would explode into headlines across the country, give me a suc-
culent but also disquieting taste of public recognition, and unfold
a moral tale that, to this day, engages the energies of aspiring
authors.

The quiz shows were the most extraordinary phenomenon in
the history of television. Neither before nor since has any contriv-
ance of the tube so absorbed the fascinated contemplation of the
public.

The first great triumph was called “The $64,000 Question,” the
creation of Lou Cowan, who, years earlier, had devised and pro-
duced “The Quiz Kids.” Presumably he took the concept of a
long-expired radio show, called ‘“The 64 Dollar Question,” and
multiplied by a thousand. This simple act of arithmetic imagina-
tion was to sweep the airwaves. In the mid-1g50s, sixty-four thou-
sand dollars was a great deal of money; the reward for knowledge
was not simply admiration, but wealth. Viewers were invited to
watch the American dream come true before their eyes, not in the
chance fortune of a lottery, but through the hitherto secluded bril-
liance of fellow citizens.

Each contestant on “The $64,000 Question” selected a partic-
ular area of expertise — opera or American history or boxing —
and was asked a succession of increasingly difficult questions: “Who
sang the lead roles in the first La Scala production of Rigoletto?”
or “What nineteenth-century middleweight champion lost his title
in the second round?” It was a kind of genius version of Trivial
Pursuit. With each correct answer the stakes were doubled until
a reward of sixty-four thousand dollars was offered for the final
answer. And because the contest was prolonged, viewers devel-
oped a familiarity with the contestants, regarded them with friendly,
almost personal, admiration. Only contestants likely to arouse
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empathetic fondness were selected. But this took time. Unknown
individuals were not transformed into lovable and/or admirable
characters overnight. It was, therefore, important that the more
promising contestants reappear on the show for several weeks. That
was possible only if they gave the right answers. And so, con-
ceived in the necessities of entertainment, the cheating began.

At one point, British producers started a London counterpart
of the quiz shows. After a few weeks they called New York. “How,”
they wanted to know, “do you find all those brilliant Americans?
Our contestants keep missing questions. We can’t keep them on
the show.” The New York producer mumbled something about
“testing procedures” and swiftly terminated the call.

“The $64,000 Question”” was an unprecedented smash. On
Tuesday night America slowed down to watch the GBS show. It
was almost impossible to find a cab in Manhattan because the
drivers were at home or in a bar. Theater owners lamented the
disastrous decline in Tuesday attendance. And the personalities of
contestants, their prospects of victory, were the frequent topic of
dinner-table conversations during the six-day interlude between
performances.

Faced with the triumph of a competing network, NBC devel-
oped a show of its own. They would meet the challenge by in-
creasing both the stakes and the difficulty of the game. On *““T'wenty-
One,” there were no categories. Questions were drawn seemingly
at random from every field of human knowledge. The amount to
be won was theoretically unlimited. (Although, in reality, care-
fully controlled. The shows had budgets.) As long as a contestant
kept answering correctly, his earnings would mount.

“Twenty-One” matched its rival, becoming one of the most-
watched programs on television. The big winners on “Twenty-
One were transformed into instant celebrities. The titanic Charles
Van Doren, young scion of a famous literary family, won $129,000
and became a national hero. He graced the cover of 7Time maga-
zine. And after his appearance was completed, he was designated
a consultant to NBC at a yearly fee of $50,000, and given his own
spot on a popular morning show. Students at Columbia, where
Van Doren taught English, put up signs directing visitors to “the
smartest man in the world.” He was our answer, a symbol of our
answer, to the shocking launch of the Soviet Sputnik and its im-
plied message that American technological and intellectual supe-
riority had fallen into ‘“‘the dust-bin of history.”” Although intellec-
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tuals and psychologists fiercely debated whether the capacity to
recall an immense volume of unrelated information was a mani-
festation of real intelligence or some genetic aberration, the ad-
miration of the public was unqualified.

While the nation was absorbed with its newly created heroes,
the sponsors and networks were getting rich. Revlon, which spon-
sored “The $64,000 Question,” found it necessary to send out large
advance shipments of the particular product it intended to pro-
mote — lipstick or eye shadow or rouge — in anticipation of a
buying surge following each Tuesday’s performance. The com-
pany itself enjoyed unprecedented growth (its sales went up from
thirty-three million to eighty-five million dollars), while sales of
Geritol — a sponsor of “Twenty-One” — soared beyond all ex-
pectations, projection, and common sense. As for the networks,
their earnings depended on ratings, and the ratings were never
better.

The networks and sponsors made many millions. The produc-
ers made a few million. The contestants made thousands. And all
was right with the world.

On arriving in New York, I was surprised that Assistant Dis-
trict Attorney Joe Stone seemed pleased to see me. Diligent, ex-
perienced, incorruptible, he had labored for months to construct
a case for the grand jury. And now I appeared, an eager parvenu,
barely out of law school, never having uncovered so much as a
traffic violation, ready to take over. Yet there was no sign of re-
sentment at my unasked intrusion, no hint of that condescension
which mature experience owes to youth. Stone was that rarest of
public servants, concerned with uncovering and disclosing the truth,
wherever credit might go. Although he had found much to indi-
cate that the quiz shows had been rigged, he was hampered by
lack of resources, limitations on his jurisdiction, the absence of
any criminal statute prohibiting television fraud, and — most in-
furiating — the decision of Judge Mitchell Schweitzer to impose a
seal of secrecy on the grand jury proceedings. Since grand jury
reports in New York had been customarily issued and made pub-
lic since colonial times, Schweitzer’s decision was not only un-
usual, but suspect. (In the early 1970s Schweitzer was forced to
resign from the bench as a result of charges of corruption against
him by the New York City Bar Association.)

Stone told me that his own progress had been blocked. but Judge
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Schweitzer would almost certainly release the minutes at the re-
quest of a congressional committee. If there had been a bargain,
it could not have included resistance to the wishes of Congress.
The next morning, after Judge Schweitzer had been informed of
my request, I was taken to a New York City courtroom by one of
Stone’s assistants to make the first and last trial court appearance
of my soon to be aborted legal career. I knew we would get the
record. But the formal procedure of acquisition was less familiar
to me than the mysteries of Dionysus. I didn’t know what to do,
and I was not qualified to do it. I was not even a lawyer, having
just taken the still-ungraded Massachusetts bar exam. The judge
asked if there were any motions. My companion jostled me: “Now,”
he whispered. “How about you?” I said. “It’s okay,” he said,
“you don’t have to be a member of the New York bar.” It hardly
seemed the place or time to explain that I did not belong to any
bar. And so, rising, somberly clad in a dark pin-striped suit, I
intoned, with an air of feigned confidence, that ““On behalf of the
Subcommittee on Legislative Oversight of the House Committee
on Interstate and Foreign Commerce, | request release to the
aforesaid committee of the grand jury records in the case of . . .7
I had not watched all those movies for nothing. The judge low-
ered his gavel. He would accept and consider the motion, mean-
ing, as happened shortly thereafter, they would be released to the
committee.

Once the records were released, I returned from Washington to
retrieve them. Flying home, 1 looked through the voluminous pages
of testimony, pausing intermittently to sit back, staring exultantly
at the crowded drifts of dazzling clouds. With a single sentence, I
had overturned the intentions of the New York judicial system.
True, the power was borrowed, derived from my employers. But
since its exercise was mine, it also belonged to me. Or so it seemed
in that time before I had learned how easily public power could
be dissolved or turned upon the wielder. No such sensation had
accompanied my work on the Supreme Court. Law clerks may
have influenced other justices in their decisions. But not Frank-
furter. His vote was wholly shaped by inner deliberations steeped
in decades of intimacy with history and constitutional law. We
might help sharpen a point or two, accumulate some additional
arguments and precedents for an opinion whose conclusion and
reasoning were his own. But this was different. I had suggested
the course, planned the action, performed it. To the legal func-
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tionaries of New York, I was the Congress. It was a heady feeling,
the onset of an addiction from which only years of experience, and
harsh recurrent trauma, would free me. And even now, it still
lingers, its resurgence a constant threat to the more quiescent la-
bors of my present life.

I found the grand jury records crammed with contradictions.
But there was enough to convince me, as it had persuaded Joe
Stone, that the quiz shows had been fraudulent. The evidence did
not yet meet the rigorous standards of legal proof. But I knew.
Now we must make the case.

Armed with the credentials of a special investigator, 1 spent
most of the next few months in New York — with an occasional
foray to Hollywood — talking to contestants and producers, grad-
ually moving up to advertising agencies, sponsors, and the net-
works themselves.

I first met Charles Van Doren at breakfast in the NBC cafeteria
following his daily appearance on Dave Garroway’s popular
morning show. Van Doren’s function was to add a few minutes of
cultural seasoning to the hourlong concoction of gossip, news, and
humor. He might read a brief poem, comment on some painting
being exhibited at the Metropolitan Museum. Not much, just
enough to add a touch of class. Absolutely calm, with friendly but
never overeager amiability, he answered my questions about the
quiz shows. A century of breeding had prepared him for this en-
counter. He could not, of course, speak for other contestants, he
told me, but his own appearance had been exactly what it seemed.
Gifted with an extraordinarily retentive memory, widely read, he
had been able to answer questions whose content was never re-
vealed until the show was under way. Yes, it was possible that
other contestants had been given answers. How could he know?
But the producers were such decent, honest men. He couldn’t be-
lieve they would do something like that. “And look at the result,”
he said. ““Not the money, although it certainly came in handy. At
least I could buy my own house. But I'm the only person who
reads poetry on television. I'm a teacher, you know, and now I
can reach millions. All because of the quiz shows.”

Sincerity, honesty, integrity — pick your term — infused his
manner. Courtesy without submission, exposition without resent-
ment. I liked the man; began to doubt my own conviction that he
was lying. I had accumulated a great deal of evidence that contra-
dicted him. Not conclusively. Not beyond doubt. But very sub-
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stantial. Yet, dammit, I wanted to believe Van Doren. He was so
forcefully sincere. He seemed to believe, must believe, what he
was saying. And perhaps he did. The depths of the human mind
have hiding places for the most contradictory recollections and
beliefs; desires whose powerful surge can overpower conscious
knowledge and awareness.

After the meeting I was shaken. Maybe we were wrong. Maybe
those who had implicated him were mistaken, or lying for their
own purposes. Then I went to interview Herbie Stempel, and un-
der the assault of his vengeful brilliance, Charles Van Doren’s life
began to unravel.

Of moderate height, his features bearing a dark, Semitic stamp,
illuminated by eyes of flickering intensity, ceaselessly loquacious,
Herb Stempel seemed to have been designed as Van Doren’s an-
tipode. He had come from a working-class background, a family
in the anonymous lower reaches of the social structure, whose oth-
erwise unremarked history had contained some dormant code of
DNA gifting Stempel with a remarkably spacious memory, which
he had furnished with an extraordinary collection of information.

A chance encounter at one of the Greenwich Village cocktail
parties from which the ever-alert television producers recruited so
many of their contestants brought him an invitation to take the
examination administered to aspiring quiz show guests. The test
consisted of questions designed to uncover knowledge of miscella-
neous obscurities — e.g., Name the man who led the American
forces at the battle of Lexington (John Parker). Stempel’s score
was astonishing, the best — he proudly told me — ever attained
by any quiz show contestant, including Van Doren.

The purpose of the test was not to ensure a good performance.
The producers would take care of that. But exposure on national
television would inevitably attract press attention to these new-
made heroes of intellect. Undoubtedly, some skeptical reporter
would try to test a contestant and find out if he was for real.
Therefore, it was important that the subject of inquiry be credible,
able to display, on demand, remarkable retentive powers. The test
scores were the producers’ guarantee against accidental exposure
of ignorance.

The coincidence of a cocktail party discussion and his surpris-
ing test performance changed Herbie Stempel’s life. He was se-
lected to be the first big-money winner on “T'wenty-One,” with
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prize earnings of just under a hundred thousand dollars.
Throughout the week preceding each show, prime-time “‘promos”
would exhort listeners to watch the newly discovered genius, Herb
Stempel, as he rose from poverty to wealth. Could he keep it up?
Would he? Each week millions of viewers tuned in to watch the
drama unfold. This unknown, unappreciated, unprivileged young
man became an instant celebrity. He was stopped by strangers on
the street, saw his name in the papers and his face on the tube.
Stempel defeated all challengers until, one melancholy day, the
producers told him the show needed a change. They had selected
a replacement hero named Charles Van Doren. It was all over for
Herb.

Week after week, Stempel watched as the victorious Van Doren
transcended mere celebrity to hecome a national folk hero, his
triumphs, as measured in dollars and publicity, far surpassing
Stempel’s own achievement. This man who, in Stempel’s lucid,
fevered imagination, had everything — privilege, breeding, aris-
tocratic birth and manner — who seemed to possess every advan-
tage that life had so cruelly and capriciously denied him, had now
stripped Herb of his only public distinction. It was unfair. Why,
he was smarter than Van Doren. Much smarter.

Unable to contain his mounting anger/envy/frustration, Stem-
pel was determined to tell his story, to expose this overprivileged
fraud even at the cost of admitting his own. Two years after his
appearance, well after the shows had been dropped from the net-
works, Stempel — his resentments unabated — went to the news-
papers. But they wouldn’t touch the story, refusing to risk mul-
timillion-dollar lawsuits based on the unsupported tale of this
disgruntled, disheveled, unstable individual. Next Stempel went
to the district attorney’s office. As Joe Stone explained to me: ‘1
get a dozen nuts a week with crazy stories. He had no evidence. 1
did not dismiss his story, but it was only after we received addi-
tional, unrelated information that we even began a grand jury
investigation. And that didn’t go anywhere.” Stone’s reaction was
justified. Stempel was a “nut,” so obviously in the grip of an ob-
session that any reasonable man would doubt him. Stone would
come to believe his story, at least most of it. But it wasn’t proof,
just the allegations of a man who could not be expected to fare
well on a witness stand. Then 1 came along. A congressional in-
vestigator, unfettered by rules of evidence or the necessity to meet
judicial standards of proof.
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I called Stempel. Did he want to see me? He could hardly wait.
Here was his chance. For what? Vindication or vengeance? It hardly
mattered, not to me.

At our first meeting we talked for hours, and, in the weeks to
come, he would call me on the telephone, arrange meetings, turn
up unexpectedly at my Washington home. Long after I had learned,
and verified, everything he had to tell, he continued his pursuit,
fearful that through negligence or the intervention of mysterious
higher powers, his despised adversary might escape. And he was
right to be apprehensive. Van Doren almost got away. I wanted
him to. And his downfall, when it came, was not Stempel’s doing,
but the consequence of Van Doren’s own self-destructive stupidity.

During a series of conversations, useful information embedded
in long rambling digressions, Stempel’s account gradually con-
gealed into a narrative, paraphrased thus:

“After they picked me, the producer, Dan Enright, took me in
hand. He told me that we would go over the questions and an-
swers before each show. He would be my coach. He told me not
to worry. I wasn’t doing anything wrong. It was just entertain-
ment, show business, and everyone knew that was make-believe.
But don’t tell anyone, or you’ll get into a lot of trouble.

“They made sure I always worked with the same man. [t was
the same with all the other contestants. They thought if something
went wrong, if someone complained or said he had been fixed, it
would just be one person’s word against another’s. Nothing could
be proved. They didn’t realize, or didn’t care, that as the show
went on, a producer would have to fix several contestants. They
thought they were protecting themselves. But even that was make-
believe.

“My producer didn’t just give me the answers, but told me how
I should behave. If the question had four parts, for example, I
was to hesitate on part three, pretend to be puzzled, ask if we
could return to it after I had given the answer to the fourth part.
Jack Barry [the on-air quizmaster] would agree and, after my cor-
rect response, would say, ‘Now, Herbie, let’s try that third one
again.” I was supposed to pause, appear as if I was straining,
laboring to recall, and then look up toward the camera with the
right answer.

“It was all done to increase suspense. The contestants were put
into an isolation booth, supposedly to prevent coaching from the
producers or the audience. Sometimes they shut off the air condi-
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tioning in the booth so that I would sweat while pretending to
concentrate. We all had a role to play. I was the poor boy from
Brooklyn.”” (Stempel wasn’t poor, and he was from Queens.) I
had to call him Mr. Barry. Everyone else called him Jack. I was
supposed to wear the same old suit every week, and a shirt with
a frayed collar. Once I wore a new suit. Producer Dan Enright
got mad. ‘You’re not doing your homework, Herbie,” he com-
plained.

“The contests were usually close. Each question was worth a
certain number of points, and the first contestant to reach twenty-
one was the winner. The prize money was scaled according to the
point spread between you and your opponent. So they wanted to
keep the difference small. But as long as you kept winning you
stayed on the show.

“After several weeks, they told me I was going to lose. They
had picked someone else to be the next big winner. I was very
upset. I had done a great job. The ratings were up. Everyone was
watching me. They told me not to worry; that they’d give me a
job with the show. But later, when I asked for my assignment,
they kept putting me off] stalling, acting as if I was pestering them.
Like I was some kind of ignorant, pushy slob.

“But the worst thing was the question I was supposed to miss.
It called for identifying the movie that won the Academy Award
in 1955. 1 had seen Marty three times. I knew the answer. I had
to pretend that I didn’t know. It was humiliating.

“I can’t prove that Van Doren was fixed. I didn’t hear them
give out the answers. That’s not the way they worked. But if they
told me I was going to lose, then they had to know he was going
to win. And they couldn’t be sure of that unless he had been
coached.

“The whole show was a fraud. Remember how they made a big
thing of keeping the questions in a bank vault? Every week a bank
official would come on the show and hand Barry a sealed envelope
to be opened in front of the audience. Of course, the producer had
a copy of those questions in his desk all week. They’re the ones
who wrote them.”

I found Stempel’s reasoning inescapably persuasive. The story
was coherent, the supporting detail elaborate. His willing, even
eager, partly naive disclosure of events that exposed unflattering,
petty, self-seeking aspects of his own character added to the cred-
ibility of his tale. Listening to him, I knew — however abject his
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motives — he was telling the truth. I had only to prove it. The
key to proof would be the testimony of Albert Freedman, an as-
sociate producer in the Barry-Enright organization, and Van Do-
ren’s personal coach.

When Frank Hogan announced his grand jury investigation,
Freedman had met with Van Doren at Longchamps restaurant at
59th and Madison. “You have nothing to fear,” he reassured the
agitated Columbia instructor, “I’'m not going to tell. Not even
torture could make me reveal the truth.”

It was one among dozens of similar conversations in which frantic
producers cajoled and coerced contestants to commit perjury.
Having seduced them into fraud, they now persuaded them to
crime. After being indicted for perjury, Freedman fled to Mexico
City. The committee had the U.S. embassy in Mexico inform
Freedman that his only alternative to permanent exile was to tes-
tify before the Congress. This timid, gentle man, suddenly del-
uged by powers and dangers beyond his fantasies, hastened to
betrayal. No one had warned him about something like this. He
was in show business. It was all make-believe. The whole world
was make-believe. You turned off the set, and it faded away. (“After
all,”” another producer once told me, “didn’t everybody cheat on
his income tax?”’) But this — a grand jury, the Congress of the
United States, jail — was from another planet, tangible, beyond
the sorcerer’s reach, unsympathetic, even hostile, to the show-
man’s creed.

“I met with Van Doren every week,” Freedman told us (as he
had told the grand jury). “We went over the questions and an-
swers for the next show, practiced his delivery. He was usually
cooperative, but he had some eccentricities. Once in a while he
would insist I only give him the questions. He would look up the
answers himself. It worried me. Suppose he made a mistake. But
he never did. After he became famous, you could see he was get-
ting uneasy. He told me he wanted to get off the show. I kept
persuading him to stay on; told him that he was doing more for
education on the show than he could accomplish at any college.
He was making learning respectable, more than that, something
heroic. I showed him the letters we got from parents and teachers,
thanking us, saying all their kids wanted to know as much as he
did. But finally he insisted. Probably all the attention was scaring
him. It was so much bigger than anyone had imagined. So we
had him lose.” (It was like finding yourself in the middle of a
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huge arena, Van Doren later told me. Everyone was cheering you.
Your own family was right in front. There was no way to escape.)
I took the transcript of Freedman’s testimony to Van Doren’s
Greenwich Village house. We sat in his living room, not alone this
time, but in the presence of a lawyer. I read Freedman’s testi-
mony aloud. Cautioned by his attorney, Van Doren did not re-
spond. As I began to depart, he insisted on accompanying me
down the narrow staircase to the street. Shaking my hand, he
said, “Someday I'll be able to tell you why they’re lying to you.”
Although the evidence was conclusive, | was troubled. Compel-
ling Van Doren to testify at a congressional hearing would destroy
his reputation, severely damage his life. Only a few months before
when I participated in the Supreme Court’s deliberations on the
Uphaus and Barenblatt cases, we had struggled with these same
issues. Although the Court’s decision had been divided, all the
justices and clerks — the horrifying excesses of McCarthyism still
fresh in memory — had agreed that a legislative committee had
no power to expose for the sake of exposure, destroy reputations
and careers for publicity and political gain. There had to be a
genuine legislative purpose. The issue that had split the Court
was whether it should override the decisions of Congress and the
New Hampshire legislature that such a legitimate purpose existed.
I had no such constitutional doctrine to comfort my own deci-
ston. Since most of the contestants, confronted with our accumu-
lating evidence, had admitted complicity, we had plenty of wit-
nesses willing to testify. Their evidence would expose the fraud
and provide an ample basis for legislative and judicial action. We
didn’t need Van Doren. So there was no reason to call him, no
necessity of legislation or complete disclosure. And he was only a
quiz show contestant, whose paltry earnings were insignificant
compared to the profit of networks and sponsors, who still contin-
ued their righteous, improbable denials of knowledge. Should we
destroy the pilot fish, while the leviathan was left unmolested? Of
course, it was not up to me. The committee, not some novice in-
vestigator, would decide. With the complete support of Chief
Counsel Lishman, I presented my arguments, and, to my relief,
the congressmen, acting on principle, voted to omit Van Doren
from the list of witnesses.
The week before the hearings were to begin, I asked Van Doren
to visit my home in Georgetown. Since our small rented house
had no enclave secluded from family and houseguests, we talked
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while touring Georgetown in Van Doren’s rented car. ““I'he com-
mittee’s not going to subpoena you,” I informed him. He betrayed
no sign of relief, maintaining the same sober, thoughtful expres-
sion that had enthralled a nation. ‘I know you’re lying, Charlie,”
I said, “we can prove it.”

“I’m sorry you feel that way, Dick,” he responded.

“Never mind,” I continued. “But after the hearings begin, you
must make no statements. Don’t say anything. Go hide in the
country if you have to. Because if you defend yourself publicly,
you’ll force the committee to call you.”

The following week the House hearing room was jammed to
hear our prize witness, Herbie Stempel. In the days preceding his
appearance, Stempel had called me constantly. “When are you
going to call Van Doren?”’ he asked, “You are going to call Van
Doren, aren’t you?” and finally, as the import of my continual
evasions aroused his direct suspicions: “You've got to call Van
Doren.”

A few weeks earlier I had asked Stempel: “Herbie, why do you
hate Van Doren?” “I don’t hate him,” he objected. ““Come on,
Herbie,” I replied, “‘you’ve been after him from the beginning.”

“I did get mad about one thing,” he explained. “We were on
some kind of a benefit show together. You know, a quiz show
rematch for charity. After the show, he was talking to some people
behind stage, and 1 went over to shake his hand, and he com-
pletely ignored me. It was like I wasn’t even there.”

The story was an illuminating metaphor. Whatever Van Do-
ren’s flaws, he was not a snob. He was much too well bred to
spurn a handshake. He just hadn’t seen Stempel, and Stempel
had interpreted that momentary inattention as confirmation of his
most painful misconceptions. Even if the incident never happened
at all — and perhaps it didn’t — the telling reveals a most relent-
less motivation.

Stempel’s testimony was a well-staged sensation, headlined across
the country. After he described being coached, we showed tapes
(kinescopes) of his appearances. At his pretended labors of con-
centration, the jubilant excitement of Jack Barry at each success-
ful prodigy of recall, the committee members and the audience
burst into laughter. Yesterday’s high drama had been transformed
into today’s hilarious farce. Stempel concluded with the story of
his defeat, adding, gratuitously, with carefully rehearsed assertion,
that Van Doren must have been fixed; that it was a logical cer-
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tainty. A weck later, on October 26, Life magazine would write
that *‘the nationwide hubbub about Charles Van Doren gathers
force. He was discussed everywhere by millions of people. . . .7

The day after Stempel’s testimony, the committee received a
public telegram from Van Doren, asserting that he had never been
supplied with any questions or answers during his appearances on
“Twenty-One.” I later learned that NBC executives had informed
him that unless he made a public denial, he would have to sever
all ties with the network — his consultancy and his spot on the
Garroway show. He could have walked from the meeting in feigned
indignation. Instead, dutiful to the end, he sent the telegram.

I was stunned. He had been warned. He knew what evidence
we had. The man must want to destroy himself.

In the next few days the committee was flooded with letters and
telegrams, many of them bitterly excoriating the congressmen’s
“persecution” of that “nice Charles Van Doren.” There was no
choice, no politically rational choice. I was given a subpoena and
instructed to serve it on Van Doren in New York.

Troubled, ambivalent, I went to see Justice Frankfurter and
recounted the circumstances. “He brought it on himself with that
suicidal telegram,” 1 explained, “but still there’s something wrong;
a congressional committee is going to destroy a man’s life to pro-
tect itself against criticism. We don’t need his evidence. If only he
had kept quiet.”” The justice listened patiently 0 my confession of
conscience, then replied. “This isn’t the Supreme Court. It’s a
committee of Congress. They have a lawful right to investigate
the quiz shows. Once they began, the rest was inevitable. To the
public Van Doren is the quiz shows. It would be like playing
Hamlet without Hamlet. You’re not pursuing an innocent victim,
but a willing participant. The fact others may have done worse
doesn’t make him guiltless.”

Having received my reassuring absolution, subpoena in hand I
flew to New York. On my arrival, I called Van Doren’s lawyer.
There was no need, I told him, to start some kind of public search
for Van Doren (who had left the city for a country house) if he
would agree to appear voluntarily before the committee and tell
the truth. A few hours later the attorney called me back. Charlie
would be there. For the next few days I sat in my New York hotel
room, while journalists speculated on Van Doren’s disappearance
(“Where’s Charley?”’ the New York Journal American headlined).

The night of November 1, his testimony scheduled for the fol-
lowing morning, knowing from his lawyer that Van Doren was
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finally going to tell the truth, I invited Van Doren, his wife, Gerry,
his father, the Pulitzer Prize-winning poet Mark Van Doren, and
Joe Stone to my home for a quiet dinner to go over the details of
the next day. To the last, Mark Van Doren had refused to believe
his son’s fraud. Now, pale and clearly shaken, he somehow man-
aged to summon a flow of conversational pleasantries from his
reservoir of breeding and wisdom. I was glad when the evening
ended.

The next day, Van Doren admitted that he had been rigged
from the time of his first appearance and confessed that he had
lied to the grand jury and investigators in an attempt to cover up
the fraud. I listened to the statement from my seat at the counsel
table just below the dais where committee members sat confront-
ing the witness and the audience behind him. As Van Doren talked
I looked down, casually thumbing through documents. The sight
was too painful. His boyish face was drawn and his eyes were
bloodshot. “I would give almost anything 1 have to reverse the
course of my life in the last three years,” he began.

As Van Doren continued his testimony, I saw Herbie Stempel
enter the hearing room. He had flown down from New York to be
present on this day of days. Unable to see Van Doren from the
audience benches, he carefully, almost on hands and knees, crept
up to the side of the elevated committee dais so he could watch
Van Doren’s face as he spoke the words that would devastate his
life.

The next day Van Doren wrote me a letter.

Dear Dick:

The dinner was superb, the accommodations splendid, and the
conversation even at times uncharged with passion and danger.
What an extraordinary evening it was. I will of course never for-
get it.

Hunters used to say that the stag loved the hunter who killed it

. thus the tears, which were tears of gratitude and affection.
Something like that does happen, I know. And Raskolnilov felt the
same. But I hope that’s not all that’s involved. Thus Gerry and 1
do extend an invitation to you to come and wish you would come.
There are a number of things I'd like to talk to you about — none
of them having to do with quiz shows.

I made the mistake of reading the papers. 1 should have taken
your advice. I wish the next six months were already over.

There have been many hard things. But 1 am trying to tell
you that we will live and thrive, I think — I mean I know we will
live and 1 think we will thrive — and that you must never, in
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any way, feel any regret for your part in this. Perhaps it is non-
sense to say that, but I thought it might be just possible that you
would.
Charlie
And I always have. A little. Although it was the right thing
to do.

The other big-money quiz shows were not as meticulously
scripted, but none was honest, just slightly more indirect. Produc-
ers of “The $64,000 Question,” for example, would spend hours
with prospective contestants probing their particular area of ex-
pertise — music or sports or American history. From these ses-
sions they were able to frame questions they were certain the con-
testant could answer. If they were subtle enough, and the contestant
sufficiently naive, it was possible that an individual might win
without even knowing the show had been fixed. But this was rare.
Most understood and tacitly accepted the fraud, more easily be-
cause, after all, they did know the answers. Such refined indirec-
tion, it was thought, made exposure less likely. It also resulted in
an occasional mishap.

After flying Randolph Churchill to New York, the slightly over-
awed producers of “The $64,000 Question” took him to dinner
before the show. His category was to be the English language —
an infallibly intriguing juxtaposition of man and matter. For his
first appearance, they had prepared one simple question, some-
thing he was sure to know. There would be plenty of time for a
detailed exploration of his knowledge in the weeks to come as he
marched through successively more difficult questions toward the
planned sixty-four-thousand-dollar triumph. After all, one didn’t
fix an unsuspecting English aristocrat the minute he got off the
plane. Unfortunately, the genial Churchill, as was his custom,
downed three or four martinis before going to the studio, and stood
wordlessly, swaying slightly before the camera, as he was asked
the origin of the word “boycott” (from the despised Irish land-
lord, Captain Boycott). The expectant silence continued, all eyes
fixed on the silently smiling Churchill, until the master of cere-
monies, his disappointment obvious, was forced to give the an-
swer. The next day Churchill’s return ticket to London — first
class — was waiting at his hotel desk.

A young, impoverished, poorly briefed Greenwich Village poet
realized, in the middle of his appearance, that he was being asked
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the identical questions put to him during an earlier private session
with a producer. On air, watched by millions of people, he felt
compelled to answer, but immediately afterward he accused the
production team of fraud and angrily refused to return for his next
appearance. He wanted no part of their phony quiz show. The
producers were stunned. And they had a right to be. For in my
entire investigation, I found no other individual who refused to
participate. A man of principle, or a fool, he alone sailed against
the wind. I don’t even remember his name, but [ owe him a debt
of gratitude, living proof that at least one man could cling to moral
principle amid the wonderland of fantasy and greed.

On “The $64,000 Question,” as on the others, the criteria of
showmanship and popular appeal governed the choice of contes-
tants. An obscure cobbler was showcased as America’s leading
authority on opera. But since he had an Italian name, nearly all
the questions were confined to Italian opera. A jockey shined as
an expert on art. When the psychologist Joyce Brothers came for
an interview, she requested, naturally enough, that her category
be psychology. It wouldn’t do. “A psychologist on psychology?
Too boring. Obvious.”” However, she was an attractive lady with
a sympathetic personality and an almost photographic memory.
“Whv not try something else,” they suggested, “like boxing?” A
young woman professional on boxing would be a natural. Taking
the producers’ casual suggestion seriously, Brothers began a sys-
tematic study of Nat Fleisher’s Ring Book. (Fleisher was a friend of
her father’s.) Not long afterward, Joyce Brothers astonished the
nation with her command of boxing bhistory and statistics — all
contained in Fleisher’s encyclopedic work — won sixty-four thou-
sand dollars and a position of national prominence, which was to
yield her a public career as soothsayer to the troubled multitudes
which she still enjoys.

Sitting at her small kitchen table, I interviewed Ms Brothers in
the presence of her friendly, protective husband. As I inquired
into the details of her performance, she began to cry, envisioning
public humiliation, the crumbling of reputation and career. How
could this happen? She had done nothing wrong. She had memo-
rized the book, absorbed the complete and definitive record of
boxing lore. She had never been given any questions in advance,
had answered from her own, newly acquired knowledge. I be-
lieved her. We never had any contradicting evidence. She was
never called to testify.
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However, the testimony of those who had produced the show
was essential to our case. And they had to talk. The accumulating
admissions of contestants meant that denial by the producers would,
almost certainly, precipitate indictments for perjury. Bewildered
by their unexpected predicament, never understanding why others
might question the morality of their act, oblivious to the fact that
the public — which they had so handsomely entertained — might
feel itself the offended, even indignant, victim of fraud, they reluc-
tantly revealed the details of their spectacular contrivances. How-
ever, even in their hour of distress, their shows canceled, their
future careers bleak, the producers refused to implicate the net-
works or sponsoring corporations in their fraud. “Look, Dick,”
one of them explained to me, “if I even hinted that the networks
knew — and they didn’t know — I'd be all through. They’d never
let me through the door again.”

“But you're already through,” I objected in my naiveté, “they’ll
never take you back. They can’t aflord to. Why should you take
the whole guilt on yourself, when they’re the ones who made the
big money.”

“Maybe you’re right,” he replied, “but maybe not. Public
memories are short, but corporations never forget, or forgive. Hell,
television 1s my whole life; if there’s any chance of getting back, 1
don’t want to throw it away now.”” He paused for a long moment,
avoided my gaze. “Anyway, they didn’t know a thing. Under-
stand, we did it on our own.”

“You’re making a big mistake,” I responded futilely.

But the mistake was mine. After a suitable period of exile, many
of the producers did return and prospered, their renaissance per-
haps not wholly unrelated to their loyal insistence on the inno-
cence of the powerful

Initially, the networks and sponsors ignored the committee in-
vestigation. Then the hearings began, and exposure of the quiz
show fraud took on monstrous proportions. One national publi-
cation asserted that “not since the Black Sox scandal had there
been such a betrayal of public trust.” Another solemnly editori-
alized about “‘public concern over a deepening mess that had ex-
posed a nation’s sagging moral standards.” The unanticipated storm
changed everything.

The networks, with considerable justice, had no fear of politi-
cians, but the awakened disapproval of the great American public
stripped strong men of their sleep, made corporate corridors shake,

b
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the skyscrapers themselves to tremble. The executives of Revlon
and Geritol, of NBC and CBS hastened to condemnation of those
who, they asserted, had deceived them as well as the public. They
had bought the shows and left their conduct to the producers.
They were merely interested spectators, like everyone else in the
television audience, with the single, irrelevant exception that they
had many millions of dollars at stake.

One by one, voluntarily, with seeming eagerness, the television
and corporate executives came to testify before the committee. Frank
Stanton, president of NBC, testified that they had no knowledge
of the fix, but stalwartly and without evasion admitted that in
principle networks should have a moral responsibility for their
shows. (Although, as it happened, in this particular case, they had
none.) Charles Revson, the meticulously attired tryant of a flour-
ishing cosmetic empire, admitted that since the quiz programs had
such an enormous impact on his sales, his company had made
occasional suggestions, but he “‘never, never imagined that the
producers would tamper with the honesty of the shows.”

With the big executives present, the atmosphere in the commit-
tee room changed. Not for them the finger-wagging, inquisitorial
manner reserved for contestants, producers, and other culprits whose
notoriety exceeded their power and wealth. They were greeted with
deference, made their statements, answered a few mild questions.
Their records and memos were not subpoenaed, nor were we in-
structed to investigate the precise extent cf their involvement more
rigorously. Some stones were better left unturned.

Frantically concerned to protect themselves from the gathering
storm, to dispel mounting public distrust, the networks fired any-
one — innocent or guilty — whose name was publicly associated
with the quiz shows. (On learning their intent to discharge the
head of CBS television, Lou Cowan, who was lying in a hospital
bed with a life-threatening embolism, 1 informed the CBS presi-
dent that we had no evidence of his involvement. It made no dif-
ference. He had originated “The $64,000 Question,” was associ-
ated with the show — not in reality, but in the *“‘public mind.”
And so he had to go.)

It was my amazed first glimpse of the cowardice at the core of
this electronic prodigy endowed with the capacity to influence an
entire nation. After our hearings had ended, the country’s most
distinguished television critic, John Crosby, wrote that ““‘the moral
squalor of the quiz show mess reaches through the whole industry.
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Nothing is what it seems in television . . . the feeling of high pur-
pose, of manifest destiny that ht the industry when it was young
. 1s long gone.”

And what of the ranking corporate executives? Did they know?
I believed then, as I believe now, that they knew; must have
known — from Stanton and Kintner and Revson down. Perhaps
not everything, probably not the details, but enough to arouse the
suspicions of any man who had the slightest interest in uncovering
the truth. The world of television is small, filled with gossip, ru-
mors, secret communications, and hidden plots — for power, for
attention, for money. And these shows were not insignificant
morning commentaries or late-night documentaries. They were the
centerpiece, the stellar performers, hugely profitable, discussed in
the press, watched by unprecedented multitudes. If they went un-
scrutinized, if the corridor gossip, the rumors, the occasional rev-
elatory mishaps and accusations went unheeded, then who was
guarding the store? Did Nixon know about Watergate? Reagan
about Contragate? Denial strains credibility. But deny it they did.
And no man — witness or congressman — dared contradict. They
continued, untarnished, their long and prosperous careers.

The quiz show investigation provoked a reaction far beyond any
expectation of committee or staff or the television industry itself.
“Even if the hoax they perpetrated breached no law,” the Wash-
ington Post editorialized, “‘it nevertheless robbed people of a kind
of faith which it is dangerous to destroy in a democracy.” “It is a
melancholy business,” Ralph McGill editorialized in the Evening
Star, “and it is the more so because it is a reflection on all of us
and on our national character. The quizzes revealed our deep psy-
chological lust for material ‘things,” and greatly stirred the wish,
if not for easy money, then for an isolated booth in which to find
it. I keep remembering a conversation with Carl Sandburg,” McGill
wrote. * ‘Time,” he said, ‘is the coin of your life. It is the only
coin you have and only you can determine how it will be spent.
Be careful lest you let other people spend it for you.” Those who
faked the quiz shows spent a lot of it for a great many million
Americans.”’

To a nation since grown accustomed to public deception it may
be difficult to understand the public outrage provoked by the tele-
vision quiz show scandals. But we were more innocent then. The
deception violated our misplaced trust in the guardians of the
swelling electronic media, and mocked our libidinous urge to be-
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lieve in their newly revealed breed of intellectual heroes. We had
been mind-fucked on an enormous scale. And we didn’t like it.

Some writers later reflected that the quiz show scandals marked
the beginning of our loss of innocence. But it was not so. The
intensity of indignation, the extent of public outrage, was testi-
mony to an American innocence of belief strong enough to survive
this and graver challenges to come; an innocence that was to
quicken the public movements and private rebellions of the sixties
until it dissolved in the futilities of Vietnam. For innocence is a
strength. It supports the animating will to believe which nourishes
protest against deception and injustice, gives courage to the op-
pressed and discontented. The hopeless do not revolt. The cynical
do not march. Only when what we call “innocence” is also a real-
ity — success a seeming possibility — are we strong or courageous
enough to assault the ramparts of established order.

We were nearing such a time. The assault on television decep-
tion was only a trivial, early fissure in the foundation of compla-
cency and apathy which seemed to have hardened its hold on
American life. Even as Van Doren testified, far to the south small
groups of black college students were meeting secretly to voice
indignation at their exclusion from ‘“white only”” lunch counters
in drugstores and five-and-tens. While on the other side of the
capital a young Massachusetts senator was sketching out a theme
for a presidential candidacy based on an intuitive belief that his
fellow citizens were dissatisfied, that they expected more from their
society and themselves, that they wanted to “Get America Mov-
ing Again.” Although we didn’t know it in that fall of 1959, “the
sixties”” were already stirring. And I was going to be part of it.
The quiz show investigation, so heady and dazzling an experience
for a young man who had never before even read his name in a
major newspaper, was only an overture.

Midway through the investigation, I received a call from Ted
Sorensen, Senator Kennedy’s principal assistant. “How would you
like to try your hand at writing a speech?”” he asked. “I would,”
I replied instantly, even though I had never drafted a speech for
anyone. He explained that Kennedy’s speeches had three severa-
ble sections. The first part was a tribute to the Democratic party,
an exposition of its majestic principles. The second was a “sub-
stantive” section, which discussed some issue of the day — farm
policy, arms control, Medicare, and so on. And the third section
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was an invocation of American greatness, the dazzling prospects
of our nation, its responsibility to sustain the torch of freedom.
The three parts were interchangeable, different beginning and
ending sections would be attached to a particular substantive dis-
cussion, making it possible for the senator to give different speeches
on the same subject (or discuss different subjects in the same
speech).

Sorensen suggested a topic and 1 worked on a draft during a
lengthy, pre-jet flight to California for an interview with Leonard
Bernstein’s sister, a former associate producer of a major quiz show.
I had, unaware, been entered in an undisclosed essay contest. The
mounting demand of Kennedy’s still-unannounced candidacy for
“issue’” material — speeches, articles, pamphlets — had become
too burdensome for even the astonishingly productive and hard-
working Sorensen. The systematically assembled card file of pros-
pects had been culled for potential assistants. I was one, among
many, who were being tested; the purpose, even the existence, of
competition undisclosed. Soon after submitting my first draft I
was asked to try another, then one more, and — the quiz show
investigation still under way — I was invited to join the staff in
Kennedy’s Washington office. My job, I was told, would be work-
ing with Ted Sorensen on “‘issues,” meaning Kennedy’s presiden-
tial campaign, which, unofficially pursued for three years, was soon
to be formally proclaimed. “Will you accept?” Sorensen asked.

Would I? Of course. Who wouldn’t? Wow!

I was to begin working for Kennedy as soon as the quiz show
ivestigation was completed. But my political career almost ended
before it had begun. Life magazine asked me to write an article
describing the conduct of the quiz shows. It appeared on Novem-
ber 16, 1959, under the headline “‘Committee Investigator Reveals
How Fixers Seduced Innocents.”” A few days later | awoke to read
a Washington Post editorial condemning me for profiting from pub-
lic service.

I was devastated. It was my first taste of public criticism. Al-
though only a gentle hint of what future years would bring, it then
seemed the end of the world. Painful shock yielded to almost dis-
abling depression. [ did not go to work that day; could not. Late
in the morning, I received a call from the intuitively prescient
Frankfurter. “Some pains,” the justice reassured me, “are like
stomach infections, which stay for months. Others are like tooth-
aches, which you can’t even remember after you leave the dentist.
This kind of thing is like the toothache.” He was right. Although
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his wisdom did not dispel my fierce morning ache, it did help
dispel my senseless fear that the whole world would now turn
against me.

It seemed so unfair, I thought. The article had been approved
in advance by Robert Lishman, my immediate superior, and by
Oren Harris, chairman of the committee. It contained no insider
information, nothing unavailable to a diligent student of the pub-
lic record. Other committee investigators had written of their ex-
ploits without public censure. Yet these exculpating facts were ir-
relevant. Some anonymous hand had reached out and, moved by
a sudden attack of moral indignation, a dinner party comment, a
difficulty in meeting his daily quota of comment, or even indiges-
tion, had struck a casual, indifferent, but very painful blow.

After my initial shock at the Post editorial had dissipated, I re-
mained apprehensive that my involvement in this mini-contro-
versy might jeopardize my job with Kennedy. It was never men-
tioned. My desk was waiting for me. Yet my Life magazine
adventure had not gone unnoticed. Years later, Robert Kennedy
told me: “I was a little worried about hiring you. I thought you
might write about us. And you’re the only one who never did.”

True enough, Bobby. I never did. Not until now.

Once reassured that my job was secure, I walked from the House
Office Building, across First Street, into the familiar pillared sanc-
tuary of the Supreme Court. Since the Court was in session, I took
a seat in the courtroom section reserved for law clerks and, by
custom, available to former clerks. I asked a court messenger to
deliver a note to Frankfurter at the bench. “Mr. Justice, I am
going to start working for Senator Kennedy next week.” The jus-
tice took the note, looked toward me, scribbled something on a
notepad, and summoned a messenger, who made his way past the
droning lawyers, whose tedious formality seemed suddenly to have
grown so distant from my own tumultuous, thrill-promising pros-
pects, and handed me the paper. “I wish you a great deal of suc-
cess and happiness in your own career,” he had written, “but not
in the main thing,” meaning, of course, Kennedy’s run for the
presidency.

No half-truths or politic omission for the justice. Consistent to
the last, his note was a token of my now-completed transition from
one world to another; from the quiet, protected arena of reflection
to the thronged, turbulent arena of action. I was a politician now,
and my purpose was victory.
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ONE EVENING near the end of the thronged, ceaseless jour-
ney toward election day, as we sat on the Caroline — the small
twin-engine propeller-driven plane that carried the candidate and
his staff — Ted Sorensen, who had spent years of unremitting la-
bor helping chart the Kennedy course, turned and said to me,
“Your timing was awfully lucky. You missed all those years of
work, and got on board just in time for the victory.”

He was right, although I hadn’t planned it that way. For three
years Kennedy and his stafl' had been traveling to endless meals
of cooling meat and overdone potatoes, while I had been absorbed
by law school exams, Justice Frankfurter’s demands, and the quiz
show investigation. Nor were the rewards yet certain. I was per-
sonally sure that Kennedy would win, but my excessive confi-
dence rested more on faith than knowledge of politics. In fact, we
would tremble at the edge of defeat until the very end, and, had
we lost, I would have been just another young ex—campaign as-
sistant looking for a job. Still, I was very lucky, at least as judged
by the parameters of Sorensen’s own spacious aspirations. I had
been selected to accompany the Democratic candidate in a presi-
dential campaign. Should he be elected, I was virtually certain of
a position with responsibilities larger than those ordinarily en-
trusted to a youth just two years out of school.

As Sorensen reminded me of my good fortune, the Caroline sud-
denly began to shudder, striking turbulent air as it descended
toward its landing somewhere over the Great Plains. Although 1
was vulnerable to fear of flying, there was no rush of anxiety as I
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leaned over to pick up a few papers scattered by our drop through
an air pocket. Imprisoned in this tiny capsule of hollowed meual
piercing the storm thousands of feet above the desolate, corru-
gated carth, I felt as secure as though I were in my Georgetown
living room. Kennedy was on board. And we all knew that noth-
ing could happen to him. He was destiny’s child, our talisman
against outrageous fate. Throughout the plane the normal sounds
of conversation, immune to the dangerous sweep of air, demon-
strated that my companions shared my belief — this blind, irra-
tional faith that, for a while, we were protected by the candidate’s
immortality.

I still have Kennedy’s reading copy of a speech from that trip.
The text, after reciting a litany of national goals, pronounces that
“all this will not be accomplished in the first 100 days,” a refer-
ence to the opening months of the New Deal. On that page the
candidate has carefully crossed out the number 100, and changed
the phrase to “1000 days.”” Merely a rhetorical flourish and, per-
haps, a more calculated effort to avoid too clear an identification
with Roosevelt’s revolutionary program. Nevertheless, with a sin-
gle cramped movement of the pen, the mere addition of a cipher,
Kennedy had drawn the boundary of his presidency and of his
life. Thus the gods cryptically mocked the arrogant faith that pro-
vided such false sustaining comfort.

It was not a traditional first day on the job when in the fall of
1959 I entered Kennedy’s Senate office to begin my labors. There
would be no period of orientation, no introductory lectures, but
only the briefest of greetings — little more than acknowledgment of
my existence — before Ted Sorensen handed me a folder crammed
with memos, saying, “The senator is doing a two-thousand-
word article on arms control, this is some background stuff on our
position, we need it by tomorrow,” showed me to a desk, and
disappeared behind a partition. Of course I didn’t know anything
about arms control. But that didn’t seem to matter. The folder
contained information from publications and academic advisers,
along with previous Kennedy speeches. My job was not to make
policy, not to create, but to translate the ponderous mélange of
fact and opinion into a brief, readable piece suitable for a moder-
ately ignorant public.

In the early evening, Sorensen, having completed whatever ur-
gent task had absorbed him through the daylight hours, came over
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to my desk, read through the four or five pages I had completed.
“Not bad,” he said and then, assuming the mantle of editorial
revision, showed me where cuts could be made, complicated
structure shortened, and, most important, where I might have de-
viated from the senator’s established position.

It was, at first, through Sorensen that I came to know the
“Kennedy style” — the ordered structure of his analysis, the
somewhat ordered cadences of his formal speeches, the general
themes (““A great country that can be greater,” ““Democrats lead
while Republicans preside,” ““The country’s sinking but it’ll swim
again’’) — which would frame the discussion of specific issues.
Later, I would form a more directly personal view of Kennedy’s
thought and manner of speech. But now, at the beginning, Soren-
sen was indispensable. He had worked closely with Kennedy for
years, knew Kennedy’s ambitions and mind as well as any man.
(No one ever really knew John Kennedy.)

Later I would have my differences with Ted Sorensen, but those
old resentments have long since faded, leaving me with the mem-
ory of the exciting dawn days of my career when he was both
model and mentor to the young apprentice politician. He was de-
scribed by Teddy White as “‘self-sufficient, taut, purposeful, a man
of brilliant intellectual gifts, jealously devoted to the President and
rather indifferent to personal relations.” All true. But we were not
a fraternal organization, or a group of college chums. Our rela-
tionship was shaped by the common commitment of our energies
to a single goal, a bond that — until the goal was achieved —
would be far stronger than mere friendship, if, ultimately, far more
fragile.

I learned a lot from Ted about the craft of politics and political
speechwriting. And he always appeared grateful at having found
someone to share the burdens of his work, even if he seemed to
look upon me less as a discovery than a creation. “I was talking
to Steve Smith [Kennedy’s brother-in-law] the other day,” Soren-
sen said to me during my second month at work, “and I told him
how remarkably you had managed to master our way of doing
things. He said it was probably because you were working with
me on a daily basis. That any bright young man who got the same
kind of direct, personal instruction would have done the same
thing.” He related the anecdote without a smile, looked toward
me as if expecting some expression of gratitude for what, to me,
hardly seemed a compliment.
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Through the fall and winter of 1959 and early 1960, as I toiled
to help meet the boundless flow of requests for speeches, articles,
and brochures, I discovered that the demands of politics were in-
satiable; that the notorious saying “when the going gets tough,
the tough get going” was misleading bravado. Either the going
was always tough — which is partly true — or you kept going
whatever the conditions — which is also true. Arriving at Kenne-
dy’s office in the Senate Office Building, I and my handful of
colleagues worked well into the night, our labors arrested only by
a rational calculation of the need for sleep. While, in another
building, the larger campaign structure was being constructed un-
der the leadership of Robert Kennedy.

Late at night, leaving the office, we would stand for a moment,
clearing our lungs of the stale office air, staring at the unlit office
buildings, and, across the street, at the somnolent Capitol. The
darkened windows, blending into the night-gray of the gargantuan
stone structures, testified to the absence of the other guardians
and leaders of the nation’s well-being. All but one. No matter how
late we left the office, from across the street the night was pierced
by a single lighted window from the office of the Senate majority
leader. No one could outlast Lyndon.

My understanding of the campaign — of presidential politics in
general — evolved gradually, through conversations, observa-
tions, experiences. Years later Justice Frankfurter told President
Johnson in my presence, “That boy has politics in his blood.” 1
did not know whether the remark was intended as a compliment
or a prescription for emergency dialysis. In any event, even if I
had a natural talent for politics, understanding of the process,
knowledge of ““how it works,” comes only through experience, and
I had entered that most exclusive and intense classroom of all —
a presidential campaign.

“I don’t mind sticking it to old Ike,” said the senator as we sat
on a bench in the deserted Butler Aviation terminal at Washing-
ton’s National Airport. It was a cold January day in 1960, and
Ted Sorensen and I had come to meet him on his return from still
another trip to the heartland, bringing with us a draft of the speech
that was to be the informal inauguration of Kennedy’s presiden-
tial campaign. He had made the formal announcement of his can-
didacy twelve days earlier, to a crowd of reporters, family mem-
bers, and staff gathered in the Senate Caucus Room. I was only
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in my third month with the senator’s staff; and this was my first
participation in a major campaign event.

Scheduled for delivery at the National Press Club, the speech
was intended to describe Kennedy’s view of the presidential office,
a foundation for the message he would carry into the primary
elections. Weeks of preparation, memos from presidential schol-
ars, Kennedy’s own statements and private reflections had been
distilled into a dozen pages, which asserted, in a litany of forceful
clichés, that the role of the president was to lead, morally and in
action, to take initiatives and not just react to crisis, to revive a
flagging America and draw the nation to new heights of grandeur.
Wreathed with quotations from legendary heroes and scholars of
repute, the address was not an exercise in political science. It was
intended as contrast and rebuke to the Eisenhower presidency —
then perceived as a time of listless drift, presided over by a man
unwilling to intervene against a gradual deterioration of American
strength and spirit.

I had participated in shaping this draft with considerable en-
thusiasm, sharing, as I then did, the fashionable liberal contempt
for this “do-nothing” man, with his confused syntax, who had
somehow mesmerized huge numbers of people into thinking him
half great. Gallup polls showed him to be the most popular in-
cumbent since Roosevelt. In late 1959, during a presidential trip
to a dozen nations, huge crowds stood in the drenching Italian
rain and under the blazing sun of India to hail a triumphant Ei-
senhower. I and my colleagues tried to find reasons for this “un-
justified” popularity, and, naturally, we found them: “He was the
conquering hero of World War II’; “He was a benign, unthreat-
ening person,” a kind of “father figure to the world.” Only much
later, after years of turbulence and rivers of blood, did I come to
understand how much I had underestimated Eisenhower.

It was true that his failure to deal with emerging domestic
problems, particularly his reluctance to intervene in the growing
racial crisis, had deepened the difficulties that his successors would
have to confront. But it was also true that he brought the Korean
conflict to a swift conclusion, and throughout his term he sent no
Americans into combat. He was the first president since Hoover
of whom this could be said, and he was to be the last for a long
time. This was not merely good fortune. In Hungary and Cuba,
Indochina and the straits of Formosa, Eisenhower resisted pres-
sures for forceful intervention to which other presidents might have
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yielded. He kept the military under firm civilian control for the
last time, warned of the alliance between big business and big
defense that threatened the health of our economy, and strove,
desperately but futilely, to bring an end to the Cold War. George
Kistiakowsky, Eisenhower’s science adviser, once told me that after
the collapse of his scheduled summit meeting with Khrushchev,
Eisenhower, in tones of melancholy reflection, had told him: “My
entire administration has been a failure. The one thing 1 wanted,
thought I could achieve, to move from the arms race toward peace,
is a shambles. The whole thing is a wreck.” Clearly the masses of
India and Brazil, Italy and the United States understood some-
thing that those of us who were closer and more sophisticated
failed to grasp. Eisenhower was a man of peace. He was infused
by an essential goodwill toward his companions of the earth. They
knew it. And they loved him for it. There were worse things than
inaction. Much worse.

But this wisdom, so bitterly acquired, lay far in the future on
this cool night as I watched the weary young senator scrutinize
the pages that would form the foundation of his approaching cam-
paign. Despite evident fatigue and the grotesque hour, no phrase
was carelessly skimmed, no idea allowed to pass without reflection
and judgment. I was struck by his attention to the smallest details
of expression, a characteristic he was to manifest throughout the
campaign. I was not then aware of how few politicians so metic-
ulously guard themselves against the errors of subordinates.

Even though I and, I assume, Sorensen, firmly believed that
Eisenhower deserved the most severe censure for the inadequacies
of his leadership, his personal popularity was also a fact. The po-
lemic we might have written, the one that conveyed our true opin-
ion, had been tailored to the political realities of the day. The
speech did not mention Eisenhower by name. One could not at-
tack “‘old ITke.” Not personally. But the implications of Kennedy’s
address were clear. His call for new leadership to lift America
from its corrosive complacency was an implicit but harsh accusa-
tion of Eisenhower failures.

Sorensen and I, our manuscript in hand, felt compelled to warn
the weary candidate that the speech would be so interpreted. He
did not even look up from the draft. Our admonitions were super-
fluous. The man could read. The man was smart. And his laconic
rejoinder, the reflection of a course already set.

What choice did he have? A Democratic candidate had to run
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against the Republican record. His opponent would be Richard
Nixon, whose greatest strength would be the popularity of his pre-
decessor. Although Eisenhower was contemptuous of Nixon, whose
own animosity toward the president who never wanted him was
widely known, the two men were joined by the most powerful of
political ties: self-interest. For Eisenhower, the election of a Re-
publican successor would be a vindication of his leadership; and
Nixon, like some infertile bride, had to rely on Eisenhower’s teem-
ing allurements to nurture his own fortunes into flower. (This was
a reality that Nixon — in a now-familiar habit of self-delusion —
would deny, until in the last desperate days of the campaign, he
would, at the price of some inward humiliation, ask Ike to cam-
paign for him. Until then he had been determined to make it on
his own, while the proud Eisenhower sat in the Oval Office wait-
ing for the request that came only after it was too late. The enor-
mous response to Eisenhower’s last-minute emergence — ticker-
tape parades, cheering crowds — made it clear that an earlier
intervention would have put Nixon in the White House.)

For the next year, in hundreds of speeches, in continual assaults
on the Republican party, on the Republican record, and on the
Republican candidate, the name of Eisenhower was omitted. We
even managed to find a way to accuse Nixon of having personally
“lost Cuba” to Castro. On an earlier trip to that now-hostile is-
land, the vice-president had praised the doomed Batista. That
misguided support of a repressive dictatorship had fed the fires of
anti-American revolution. Or so we said. Much later in the cam-
paign, sitting in a hotel room during a trip to the barrens of Ohio,
I handed Kennedy the draft of a detailed “documented” assault
on the Republican loss of Cuba, the negligent establishment of a
“communist base only ninety miles from our shores.” Kennedy
read the speech in silence, looked up, and remarked, musingly,
“Of course, we don’t say how we would have saved Cuba.”” Then,
handing the speech back, unamended: “What the hell, they never
told us how they would have saved China.”

With his speech on the presidency Kennedy had staked out his
claim, presented the terms of the message on which his candidacy
was based, and which he must now carry to the handful of pri-
mary voters whose judgment — on the man and what he stood
for — would be decisive.

The first of the contested primaries was to take place on April
5 in Wisconsin. (Kennedy was an unopposed ‘‘favorite son™ in
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New Hampshire.) Ia late March, sitting at a counter in some small
Wisconsin diner, cradling an early-morning cup of coffee in his
cold-numbed hands, Kennedy turned and gestured to workers ap-
proaching the factory gate where he would soon take his stand.
“You think I’'m out here to get votes,” he said to his companion.
“Well, I am. But not just their votes. I'm trying to get the votes
of a lot of people who are sitting right now in warm, comfortable
homes all over the country, having a big breakfast of bacon and
eggs, hoping that young Jack will fall right on his face in the snow.
Bastards.” Then, reluctantly getting off the stool: “What the hell.
They’ll take me if they have to. Let’s get started.”

The preceding fall, just before joining the Kennedy staff, I had
attended Justice Frankfurter’s annual sherry party for his law clerks,
past and present. In his customary dialectic fashion, the justice
asked each of the more than twenty men who he thought would
win the Democratic nomination. Adlai Stevenson and Lyndon
Johnson were the clear preferences. 1 was the only member of this
august company to select Kennedy, and my opinion was already
hopelessly compromised by inexperience, desire, and ambition. But
I was not merely getting myself “on the record.” I believed it. To
me, Kennedy represented a new generation of believers. The oth-
ers were politicians rooted in the past, out of touch with the re-
awakened aspirations of the nation. How could he be denied?

Quite easily, as it turned out. A single significant failure for
Kennedy, an act of political daring by one of his opponents, would
probably have been enough to keep him from the nomination.

“Let’s get this over quick,” Kennedy said just before the long
campaign for the nomination was about to begin, “before they all
find out how little they want me.”

Kennedy was right. They didn’t want him. “They” being the
political leaders who would control most of the delegates to the
national convention. The Democratic party as such did not exist.
(Nor does it now.) It was simply a convenient label for a collec-
tion of state parties, which would assemble every four years to
nominate a presidential candidate. There was the Unruh party in
California, the Lawrence party in Pennsylvania, the Daley party
in Illinois, the Johnson party in Texas, the Kennedy party in
Massachusetts. And for those states not blessed with a single
dominating leader, the party was guided by a handful of local
leaders able to influence some significant portion of the state del-
egation.
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The foundations of this traditional structure were already be-
ginning to weaken. But in 1960, it constituted, for purposes of the
nomination, the Democratic party, although the Kennedy cam-
paign would prove, over time, to have accelerated a process of termi-
nal decay.

Now, of course, the old bosses are gone. Lest we be too quick
to exult in their demise, remember that this departed system nom-
inated Roosevelt, Truman, Stevenson, John Kennedy. Not such a
bad record compared to the current process whose selection is
dictated by primaries, television, and, above all, by organization
and money.

In the late winter of 1959, as the first presidential primaries
approached, Kennedy had already spent four years traveling the
country, campaigning for local candidates, attending party func-
tions — piling up obligations, creating loyalties, charming and
impressing the locals. But the most important leaders, those with
power to decide the convention, still stood aside — waiting, cal-
culating. Although most of them were New Deal liberals — and
Kennedy was suspect to the party’s liberal wing — their hesita-
tion was not predominantly ideological. They wanted a winner.
And John Kennedy was too young, too inexperienced, and, above
all, too Catholic. “Look at Dave Lawrence” (governor and boss
of Pennsylvania), Kenny O’Donnell, Kennedy’s most trusted ad-
viser, explained to me; “he loves Adlai, but Adlai’s not running.
At least that’s what he says. He’s a Catholic himself, and he’s
thinking of the next election. He doesn’t want Jack running all
over the country stirring up the Catholic issue. It can only hurt
him. And he doesn’t think Jack can make it anyway.”

Most of these leaders liked Jack Kennedy. Several of them, es-
pecially Mayor Daley of Illinois, owed something to the senator’s
father, Joe Kennedy, obligations incurred during their own rise to
power. But politics was their business. And business was business.
They would go along — willingly or with reluctance — only if
Kennedy could make their choice appear reasonable or, even bet-
ter, inescapable.

Early in the primary season, I expressed some doubts about a
particularly vicious attack on Kennedy’s opponent, Hubert Hum-
phrey. Hubert had a strong following in the liberal wing of the
party, I objected, and if we got too mean then, it might hurt us
in the election. “Fuck the election,” Larry O’Brien — calm, sa-
gacious, long-time political counselor — instructed me. ““There
won’t be any election, not for us, if we don’t get nominated. That’s
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all we can think about. If we make it, then we can worry about
Hubert.” Political lesson No. X: “Keep your eye on the ball. Don’t
risk the present for the sake of the future. Save statesmanship for
the White House.”

There was no master plan, no grand strategy such as — it is
reputed — Hamilton Jordan prepared for the aspiring Jimmy
Carter. In 1956, Robert Kennedy had accompanied Adlai Steven-
son’s campaign to, in his father’s words, “See how it was done.”
And also, we might add, to see how it shouldn’t be done. “No
wonder people thought Adlai was speaking over their heads,” said
John Kennedy in the middle of his own campaign. “That’s just
what he was doing.” Kennedy himself had spent four years cam-
paigning within the party. He knew the players, those who counted
and those who blustered; understood the levels of power, who con-
trolled them, what could move them, how they might be influ-
enced to his support even against their internal inclinations.

And he knew that the trail to the prize lay inexorably through
the thicket of the presidential primaries — in New Hampshire,
Wisconsin, West Virginia, Indiana, Nebraska, Massachusetts,
Maryland, and Oregon. So, with the exception of Ohio and Cali-
fornia, he threw his hat into every single binding presidential pri-
mary where no legitimate favorite son was running.

Meanwhile, three of the leading contenders — Stuart Syming-
ton, Lyndon Johnson, and above all, Adlai Stevenson — waited
for the prize to come to them. In physical appearance, Missouri
Senator Stu Symington probably came closest to everybody’s idea
of what a president ought to be. At fifty-eight, he was strikingly
handsome, a large, athletic man with piercing blue eyes, an easy
smile, and a ruddy, healthy complexion. He was favored by a poll
of House Democrats, by a large number of labor leaders, and by
many of the best-known professional politicians. And his biggest
supporter was former President Harry Truman. But Truman, who
viewed primaries as civil wars that tore the party organization
apart, was one of the voices who persuaded Symington to eschew
the primary route in favor of positioning himself as the perfect
compromise candidate at a convention they all assumed would be
deadlocked.

Meanwhile, in Washington, Lyndon Johnson, like Symington,
assumed that the primaries would produce no clear-cut victor and
that the Senate majority leader would then be able to cash in on
the enormous accumulation of political debts his Washington
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leadership had earned him. He believed mistakenly that the lead-
ers of the Senate would also command the state delegations. Fa-
vored by a poll of Senate Idemocrats, by most southern leaders,
and by many professionals, Johnson sat back and waited.

Meanwhile, in Springfield, Illinois, Adlai Stevenson also waited.
“Deep down he wants it,”” a close friend said in the winter of
1959—60. “But he wants the convention to come to him, he doesn’t
want to go to the convention.” Having endured a brutal string of
primaries in 1956, he had no desire to go through it again and
didn’t feel that he had to. If the people didn’t know who he was
and what he stood for after two presidential races, then they would
never know.

With Symington, Johnson, and Stevenson waiting in the wings,
only one Democrat followed Kennedy’s lead into the primaries.
Thank God — or fate — for Hubert Humphrey! The impas-
sioned, intelligent senator from Minnesota, a leader of the party’s
liberal wing, supported by followers of unmatched intensity, was
also compelled to enter the primaries in pursuit of his presidential
ambitions. He did not have the same problems as Kennedy. He
had become firmly identified with the more ideological segment of
the Democratic left, and had antagonized the South with his he-
roic plea for civil rights during the 1948 national convention. He
could not expect to be nominated unless he proved that he could
win elections outside his home state of Minnesota. And by taking
on Kennedy, he transformed the primaries. If Kennedy had won
without significant opposition, his victories would have been
meaningless. Against the formidable Humphrey, they were to be
decisive.

One should not wonder that some candidates ignored the pri-
maries of 1960 in the expectation that the convention would ulti-
mately turn to them. Until 1960 no Democrat had ever won the
nomination because of the primaries, although a few had been
driven from the field by defeat. There were only a handful of states
that even conducted presidential primaries, and in some of those
the results were not binding on the delegates. Until Kennedy, the
most successful contestant in primary elections had been Estes
Kefauver. And he never came close to the nomination. The pri-
maries were largely symbolic exercises, interesting but inconclu-
sive tests of a candidate’s skill and appeal. But that was just what
John Kennedy needed: a symbol. A demonstration that — con-
trary to the established wisdom — people would vote for a young,
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inexperienced Catholic candidate for president of the United States.
And even this demonstration would not have been enough except
for the huge, largely unnoticed, growth of national media — cor-
porate journalism and the unprecedented reach of television —
which would bring local contests in places like Wisconsin and West
Virginia into the consciousness of the nation, mini-Superbowls of
politics. Now the Kansas farmer and the California commuter alike
would follow the distant sounds of our favorite national sport, wit-
ness the victory, absorb enduring impressions of the victor. Polit-
ical leaders in states remote from the campaign could sense their
own constituencies’ response to the Kennedy candidacy, and knew
that they could ignore it only at a price. And possibly, just pos-
sibly, if sentiment was strong enough, the price might be very
high. It would be an overstatement to claim that the primaries
forced the bosses to choose Kennedy. But, for many, it tipped the
balance.

Wisconsin was supposed to be the knockout blow. Humphrey,
decisively and humiliatingly defeated in the state neighboring his
native Minnesota, would be forced to withdraw, allowing Ken-
nedy to sweep through the remaining primaries. Sorensen and I,
along with other staff members, toiled urgently, sleeplessly in the
Washington office, unleashing a prodigal burst of energy as if en-
tering the final lap and not — as it proved — only the beginning
of a difficult marathon. But the center of the campaign was in the
wintry cities and towns of Wisconsin; in Madison and Milwaukee,
in Ashland and La Crosse, and in hundreds of other places, where
Kennedy and his “machine” began at dawn to shake hands, speak
to voters in auditoriums and smail groups gathered at rural cross-
roads, distribute leaflets and bumper stickers, consume time on
radio and television. Our job was to provide the fuel, a continual
flow of statements and issue papers incorporated by the candidate
into his incessant talks.

“This is awfully boring stuff;”” 1 said to Sorensen as I handed
him still another manuscript detailing the woes of the Wisconsin
dairy farmer. Replete with facts, statistics, quasi-technical propos-
als for reversing the decline in farm income, 1 was describing a
problem that I — a child of city streets — knew nothing about. I
don’t think people, even farmers, can follow all this stuff;” T told
Sorensen. “l can hardly understand it myself, and I wrote it.”
“That’s not the point,” Sorensen explained. “They don’t follow
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it. But at least they know he’s talking about something.” (Later
in the campaign, as we worked together on a major farm speech,
Kennedy turned to me, saying, “Tell me, Dick, have you ever
seen a cow?”’ As a matter of fact, I had. Ten or twelve of them at
the model Hood’s Milk Company farm, where my parents had
taken me on infrequent visits to Boston’s rural outskirts. But I
had not paid much attention to the livestock, being drawn to the
playground swing and slides that the Hood Company had
thoughtfully provided for grammar school tourists.)

Of course, I thought, reflecting on Sorensen’s comment. Ken-
nedy’s second greatest handicap (next to Catholism) was the per-
ception — carefully cultivated by his opponents — of a millionaire
playboy, a young second-term senator who had cleverly combined
money, glamour, the PT-109, and, one was forced to admit, hard
campaigning, to thrust himself into the race for an office he was
unqualified to occupy. This censure — subsumed under the code
word ‘“‘inexperience’” — was to impair his candidacy until the de-
bates with Nixon convinced the voters he could more than hold
his own against the incumbent vice-president. The purpose of the
speeches was not simply to inform, but to demonstrate Kennedy’s
command of national issues. The words were dense and difficult,
but the music was plain. He knew what he was talking about.
He knew about them. And that’s what they wanted to know
about him.

So I wrote about dairy price supports, condemned the callous-
ness of the Republican Department of Agriculture, discussed the
manifold distresses of the wheat market, and — in one memorable
thrust of exposition — promised to clean up the harbor at Ash-
land, Wisconsin, which — I assumed, on the advice of experts —
was In serious trouble. (Ever since, even now, | occasionally feel
stirrings of desire to visit those troubled waters whose name is so
firmly graven in memory.)

Wisconsin was not easy territory for Kennedy. ““The Wisconsin
farmer is a very reserved person,” one reporter observed. “Day
after day, Kennedy would walk along the street and shake hands
with the people, but their response was never very enthusiastic. It
was pleasant but just sort of a grunt and a nod of the head.” In
one trip through the rural farms in the north he traveled two
hundred fifty miles without seeing nearly that many eligible vot-
ers. In contrast, Humphrey found himself at home among the
farmers of Wisconsin, declaring that he was “riding a wave of
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support” that could carry him to victory. I never felt so sure of
anything in my life,” Humphrey told a luncheon audience at Bos-
cobel, a little river town in southern Wisconsin. “I feel like T just
swallowed two tons of vitamins.”

Yet despite Humphrey’s public optimism, the reports coming
back to the Kennedy office from Wisconsin were encouraging.
Gradually the tireless, omnipresent Kennedy campaign was tak-
ing hold. Not only were the crowds larger, but their composition
was changing to include younger people and others not normally
drawn to political rallies. Shortly before the election, a Wisconsin
political leader called me in Washington to report that more than
four thousand people had turned out to cheer Kennedy at the
Shroeder Hotel in Milwaukee. “It was great,” he enthused, “and
the amazing thing was that I didn’t recognize half of them and I
know nearly all the Democrats in this district.” Later, Humphrey
would complain about Kennedy’s superiority of money and man-
power. It was true, but not the whole truth. Kennedy also out-
worked his opponent.

“Whatever other qualifications I may have had,” Kennedy would
later say after winning the presidency, “‘one of them at least was
that I knew Wisconsin better than any other president. My foot-
tracks are in every house in the state. . . . I know the difference
between the kind of farms they have in the 7th District and the
ist District. . . . I don’t think it’s a bad idea for a President to
have stood outside of Maier’s meat factory at 5:30 in the morning
with the temperature at 10 above.”

Sensing defeat, reading the predictions of a Kennedy avalanche,
a desperate Humphrey stepped up his attack. The campaign be-
came more vicious, more personal. “‘Beware of these orderly cam-
paigns,” Humphrey said. ““They are ordered, bought and paid
for. . . . I feel like an independent merchant competing against
a chain store.” Humphrey supporters spread accusations of Ken-
nedy’s admiration of Joe McCarthy, and about his father’s contri-
butions to Nixon.

Returning to Washington for an important Senate vote, Ken-
nedy talked to us about the new Humphrey “‘smear tactics” with
mounting rage. “It’s just one fucking lie after another. First I'm
some kind of a witch-hunter because 1 was in the hospital when
that censure vote on McCarthy was taken. Then it’s the money
Dad gave to Nixon ten years ago. Hell, he’s a businessman. He
gave to everybody. Then it’s Bobby out buying votes. Do you
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know how many voters there are in Wisconsin? I know we’re rich,
but not that rich. He talks about me, about my family, about my
friends, the only thing he won’t discuss are the issues. Son-of-a-
bitch.”

“We’ve got some pretty good stuff on Humphrey,” a staff mem-
ber interrupted, “we could put it out, try and get him on the
defensive.” Kennedy’s demeanor changed with astonishing swift-
ness, the infuriated tirade immediately replaced by the clipped,
modulated tones of political calculation. “I don’t think so. I'm
winning this thing on my own terms, and if we start exchanging
smears the whole campaign will become an issue of credibility.
Whose lies do you believe? I'd rather have people make a judg-
ment about who can lead the country, and who can win.” Ken-
nedy paused, smiled. ““And if I'm wrong, there’ll be other primar-
ies. You better hold on to that stuff, just in case.”

As the primary election approached, each staff member put five
dollars into an office pool, the money to go to the person who
most accurately predicted the result. I was the only one to pro-
phesy a close election — my undeveloped intuition combined with
the gambler’s knowledge that the odds of winning were increased
if one selected the lowest or highest set of figures. And 1 won.

Kennedy was victorious, but it was not the expected knockout.
Six of ten Wisconsin congressional districts went for Kennedy, and
he received a decent but not overwhelming majority of the state-
wide popular vote. Given the expectations of the national press,
the results were, at best, ambiguous; and the religious issue had
been given new life.

A disappointed Kennedy received the returns in his third-floor
suite at the Pfister Hotel in Milwaukee. Slowly sipping a bowl of
chicken noodle soup, he knew instantly from the way the votes
had split — with Humphrey winning the predominantly Protes-
tant districts while he had swept the Catholic areas — that the
results would be interpreted in religious terms. ‘What does it mean?”
one of Kennedy’s sisters asked. ‘It means,” he responded bitterly,
“that we have to do it all over again. We have to go through every
primary and win every one of them — West Virginia and Mary-
land and Indiana and Oregon, all the way to the convention.”

Kennedy was right to worry. “Religion is a big factor in Ken-
nedy victory” ran the front-page story in the New York Times.
“Senator Kennedy’s drive for the Democratic Presidency gained
new momentum today . . . but the voting also poses perils by
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emphasizing the religious issues. Politicians contended that a
hardening of this issue in a country that is predominantly Protes-
tant would in the long run make it more difficult for Senator Ken-
nedy to get the nomination.”

In the meantime, a jubilant Humphrey — miraculously unbur-
dened of his nightmare visions of humiliating cataclysm — pro-
claimed a moral victory that he intended to transtorm into a nu-
merical majority in the next primary — in West Virginia, where
less than 5 percent of the population was Catholic.

“Here is where fate intervened,” Pierre Salinger observed, ““for
had Humphrey given up the campaign then and there and not
run in West Virginia, Kennedy might never have been able to
demonstrate that he could overcome the Catholic issue. Had he
faced no opposition, any victory there would have been meaning-
less in terms of bargaining with big-city bosses.”

So the campaign moved on to West Virginia. Several months
earlier Kenny O’Donnell had met with West Virginia county and
political leaders. ‘““There’s nothing to worry about,” they reas-
sured him, “Jack will murder Hubert. Humphrey’s liberalism just
won’t take down here.”” As soon as the Wisconsin votes were in,
Kennedy sent O’Donnell to talk with the same group. The minute
he walked into the room, he sensed the change in atmosphere.
“We don’t know.” “It’ll be close,” a “tough fight.”” “Wait a min-
ute,” O’Donnell objected, “a few months ago you told me it would
be a landslide.” There was a pause, an almost embarrassed si-
lence, until a boss of Charleston broke the silence: ‘““I'hat’s right,
but we didn’t know he was Catholic.”

O’Donnell left the meeting and called Kennedy.

“Tell me, Kenny,” Kennedy asked, “is there any way we can
win down there?”

“Yes,” responded O’Donnell, “you can convert.”

If there was anything I knew less about than milk, it was coal.
But coal it was. This economically downtrodden Appalachian state
was out of time with most of affluent America. Proud of their war
heroes and of Chuck Yeager, who had broken the world speed
record for terrestrial travel, their patriotism was not an icon with-
drawn for display on the Fourth of July but a temper of the mind.
They were poor — many of them — but not broken. Their pride
demanded only the chance to work, to make a decent life for their
families; and they had worked — many of them in the painful,
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life-threatening depths of the mines — until distant, mysterious,
indifferent forces had taken the tools from their hands and sen-
tenced them to a struggle for subsistence.

So I read the memoranda sent by our experts, studied books on
mining, on the state itself, and consulted the guidebook to West
Virginia prepared by the New Deal Writers Project during the
depression. And I wrote about coal: how to revitalize the mines,
the industry. We proposed “‘coal by wire,” burning fuel in West
Virginia generating plants to transmit electric power to other parts
of the country. There were other subjects, of course, ranging from
a program to industrialize the state (we had a program for every-
thing), to rhetorical panegyrics about West Virginia’s heroic con-
tribution to America.

There was one subject I did not write about: Kennedy’s Ca-
tholicism. We were instructed never to mention, even by implica-
tion, the question of religion. We did not prepare answers to the
ominous rumors and charges, assert that he would not ban con-
traception, take orders from the pope and Cardinal Spellman, or
construct a transatlantic tunnel between Washington and the Vat-
ican. Yet it was the biggest issue. West Virginia was white, and
very Protestant. Not only did most of the residents know little
about Catholicism, they didn’t know any Catholics, thus lacking
personal experience to counter even the most grotesque rumors
and bizarre accusations.

Humphrey and his staff were equally taciturn. The decision for
silence was not dictated by some aberrant intrusion of moral prin-
ciple on what was becoming a brutal, bitter, “no holds barred”
campaign. Humphrey refrained because, after all, everyone knew
Kennedy was Catholic; those hostile to his faith required no re-
minder. They would vote their prejudices. But a direct assault
would leave Humphrey vulnerable to charges of inciting bigotry,
perhaps arouse a backlash that would harm his candidacy not
only in West Virginia, but throughout the party. (In 1970, on a
visit to Montgomery, Alabama, I asked George Wallace how he
would handle the issue of Chappaquiddick in a campaign against
Ted Kennedy. “I’d never mention it,”” answered the skilled cam-
paigner with a smile.)

Kennedy did not discuss his Catholicism for fear he would “only
stir things up.” So, still ignoring the most important issue of his
campaign, perhaps hoping he could dissolve it by the mere force
of his presence, John Kennedy, indefatigable, in continual pain
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from his injured back, his Addison’s disease held in check by cor-
tisone, spent interminable days driving from town halls to poison-
ous luncheon gatherings to run-down farms. He sat on a conve-
nient log to chat with a group of curious, suspicious miners, then
descended into the shaft where they spent their midnight days.
They liked him. He was direct, his discussion stripped of rheto-
ric — he used words they could understand and answer; and he
was curious, seemingly more interested in their way of life, the
rigors of their job, even the mechanics of mining, than in trying
to persuade them of his own merit. [t was Kennedy at his best,
because it was, in part, the real Kennedy. I never met a man so
able to make an individual or a small group feel as if they and he
were alone together, confined by the contours of a tiny world,
bound by his quest to know, to understand, what others were like,
what they were.

At another coal mine a week earlier Kennedy had come within
six inches of being electrocuted. He was joking with miners at the
Itmann operation of the Pocahontas Fuel Company when his head
nearly touched a high-voltage line. “Look out for the wire,” shouted
a group of miners. Kennedy ducked and then resumed his conver-
sation. ““That wire sure would have lit up your lights,”” one miner
said with a grin.

It was the natural efflorescence of Kennedy’s lifelong search for
information, for knowledge to feed that protean comprehension
whose changes enhanced his capacities to lead, to win elections,
to satisfy an insatiable curiosity, to enhance the charm that, ever
since he was a small boy, had won him a unique place in his
rivalrous family. Kennedy was in West Virginia to win an elec-
tion. But in that struggle he was learning more about America;
about that underside of American life which he had never experi-
enced so personally, intimately. Midway in the campaign, return-
ing to Washington for a crucial Senate vote, he strode into the
office, proclaiming to no one in particular: “You can’t imagine
how those people live down there. I was better off in the war than
they are in those coal mines. It’s not right. I’'m going to do some-
thing about it. If we make 1t.”” Then, ironically: “Even if they are
a bunch of bigots.”

These were not people living in India or Africa, he later said.
They were fellow Americans, thrown out of work, hungry in a
country that stores food and lets it rot. Nearly 15 percent of the
population was unemployed. One out of every eight people, more
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than one hundred thousand families, found it necessary to line up
every day for handouts from the federal government’s stockpiles
of surplus lard, rice, and cornmeal. He was particularly upset by
the conditions in the hollows, where children took their free school
lunches home to share with their starving parents.

By every customary standard of political judgment, the cam-
paign was going well: The candidate was favorably received, said
the right things, had assembled a good organization. But this was
not a customary campaign. Beneath the surface, one still sensed
the great, silent, resistant issue. It would not go away. Gradually
Kennedy, his familiarity with the state and its people increasing,
came to the inward judgment that most West Virginians did not
hate Catholics, but they had fears — sensing in the Church some
undefinable threat to their personal independence, to freedom. Thus,
on April 19, in Wheeling, West Virginia, without warning, spon-
taneously, much to the surprise of his advisers, Kennedy spoke
directly to the “Catholic issue” in an answer to a question from
the audience. “‘I am a Catholic,” Kennedy responded, “‘but the
fact that I was born a Catholic — does that mean that 1 can’t be
president of the United States? I'm able to serve in Congress and
my brother was able to give his life, but we can’t be president?”
Feeling a positive reaction from the crowd, Kennedy decided then
and there to bring the issue up himself wherever he went and to
answer it as fully as he could. “Is anyone going to tell me that 1
lost this primary forty-two vears ago when 1 was baptized?” he
demanded of an applauding crowd in Fairmont. Then later in
Clarksburg he told his audience that the real issues in West Vir-
ginia were unemployment, coal miners, and jobless glass workers,
“not where I go to church on Sunday.”

“I will not allow any pope or church,” he told audience after
audience, ‘‘to dictate to the president of the United States. There
is no conflict between my religion and the obligations of office;
should one arise I would resign. 1 refuse to believe that the people
of this state are bigots, guided in this most important choice by
prejudice.”

That message, repeated throughout the remainder of the cam-
paign, began to erode the Catholic issue. West Virginians were
not bigots, by God, and they would prove it!

The very fact that had seemed such a handicap — the almost
total absence of a Catholic population — made the job easier.
Prejudice is stronger, more virulent where the majority lives
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alongside a disliked minority. Proximity breeds fear, provides tan-
gible objects for hostility, gives voice to dinner-table gossip and
the ignorant fables of the local bar. Perhaps they didn’t like Cath-
olics in West Virginia, were apprehensive, but it was the idea of
Catholicism that fed their prejudice, not its tangible presence. And
so, 1t could be met on the level of ideas.

In the closing days, the campaign became more bitter, the tone
more personal. “I don’t think elections should be bought,” Hum-
phrey told a cheering crowd in the heart of the coalfields of south-
ern West Virginia. “l can’t afford to run through with a check-
book and a little black bag.” (Presumably full of cash to bribe
voters and local chieftains.) “Bobby said if they had to spend a
half million to win here they would do it. . . . Kennedy is the
spoiled candidate and he and that young, emotional, juvenile Bobby
are spending with wild abandon. . . . Anyone who gets in the
way of . . . papa’s pet is going to be destroyed.”

Kennedy decided it was time to hit back. From an anonymous
source in Minnesota, the Kennedy camp received copies of corre-
spondence between Humphrey and his draft board, letters reveal-
ing that Hubert had tried on several occasions to postpone his
military service. It was decided that the material should be made
public by Franklin Roosevelt, Jr., who was campaigning for Ken-
nedy throughout the state, drawing large crowds. To the people
of West Virginia President Roosevelt was a god. In the smallest
mountain cabin, in the most dilapidated shack, there would be a
single picture on the wall — a portrait of FDR. It was an impor-
tant asset to have his son and namesake campaigning on our side,
and if retaliation was needed, young Roosevelt was the perfect
person to launch it.

No sooner had Franklin Roosevelt, Jr., made his charge that
Senator Humphrey had sought a deferment during the war (that
he was, in other words, a “draft dodger’’) and that he had docu-
ments to prove this, than Kennedy immediately disavowed any
knowledge of the incident. ““Any discussion of the war record of
Senator Hubert Humphrey was done without my knowledge and
consent, and I strongly disapprove the injection of this issue into
the campaign,” Kennedy said. “‘I have campaigned on the issues
in West Virginia. These are issues of today and of the future and
not of matters twenty years ago.” But the damage was done.

On May 10, a wet, drizzly day, the voters in West Virginia
went to the polls. By 10 p.M. it was clear that Kennedy had scored
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a triumphant victory, sweeping Humphrey in every part of the
state — in the cities of Charleston and Wheeling, in the suburbs,
in the hill country, in the hollows.

Desiring to hear the returns in the privacy of his Georgetown
home (afraid that he would lose), Kennedy had flown home ear-
lier that day. The moment his victory was clear, however, he
chartered a plane to fly back to West Virginia. At 1 A.M. Hum-
phrey’s telegram of concession arrived at the Kennedy headquar-
ters in Charleston. Minutes later, Bobby Kennedy, representing
his brother, who was still en route from Washington, walked
through the rain-soaked streets to pay a call on Humphrey. Sen-
ator Humphrey’s eyes gleamed with tears as he spoke to his fol-
lowers, many of whom were weeping. “I have a brief statement to
make. I am no longer a candidate for the presidential nomina-
tion.” Bobby Kennedy walked over to Humphrey and put his arm
around his shoulders. Then they walked out together to meet the
victorious John Kennedy, who was just then arriving back in
Charleston.

“The religious issue has been buried here in the soil of West
Virginia,” Kennedy told a jubilant crowd. “I will not forget the
people of West Virginia, nor will I forget what I have seen or
learned here.”

That night, the Senate office was in an uproar as the returns
revealed a Kennedy landslide, and later, we broke into cheers as
Humphrey conceded defeat and withdrew from the presidential
fight. Across the street, in his Capitol Building chambers, the Sen-
ate majority leader was also watching. Whether he knew it or not,
his last chance for the nomination was gone. Johnson might have
done very well in West Virginia had he entered the primary. It
was his kind of state: half southern, afflicted with rural poverty
similar to that of his native west Texas. Among such people, and
in such an atmosphere, Johnson could be a potent campaigner.
He had proved that in Texas. A victory in West Virginia would
have eliminated Kennedy, and brought him close to the nomina-
tion. But he did not choose to run. Thought it unnecessary. Was
afraid to risk defeat. And so it was over — this time.

Only one obstacle remained. Adlai Stevenson was the personal
favorite of the party’s liberal wing. And there was stll time for
him to enter the Oregon primary — a state that was little more
than one giant suburb, a Stevenson stronghold. A victory in Ore-
gon might well be enough to transform party sentiment — admir-
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ing, nostalgic, almost romantic — into the more substantial cur-
rency of delegate votes. ‘I always knew,” Kennedy said later, “that
Adlai was the only one who could beat me. He was the one they
wanted. But he just wouldn’t go for it.”” Still, in the spring of
1960, after West Virginia, aware of Adlai’s potential threat, Ken-
nedy offered to make Stevenson secretary of state in return for his
support. Stevenson declined, hoping that, in the end, the conven-
tion would reject this young usurper. But all he did was hope. He
did not enter the late primaries. He did not work to enlist the
delegations of crucial states. He waited for fortune to come to him.
So he lost; and, afterward, was never considered for the State De-
partment appointment he desired. The delegates may have loved
Adlai, but they voted for Kennedy. He had demonstrated that
neither youth, inexperience, nor Catholic faith were insuperable
obstacles to victory. And even though one could argue in the ab-
stract that Wisconsin and West Virginia were not “typical,” the
entire country had watched Kennedy’s arduous, thrilling struggle
to victory. To reject him now would appear a blatant defiance of
the popular will, and, even more ominously, a nasty affront to
the Democratic party’s huge Catholic constituency. Doubts re-
mained — about the man, about his ability to defeat Nixon — but
there was no choice. He had to be nominated.

It was years before the dimensions of Kennedy’s achievement
were fully understood. He had used the primaries — hitherto
symbolic — to capture the Democratic party, setting in motion an
irreversible change in American politics.

During the Democratic convention in Los Angeles, those of us
who remained in Washington prepared for our takeover of the
Democratic party. By inviolable tradition, the party machinery —
the National Committee, its records, and staff — belonged to the
presidential nominee. As soon as Wyoming’s votes gave Kennedy
the nomination, we left the Senate office, descended to the dark-
ened street below, where waiting automobiles carried us across
town to the K Street headquarters of the Democratic National
Committee. As we entered, the members of the committee staff]
watching a television broadcast from Constitution Hall, turned,
startled by this unannounced invasion, their surprise soon yield-
ing to awareness, as we filed through the offices, placing briefcases
and cartons of papers on nearby desks. The old party was gone.
The Kennedy party had come. Just like the movies! A coup —
swift, silent, and successful. Except there was no opposition. After
all, we were all on the same side. At least, we were now.
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WITH KENNEDY’S NOMINATION I had passed through
the first stage of my political education. Unlike my earlier expe-
riences — the Supreme Court, the quiz show investigation — the
objective was not to find rational justice or uncover the truth, but
to win elections. It was difficult, confused, often vicious combat.
And I loved it.

There were no references then to the “well-oiled Kennedy ma-
chine” or the political *‘brilliance” of the candidate and his advis-
ers. That came later, the gift of victory. When you win an elec-
tion, everything you did was right; everyone is a genius.
Monumental careers are spawned by such mythology. If you lose?
What can be said? You’re a loser; at best, unfortunate, probably
inept. Amid that campaign, not yet seduced by the accolades that
success would bring, we were aware that, like all the other contes-
tants, we improvised, responded hurriedly to unforeseen events,
made mistakes. 11l fortune and miscalculation disrupted carefully
devised plans. We had intended to deliver the knockout blow in
Wisconsin and failed. We had fervently desired to avoid that con-
frontation in West Virginia which proved necessary to Kennedy’s
nomination. That victory itself was largely due to the candidate’s
impromptu decision — against the agreed counsel of his advisers,
in defiance of his own considered judgment — to confront the re-
ligious issue directly. Anger, frustration, some sudden illumina-
tion of intuition, whatever the impulsive source, it worked. Suc-
cesses born of such inward solitary decisions are more than luck.
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They are the mark of a great politician. Yet they are also good
luck; no one gets to be president without it.

It was during the primaries that I first experienced the seduc-
tive power of advocacy. What began as a political tactic — attacks
on our opponent’s record, his qualities, even his honesty — were
transformed into fierce conviction; while we thought Humphrey’s
attacks were unfair, dishonest, below the belt. Justice Frankfurter
once told me how he disliked lawyers who weren’t satisfied to win
their case, but who also wanted to be told they were right. So,
too, the unremitting ferocity of political combat compels one to
believe in the righteousness of the cause, the treacherous injustice
of the opponent. How else could one sustain the necessary energy
and passion through the long months of conflict? Yet when the
West Virginia battle was over, unburdened by triumph, Robert
Kennedy had walked across the street to shake Humphrey’s hand,
praise his passionate devotion to the good, and begin a process of
forming an alliance for the battles ahead. He was a good man,
Hubert, and still retained an impassioned group of supporters.
One of John Kennedy’s favorite aphorisms was that ““in politics,
there are no friends, only allies.” And the converse is also true —
no enemies, only adversaries. Most of the time.

The practitioners of politics are bound together by interest, dis-
persed when interests diverge. This observation is not as cynical
as it might seem. Politics is not love, and it is not a game. It is a
deadly serious struggle for public position and influence over the
lives of others. The “interest” that draws men to power has many
forms: the desire for material gain, some inner need to command.
But it can also be compounded of shared convictions, mutual val-
ues, a common belief about the purpose to which political power
should be directed.

And, if at first it seemed a long way from the strains of “*Amer-
ica the Beautiful” to the rancorous clamor of the political arena I
had entered, the seeming disjuncture was mostly due to my own
ignorance. (As my own later assimilation of the country to its gov-
ernment was duc to ignorance of another kind.) The lobster is the
scavenger of the sea, indiscriminately devouring the foulest refuse
of ocean floor, yet transforming it into the most succulent of flesh.
Out of the cheating and lies of politics, out of the deals, the “image-
making,”” the slanders, the getting and spending, the freedom of a
nation is nourished, sometimes diminished, occasionally enlarged.

Kennedy had gambled that through the largely symbolic con-
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quests of the primaries he could force a reluctant Democratic party
to accept his leadership. He had won that gamble. Now he must
play for larger stakes. He must not only overcome national resis-
tance to his youth, his inexperience, and his religion, but persuade
the country to abandon seemingly secure, if unadventurous, Re-
publican rule and reject the chosen successor to an immensely
popular president. No artfully contrived combination of political
forces could achieve that. He had to touch the secret fears and
ambivalent longings of the American heart, divine and speak to
the desires of a swiftly changing nation — his message grounded
on his own intuition of some vague and spreading desire for na-
tional renewal.

Although Kennedy himself formulated the themes of his cam-
paign, they were an efflorescence of the times, and the events of
the decade which immediately preceded his campaign. I myself
was a child of the fifties — graduating from high school as the
decade began, leaving law school for Washington as, in 1958, it
neared its end. We were known as ‘““T'he Silent Generation,” al-
though I never thought of myself or my friends as particularly
quiet. When I entered college in 1953, Life magazine, then the
acknowledged weekly diary of the American dream (a title since
usurped by the Wall Street Journal, a token of our progress toward
increased candor in the admission of greed), editorialized that “the
one thing we can count on is that we seem to have a good system
for making hard work worthwhile for anybody who wants to try
it.” Sure, some folks were down on their luck, but “for those whose
plight is really bad we now have all manner of relief measures and
free services.”

During my sophomore year, the same magazine headlined that
in America, “Nobody Is Mad With Nobody,” an assertion that
was unintentionally consistent with the assertion of Jack Ker-
ouac’s new book, On the Road, that ““This is the story of America.
Everybody’s doing what they think they’re supposed to do.” Un-
like Life, Kerouac’s description was not meant as praise. But they
were talking about the same thing; as was Malvina Reynolds, who
was writing a song that captured the amused attention of my gen-
eration:

And the boys go into business
And marry and raise a family
In boxes made of ticky tacky
And they all look just the same.
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During my first year in law school, I read what was then thought
a supreme intellectual synthesis of the evolution of contemporary
America — William Whyte’s The Organization Man — describing a
smoothly working social machine, headquartered in the mush-
rooming suburbs, whose inhabitants cultivated the attributes of
personal conformity and hardworking devotion to the company
that led to advancement.

In retrospect it seems apparent that the self-congratulatory
rhetoric, the muted, angry — more often sarcastic — responses, all
of which assumed the same description of the country, were a sign
of impermanence, of emerging challenge to the seemingly estab-
lished order. People are not moved to analyze, praise, or satirize
universally held and deeply rooted values. They are a given —
like the belief in God in Puritan Massachusetts, or the patriotic
devotion that followed Pear] Harbor. At the source of discussion
is a fear of challenge, the desire for challenge, the hope of chal-
lenge. And the challenges soon began to come; their significance
unclear at the time, each one seemingly confined to a particular,
restricted aspect of American life. And even when coalescing events
began to fissure the entire fagade of complacency, the leaders of
opinions were among the last to know.

In the carly sixties 1 was invited to have cocktails with Hedley
Donovan, the editor of Time magazine, and his principal minions,
to discuss a new presidential program for the cities. We mounted
to the top of Rockefeller Center, where a small, tastefully deco-
rated cocktail lounge looked out through ribbed glass walls over
the magnificent metropolis stretching to the East River and be-
yond. I began to talk about the “problem of the cities,” when an
editor interrupted me, and with an expansive gesture toward the
vista below, objected, “There is no problem of the cities.” And he
was right. There was no problem. Not from there.

I was already serving as president of the Harvard Law Review
when, in 1957, American receivers picked up a single repetitious
tone, coming mysteriously from the upper atmosphere; the Soviet
Sputnik was orbiting the earth. In every continent men watched
the night sky for a view of this awesome achievement, man’s first
conquest of space. The news was a bombshell. Stephen King, the
best-selling horror novelist, remembers the lights going on as he
watched a movie so the theater manager could grimly announce
the staggering news to his audience of teenagers. The ten-year-old
King was stunned. It couldn’t be. They couldn’t have beat us.
Across the country this reaction was multiplied a thousandfold.
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With a single, immense leap, the Soviets had undermined our
confidence in the divinely bestowed preeminence of America. Voices
were raised to challenge the quality of our education, our labora-
tories, our very way of life. Had we — we asked ourselves — be-
come soft, complacent, begun to decline?

The year 1 graduated law school — 1958 — newspapers were
crowded with accounts of anti-American riots that, within the next
two years, would spread to embassies and missions in dozens of
countries. In France, a tomato was splashed into the windshield
of an American tourist’s car; in Morocco, a bitter dispute was
raging over air base rentals; in Germany there were increasing
outbursts of popular resentment against American Gls, who had
come as occupiers and stayed on in the role of defenders against
the new communist menace; in Okinawa the U.S. Air Force was
under attack for appropriating highly productive land to expand
air fields. The Ugly American, a devastating fictional critique of
American policy in Asia, written by two Americans, became a
best-selling book.

What had gone wrong? The liberator of World War 11, the
guardian of freedom, the beacon’s of man’s hope, was being spat
on and reviled — not in communist countries, where all was
peaceful, but in Europe and the continents of the third world.
That same year Vice-President Nixon was almost killed by angry
anti-American mobs in South America. And not long afterward,
Eisenhower himself was forced to cancel a trip to Japan because
his safety could not be assured.

We had thought of ourselves as a symbol of freedom, exemplar
and guardian of man’s desire for justice and relief from oppres-
sion. Now it seemed that substantial numbers in many countries
had another opinion. They thought of us as the selfish rich aris-
tocrats of the globe, modern imperialists who wished only to pro-
tect their own interests, indifferent to the misery and discontent of
those in other lands. The accusations were true only in part. Yet
they could not be disregarded as the agitations of communists.
They reflected an opinion more widely held then we had ever sus-
pected. Americans — preserved from irrational response by a cer-
tain native honesty — didn’t like the impression we were making
on the world. And worse, it was dangerous. For enmity toward
America was, ultimately, in some indefinable sense, a victory for
the Russians in a cold war that became more ominously intense
as the decade was ending.

In 1955 and 1956, Eisenhower had proposed that the skies over
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both the United States and Russia be open to reconnaissance air-
craft from the other country, and rejected the use of force to resist
the brutal Soviet invasion of Hungary. The Soviet Union rebuffed
the “open skies” proposal, and blatantly reaffirmed their right to
use force against rebellious satellites. A year later there was Sput-
nik, and its corollary, a Soviet preeminence in long-range rockets
capable of intruding earthly as well as stellar space. The Russians
were on a roll. And they intended to make the best of it.

In May of 1959 Khrushchev instructed the Western powers that
if they were not out of Berlin in six months he would throw them
out. The ultimatum was mere rhetoric. Neither we nor the Rus-
sians made a move. But the threat reflected an ominous Soviet
intention to drive the Western powers from their irritating sanc-
tuary deep inside the frontiers of East Germany. In September of
that same year, Fidel Castro — whose revolutionary victory in
January had been hailed by Americans as a victory for democ-
racy — was calling the United States “‘a vulture . . . feeding on
humanity,” establishing close relationships with the Russians, and
daring ‘“‘the Yanquis™ to invade.

By the time Kennedy announced his candidacy, on January 2,
1960, Eisenhower and Khrushchev were preparing a summit
meeting to discuss the increasing tensions between their two coun-
tries. But four months later, on May 2, while Kennedy — the dis-
appointing Wisconsin primary behind him — was campaigning
through the rural valleys of West Virginia, the Russians shot down
an American spy plane, the U-2, launched a verbal assault against
this American aggression, and threatened to shoot rockets at any
country that permitted the use of its territory for airborne espio-
nage. The early torrent of threatening Soviet indignation omitted
personal censure of Eisenhower, seemingly a tacit intimation that
the Russians still would deal with a president betrayed by over-
zealous subordinates. But Eisenhower took full responsibility. He
had known about the U-2 missions. He had approved all of them.
While commentators and politicians debated the wisdom of Eisen-
hower’s admission, Kennedy had no doubt. ““He had no choice,”
the candidate told us on a brief return to Washington. “He’s the
president. He’s in charge. If he denied knowing, they’d think he
was a liar, or that someone else was running the country. Either
way he loses. We all lose.”

Six days after West Virginia had brought Kennedy to the verge
of nomination, Khrushchev stalked out of the Elysée Palace in
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Paris where the world leaders had assembled, accused Ike of
“treachery” and “‘bandit acts,” canceled both the summit and his
invitation for an Eisenhower visit to Russia.

If there was any hope that a possibility of détente or reconcili-
ation remained, it was dissipated two days later when Khrush-
chev, still in Paris, declared he would solve the ““Berlin problem”
by signing a separate peace treaty with East Germany; an act that
would have allowed East Germany to block access across its ter-
ritory, confronting the West with a choice between withdrawal or
forceful penetration. Khrushchev’s declaration, later repeated, was
to present Kennedy with the most dangerous decision of his first
presidential year.

Racial turbulence, assaults on American confidence, the prog-
ress and mounting hostility of the Soviet Union were, it could now
be seen, harbingers of the fast-approaching sixties. Even as we
mourned or praised — each according to his own inclination —
the apathetic materialism, the retreat into opportunism and per-
sonal self-indulgence, the seeds of change were being nourished
toward maturity in the newly fertile soil of a changing America.

Gold in the mountain
And gold in the glen,
And greed in the heart,
Heaven having no part,
And unsatisfied men.

In the fifties, our population rose more rapidly than during any
decade since the great waves of immigration came to a halt a half
century before. Two-thirds of this growth was in the suburbs. The
new suburbanites had made it. But the result was not satisfaction,
only a redirection of discontent toward new objects, toward what-
ever was wrong, incomplete, with their lives, their communities,
their country.

In that same half century we had experienced the largest inter-
nal immigration in our history. In 1910, 9o percent of American
blacks lived in the states of the Old South, most of them in the
rural countryside. By 1960, half of our eighteen million blacks had
moved to northern cities, while many of those who remained left
the harsh, unprofitable soil to live in the larger southern cities.
Racial conflict had come north, where its eruptions would be wit-
nessed by a different and larger audience. While in the South,
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freed from rural isolation, blacks could more easily band together
in organized expressions of hope and anger. They could no longer
be ignored; refused to be ignored; and could now force awareness
of their oppression on white America.

And the economy itself, the source of affluence and outlet for
ambition, was changing. By 1g6o, there were, for the first time,
more workers in white-collar jobs than in manufacturing. In every
city, the closed and boarded fronts of small shops — the corner
grocery, the neighborhood butcher — signaled the encroachment
of giant chains, poignant revelation of the fact that proportion-
ately fewer Americans were self-employed than at any time in our
history.

These changes were both signal and cause of a disruption in the
astonishing growth of postwar America. Throughout the fifties,
our rising production of wealth and personal income began to slow
to less than half that of the previous quarter century, its progress
more seriously impeded by recurrent recessions — one of which,
at the end of the decade, helped to elect John Kennedy.

The decade of the fifties had begun with an illusion, which events,
at first, had seemed to verify: We were destined to grow in wealth
and power; our citizens, all our citizens, would enjoy an ever-
improving life, and bequeath an even more golden future to their
children. In all the world we were first — in affluence, in freedom,
in power, in knowledge — and would dedicate our preeminence
not only to ourselves, but to guarding the “free peoples™ of the
world toward their own aspirations.

As the decade ended, this conviction had begun to fade. There
was not anything impossible about this destiny. But it was not
mevitable. History would not make itself. It had to be made and
remade, and by us. It was the oldest lesson of civilization, one we
had known and lived, and seemed somehow, for a time, to have
forgotten.

Kennedy had sensed that subterranean pressures were already
beginning to fissure the illusions of the fifties, that national discon-
tent was mounting. Or so it seemed. He was to derive the theme
of his campaign from that belief: that his fellow citizens would
respond to an injunction to ‘‘get America moving again.” The
discontent was already manifest. The only question was whether
it was rising fast enough. Kennedy thought so, and staked his
hope for the presidency on that calculation. Thus he sought to
transform a political struggle into a cause: a movement that tran-
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scended the satisfaction of merely personal desires. And it worked.
By little more than one-half of one percent.

“The United States looks tired,” Kennedy repeated again and
again. “My campaign for the presidency is founded on the single
assumption that the American people are uneasy at the present
drift in our national course, that they are disturbed by the relative
decline in our vitality and prestige and that they have the will and
strength to start the U.S. moving again. If I am wrong in this
assumption, and if the American people are satisfied with things
as they are, if Americans are undisturbed by approaching dangers
and complacent about our capacity to meet them, then [ expect
to lose this election. But if I am right, and I firmly believe [ am
right, then those who have held back the growth of the U.S. dur-
ing the last years will be rejected in November and America will
turn to the leadership of the Democratic party.”

None of us, not even Kennedy, could distinguish with any cer-
tainty the apprehensions of our intuition from wishful desire. But
we were on our way. And, meanwhile, outside the curiously in-
sulated domain of self-important policies, other movements were
being formed. From a hundred different centers of energy, belief,
frustration, anger, and will, people were beginning to move, gath-
ering determination to force America closer to its own idea of free-
dom. What a wonderful battle. What joy to be in the middle of
the fight.
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The time you won your town the race
We chaired you through the market place.

— A. E. Housman, “To an Athlete Dying Young”

ON SEPTEMBER 4, at Detroit, I boarded the Caroline to be-
gin sixty-eight days of nonstop campaigning for the Kennedy-
Johnson ticket.

That improbable ticket had been conceived in miscalculation
and brought to term by Kennedy’s swift, sagacious reaction to the
consequences of his only partially intended action. Prior to the
convention, we would occasionally divert our labors in Kennedy’s
Washington office by discussing the vice-presidential nominee.
Naturally, Lyndon Johnson was among those mentioned. But dis-
cussion rarely passed the threshold objection: Lyndon would never
accept. Why would the most powerful majority leader in the his-
tory of the United States exchange his post for the puerile office
of vice-president, whose sole constitutional power was the right to
cast the deciding vote should the Senate be deadlocked? Nor was
the office a promising step toward higher office. No vice-president
in the modern era had been elected to the White House from that
office. (Nixon was trying to be the first.)

I had no rational rejoinder to this formidable argument. Yet 1
vaguely sensed something in Johnson’s temperament that told me
otherwise. He had sought the nomination and been defeated by a
junior and not terribly effective member of that body he ruled so
forcefully. How could he now return to that Senate chamber, en-
dure the consoling remarks of his colleagues, imagine their unex-
pressed satisfactions, their sardonic whispers, their questioning
glances? It would be an almost unendurable humiliation. Much
later, my almost daily contact with President Johnson confirmed
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this uninformed guess. He was a man who never retreated. To
resume his place in the Senate would have been — as seen through
the prism of his turbulent ego — a submission to disgrace.

In Los Angeles, Kennedy, accepting the powerful logic of a near
certain refusal — as if Johnson was a creature of logic, of Kenne-
dy’s kind of logic — offered him the nomination. Johnson ac-
cepted the Kennedy proposal, and remained adamant as the Ken-
nedy camp, confounded by his unanticipated acquiescence, tried
to influence him to withdraw. Robert Kennedy — John Kenne-
dy’s other voice — was dispatched on this unpleasant task, only
to find that if it were done, it would have to be done by the can-
didate himself. And he couldn’t do it without antagonizing those
whose support he had intended to cultivate — southern leaders,
moderate democrats, the vital state of Texas.

“Don’t worry, Bobby,” Kennedy told his brother, still upset by
the failure of his mission to Johnson, “‘nothing’s going to happen
to me.”

Politically, the decision proved an unintended masterstroke.
Johnson helped to hold together for one final eflort the fading
remnants of the southern organizations that, for a hundred years,
had delivered the ‘“‘solid South’ to the Democratic nominees (Lin-
coln’s legacy to liberalism), freeing Kennedy to campaign for the
increasingly crucial northern black vote. Historically the decision
may have been the most important single act of Kennedy’s public
life; he had unknowingly named the man who would reshape the
decade to whose leadership Kennedy himself so urgently aspired.

In years to come, Johnson would blame Robert Kennedy for
having tried to oust him from the ticket. He knew better. But he
could not admit — perhaps not even to himself — that Robert
Kennedy must have been his brother’s emissary. Anger that could
not be acknowledged must be displaced. Thus were planted the
seeds of unremitting hostility, which were to culminate in the con-
frontation of 1968.

So Kennedy and Johnson it was. But to us, as to the country,
there was only one candidate and one opponent, as I joined the
small traveling stafl’ that would accompany Kennedy on his ar-
duous struggle to present himself and his message to almost every
state of our undecipherable continent.

Sorensen and I were the only two speechwriters on the plane
for the entire campaign, although others would make occasional
contributions. Accompanying our travels was the bustling, talka-



102 The Kennedy Years

tive press secretary, Pierre Salinger, whose shrewdness and cal-
culation were concealed by an almost clownlike, accommodating
amiability intended to create an ambience of warmth and welcom-
ing respect for the press corps, which conveyed our daily eflorts
to the nation. Dave Powers, friend and companion since John
Kennedy’s first campaign for Congress, called on a limitless store
of anecdotes and street wisdom to provide the candidate with nec-
essary diversion from the demands of the campaign, and his ad-
vice, never offered unless asked, was often decisive. Perhaps clos-
est of all was the dour, taciturn Kenny O’Donnell — politician,
personal confidant, Robert Kennedy’s college roommate — who
had no ambitions, no desires, no purpose that was not Kennedy’s.
One day, talking with Teddy White, Kennedy pointed to O’Don-
nell, stretched out sleeping across the seats: “You see Kenny, there.
If T woke him up and asked him to jump out of this plane for me,
he’d do it. You don’t find that kind of loyalty easily.”

Our entourage also included the political counselor Larry
O’Brien; John Bailey, the Connecticut boss who had been among
the first to support Kennedy’s presidential hopes and would be
rewarded with the chairmanship of the Democratic National
Committee; and others whose names and roles have been amply
recorded in the voluminous accounts of this most profusely re-
corded making of a president. If we were not exactly a ““band of
brothers,” free from alil jealousies, enmity, and the clash of ambi-
tions, we had this in common: The candidate came first. Nothing
could be done to disrupt his cause; no energy directed to any pur-
pose but his. That was the one unforgivable sin.

We all knew it wouldn’t be easy, but believed if we worked hard
enough, refused all respite of body and mind, the reward was cer-
tain. We were convinced that our candidate was the best man, his
summons a trumpet of truth, his cause infused with the moral
imperatives of America. And on the other side was Nixon: treach-
erous opportunist, visionless, disliked even by the president he
served.

In the beginning — in September — according to Doctor Gal-
lup, Nixon had a lead of 49—46. After the first debate, on the
twenty-fifth of that month, Kennedy was ahead by the same mar-
gin; Kennedy gained another few points toward the end of Octo-
ber, then saw his lead narrow as the election approached. At 7
p.M. on election eve the united wisdom of CBS and IBM foretold
a Nixon landslide, and, by midnight, another corporate alliance
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with different initials announced an easy Kennedy victory. When
it was all over, less than one percentage point separated victor
from vanquished; a shift of a few thousand votes in two doubtful
states would have thrown the election into the House of Represen-
tatives.

The poll numbers, which were to form the backbone of so many
dramatic tales, were all fiction. At least, they might have been.
Small numerical differences are meaningless. We publish and read
them out of our yearning for an illusion of certainty. Did Nixon
begin his campaign ahead by three points? Who knows? It could
have been even. Or, perhaps, Kennedy held a lead. Ask any
mathematician who does not depend on polls for a living.

The numbers yield only one certainty: From beginning to end
the election was a tie. The campaign, the entire prodigious, ex-
travagant, debilitating struggle, was for the allegiance of that small
handful of voters who had not made their choice even before it
had begun. But there was also another objective: to keep from
losing votes, to forestall the abandonment of those unmeasurable
numbers whose preferences — volatile, ambivalent, liquid — might
shift under the slightest pressure of . . . what? Events? A mistake
by one candidate, a favorable impression made by the other? An
upward movement in the economy? Renewed truculence by
Khrushchev? The intervention of Eisenhower or his reluctance to
intervene?

Even today it is impossible to know how much, or whether, the
campaign influenced that mysterious, mute leviathan — the
American people. But at least we got their attention. The turnout
was the largest in American history.

“There are more Democratic votes out there than Kennedy
votes,” the candidate laconically instructed us in a guiding as-
sumption of his strategy. Although he proclaimed himself the her-
ald of a “new generation of Americans,” the country was only
eight years removed from Roosevelt and Truman, the voters’
memories softened by nostalgia for the leadership that had taken
us through the Great Depression and the great war. He would
emblazon this tradition upon his banners. Only by running, con-
tinually, forcefully, as a Democrat could he overcome the percep-
tion that he was too young, too glamorous, too Catholic, an out-
sider of alien breed without claim to the heritage of the party that
had nominated him.
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Arriving in Los Angeles in the first week of the campaign, |
presented the senator with a proudly drafted discourse on civil
rights. Ten thousand people jammed the Shrine Auditorium that
night as Kennedy strode to the rostrum, acknowledged the tu-
multuous reception with a slight nod of his head, and launched
into an cloquent extemporaneous exposition of his candidacy with
my prepared text (also eloquent) still in his pocket. It was as if
all that he had learned in his miles of campaigning had come
together that night on the rim of the Pacific.

“I think the record of the two parties,” he began, “and its promise
for the future, can be told pretty well from its record of the past.
Mr. Nixon and I, the Republican and the Democratic parties, are
not suddenly frozen in ice, or collected in amber since the two
conventions. We are like two rivers which flow back through his-
tory, and you can judge the force, the power and the direction of
the rivers by studying where they rose and where they ran
throughout their long course. . . . Just contrast the slogans of the
two parties . . . what the two parties stand for. ‘Stand Pat with
McKinley.” ” The crowd laughed.  ‘Retain Normalcy with War-
ren G. Harding.” ‘Keep Cool with Coolidge.”” The crowd laughed
even harder. “Had enough?” Kennedy asked, his face breaking
into a broad grin. ““The weakest slogans in the history of Ameri-
can politics. Contrast the slogans of which we are proud: Wood-
row Wilson’s ‘New Freedom,” Franklin Roosevelt’s ‘New Deal.” >
The crowd roared. “Harry Truman’s ‘Fair Deal.”” The crowd
roared again. “I ask your help in this election, not just in a con-
test with Mr. Nixon but in a contest for the future of this coun-
try.”’

He then went on to take up a small part of my draft, outlining
what he would do as president to move forward in civil rights.
Then, putting the draft away, he ended on a powerful note, saying
that he wanted historians at a later date to say: “These were the
years of the American life, the 1960s. Give us those years.”

The tumultuous response confirmed his judgment; the theme
was set. That night, returning to the plane, he looked toward me
as he entered his compartment and said — with friendly irony —
“Nice speech, Dick.” “Both of them, Senator,” I replied.

The appeal to party tradition coexisted in a somewhat uneasy
tension with Kennedy’s claim to represent “‘a new generation of
Americans who fought in Italy and Europe, who fought in the
Pacific for freedom in World War I1.”” He was to be both tradi-
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tional and different, devotee of the past and marketeer of the fu-
ture. Not a contradiction. Not even improbable. How else did one
defend old principles, except by fighting new battles? Appeals to
the past were necessary to diminish apprehension about Kennedy
himself; promises of a changing future were to tap mounting dis-
content, a sensed national decline, recent injuries to patriotic pride.

At the start of the campaign, sitting in the Senate office, Ken-
nedy read a memo from economist John Kenneth Galbraith, de-
scribing the eight-year deterioration of economic growth and the
present slide toward recession and unemployment. As he returned
the last page to his desk, Kennedy looked up, grinning, and asked:
“Do you know how I tell what is monetary and what is fiscal?
Monetary begins with an M, and so does Martin of the Federal
Reserve Board. How about that, Professor Galbraith?”

There would be plenty of experts eager to steer the candidate
through the technical structures of economic policy, but it was the
coal miners of West Virginia, not the professors of Harvard, who
taught him that economic dissatisfaction derived from harsh real-
ities. Four years of journeying to every part of the country had
informed his intuition that confidence and pride in America had
been undermined — by recession, by Khrushchev, by Castro, by
an inchoate awareness of a vacancy in the soul of America. If the
people loved lke, it was partly because he was a personal emblem
of a more glorious past, thus set apart from the incapacities of his
administration.

Nixon’s own campaign was — had to be — the mirror image of
Kennedy’s. He would run as the legitimate Republican heir to a
popular Republican president. His large experience — senator, fierce
adversary of communist conspiracy who had brought Alger Hiss
to justice, vice-president for eight years, world traveler on com-
fortable terms with heads of foreign nations, tempered by personal
debate with the volatile Khrushchev — was an imposing contrast
to the greenhorn senator who had never held an executive office,
whose own travels, with the exception of his service in the Pacific,
were but the wanderings of a wealthy dilettante.

We disliked Nixon at the beginning, despised him by the end.
“He’s a filthy, lying son-of-a-bitch, and a very dangerous man,”
was among our candidate’s kinder descriptions of his opponent in
the closing weeks of the election. In part, Kennedy’s remark was
a natural reflection of a brutal political battle, but, obscenities
aside, Kennedy had also come to sense that the man was truly
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dangerous, that his unique blend of intelligence and amorality might
have devastating consequences for the country. As a result of our
hostility we underestimated Nixon. Admittedly, he was clever,
certainly he understood politics, the art of acquiring votes and
power. But, we thought he did not know, thus could not reach,
the country he aspired to govern. We were wrong. He knew a lot
about America. He could reach, with uncanny intuition, the bur-
ied doubts, the secret dreads, the nightmare panic of the threat-
ened soul (the foreclosing banker, insurrectionary blacks). And he
also understood, less mystically, with unwavering clarity, his own
greatest asset: He was the Republican candidate in a normally
conservative country.

Nixon’s greatest difficulty — at least at the beginning — was,
like Kennedy, to accommodate his reliance on the past (in his
case, lke) with his awareness of rising national discontent. He did
the best he could: He would carry the magnificent Eisenhower era
toward new realms of achievement. Everything was already won-
derful, but it would stay that way only if we devised new ap-
proaches to new challenges. And all this with the ever-watchful
Ike, or his staff, carefully monitoring for any signs of dislovalty.

Thus from the beginning, for both candidates, circumstances
and conditions combined with sensible calculation to dictate the
themes and strategy of political combat. Then, as opening day
approached — traditionally the beginning of September — for-
tune intervened, and on Kennedy’s side.

On August 24, at an Eisenhower press conference, a reporter
asked the president, “What presidential decisions of your admin-
istration has the vice-president participated in?”’ A smiling Eisen-
hower replied, “If you give me a week I might think of one,” then
signaled the conference to an end before other questions could be
asked. Ah! The gentle, affable Ike — who would have thought to
cast him as Richard III who could “‘smile and smile and murder
while I smile.” Later, we are told, he called Nixon to explain he
had merely beer: speaking facetiously. Of course: We always knew
ke was a great humorist, a master practitioner of black comedy.

Eisenhower’s comment was not fatal. But it hurt. It did damage
to the most important prop of Nixon’s campaign — his invalu-
able, trusted, intimate service as vice-commander of the nation.
How much Ike must have disliked him!

Two days later, the discomfited Nixon was cheered by huge,
raucous, admiring crowds that greeted him in Atlanta and other



The Election 107

cities of the traditionally Democratic South. Not since Jefferson
Davis forcibly rejected the leadership of Lincoln had any Repub-
lican candidate for president received such warm southern hospi-
tality. Nixon loved it. What politician wouldn’t? But it was a curse
in disguise. It persuaded Nixon that he might actually carry the
South. To do so, however, he would have to mute his advocacy of
civil rights; despite the fact that his careful cultivation of black
leaders, his espousal of measures directed toward racial equality,
had given him stronger support in the black community than any
Republican since Roosevelt. Kennedy, by contrast, was suspect.
He had never been among the Democratic leaders in the struggle
for racial equality, had defeated the adored Humphrey, and his
ideological devotion to liberalism was doubted.

Nixon’s pursuit of southern votes was to erode his support among
northern blacks. Kennedy, by contrast, went all out in pursuit of
the northern black vote — yielding place to no man in his de-
mands for racial justice — while counting on Johnson and other
political leaders to hold the southern Democratic organizations
together for one last shot. Nixon’s decision was wrong. Kennedy’s
was right — politically. A large part of the South, held together
by fading bosses and a crumbling structure of party control, stayed
with the Democrats, while black voters made the difference in many
northern cities.

In a close election, everything is decisive. But I always thought
we owed a special debt of gratitude to those marvelous people of
Atlanta who braved the scathing sun of a Georgia summer to stand
up and cheer for Richard Nixon.

Next to riding a motorcycle alongside Dennis Hopper, there is
no better way to see America than from the cabin of a twin-engine
prop plane. That first week, having landed at Pocatello, Idaho,
during the night, I walked out from the Bannock Hotel before
breakfast to stare toward the stone towers that rose from the edge
of surrounding fields: a northern edge of the fabled Rocky Moun-
tains. Pocatello! A week before I had not known of its existence.
Now, here it was. The beauty mine, a sparkling edge of my mul-
tifaceted country; the people, not merely friendly and casual, but
somehow linked in those bonds of affection which, Lincoln pro-
claimed, mystically fused the inhabitants of a large and diverse
continent.

Three speeches later, the Caroline rumbled out of the flat basin
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bound for Spokane, Washington, only to receive word from Pierre
Salinger that the press plane that followed us was missing one of
its most important members. Exhilarated by the unaccustomed
freedom of mountain air, a reporter — whose byline often adorned
the front page of a leading eastern journal — had spent the night
in an Idaho bar and, thus sedated, never heard the wake-up call.
Already behind schedule, we could not return to pick him up, and
flights from Pocatello to Washington State were nonexistent. For
two days, while the pain-stricken journalist labored to catch us,
his colleagues filed dispatches under his name, concealing his ah-
sence from editors who never would have understood the powerful
seductions of remote Pocatello.

Flying over the Seattle harbor, I looked down at a collection of
naval ships, scattered like a child’s toys across the sheltered recess
of sea. Glancing across the aisle I saw Kennedy watching through
his window, and remarked impulsively, “Just think, Senator, in a
few months they’ll all be yours.” ““Thanks a lot,”” he grimaced,
immediately returning his attention to a speech draft which had
been resting on his lap. I had tempted fate, and he would distance
himself from this hazardous exchange.

Less than a week later, sitting in a bus that carried us toward
a rally somewhere in the harsh ranch country of west Texas, I
struggled to put the finishing touches on a speech setting forth
Kennedy’s Latin American policy. The fall of Cuba and the di-
sastrous Nixon trip had transformed Latin America — customar-
ily neglected by candidates and public alike — into a major arena
of foreign policy debate. It was not enough to condemn the Re-
publican (not Eisenhower, of course) “loss” of Cuba; we also needed
an affirmative statement of Kennedy’s hemispheric intentions. The
major elements were self-evident: The United States, confronted
by the reality of rising discontent and the certainty of turbulent
change, would place itself on the side of the democratic left; those
who sought not only growth, but social justice — the elimination
of tax systems and land ownership that enriched a few while rel-
egating most of the population to brief, brutal lives of unremitting
poverty.

To dramatize the policy, we needed a name — at least I thought
we did — something that would establish Kennedy’s proposals as
a coherent successor to the Good Neighbor policy of Franklin
Roosevelt, who was the last of our presidents to give serious atten-
tion to the Western Hemisphere. It should be in Spanish, I thought,
to demonstrate that we envisioned not another exercise in gener-
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ous paternalism, but a partnership, a joint venture in democratic
reform. Unfortunately, my search for a ringing slogan was handi-
capped by my almost complete ignorance of Spanish. Looking down
at the empty seat beside me, I saw a magazine published by a
Mexican-American society in New Mexico, serendipitously dis-
carded by an earlier passenger, and entitled Alianza. Perfect. At
least it sounded right. An alliance. What else could it mean? Yet,
in any language, the most obvious meanings could conceal unan-
ticipated connotations; perhaps even subtle sexual implications.
(In English, for example, liaison can mean more than a commu-
nication between officials.)

At the next stop I rushed to a phone to call my friend Karl
Meyer in Washington. Then a novice reporter with the Washington
Post, Karl had an intense personal interest in Latin America, and
among his friends were several members and functionaries of
Washington’s Latin community through whom I had acquired some
knowledge about the labyrinthine transformations of that hitherto
mysterious continent. I asked Karl if there was any danger in the
word. He thought not, but would check it out, and in fifteen min-
utes called back: “Ernesto [Betancourt] says there’s no problem.
But he thinks it should be an alliance for something.” “‘Like what?”
I asked. “He thought ‘development’ would be good,” Karl replied.

“What’s that in Spanish?”’

“Desarrollo.”

“He’ll never be able to pronounce it,”” I objected. “How do you
say ‘progress’?”

“Progreso,” Karl informed me.

“Perfect.” And I wrote the phrase ““Alianza para progreso” (omit-
ting the necessary ¢/ until later, in the White House, the correction
was made by Spanish-language grammarians) into the speech
scheduled for delivery that afternoon outside the Alamo in San
Antonio. By that ume Kennedy, giving six or seven speeches a
day, had been warned by Dr. Gould — his throat specialist — to
conserve his voice between stops. So, after quickly reading through
my suggested draft, Kennedy scrawled a note on his lined yellow
pad, “Let’s not waste this one. The ministers is the big one for
today.” (That night he was to confront the “Catholic issue di-
rectly before the assembled Protestant ministers of Houston, Texas.)
So it was that more than a month later, on October 18, in Tampa,
Florida, Kennedy first proclaimed the Alianza para Progreso, which
was to be among the keystones of his foreign policy.

By consensus — of stafl, traveling press, and editorial commen-
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tary — Kennedy’s confrontation with the suspicious ministers in
Houston on that night of the Alliance for Progress’s anonymous
birth was a great success. “We have far more critical issues to
face in the 1960 election,” he began, “but because I am a Catholic
and no Catholic has ever been elected president, the real issues in
this campaign have been obscured . . . so it is apparently neces-
sary for me to state once again — not what kind of church I be-
lieve in, for that should be important only to me — but what kind
of America I believe in. I believe in an America where the sepa-
ration of church and state is absolute . . . where no religious body
seeks to impose its will. . . . I want a Chief Executive whose public
acts are responsible to all groups and obligated to none. . . . This
is the kind of America I believe in and this is the kind my brother
died for in Europe. And this is the kind of America for which our
forefathers died when they fought for the Constitution and the Bill
of Rights.”

Kennedy had rarely been more impressive. His exposition, woven
from appeals to constitutional principle and passionate assertions
of personal belief, was more than enough to overturn any rational
apprehension that his Catholic allegiance might menace Protes-
tant and/or secular America. We were elated. We had met the
enemy on his home grounds, and we had won. But, of course, it
was not so simple. Neither reason nor honest passion could over-
come fears rooted in childhood, absorbed from parents and neigh-
bors who had themselves been shaped by the folk wisdom of ear-
lier generations. In the country, as in West Virginia, people would
overcome embedded prejudices only after they came to have con-
fidence in the man, not his arguments.

Much later, in 1968, Eugene McCarthy told me that “if 'm
elected, I’ll be the first Catholic president’”; meaning that Ken-
nedy was only a nominal Catholic, born into a faith whose moral
authority was ignored in the conduct of his daily life. “I remem-
ber on Fridays,” Dave Powers told me, speaking of a time when
Catholics were forbidden to eat meat on Friday, “Jack and I would
wait tll everyone was asleep and then sneak out for a hot dog.”
If true, it was a venial transgression, a trivial manifestation of a
much larger truth: Jack Kennedy was among the most secular of
men, his values derived not from his catechism, but from the
mainstream of Western thought, Christian and pagan.

Yet he had been baptized at a Catholic font, faithfully observed
the prescribed rituals of his Church, and thus had thrust upon
him the burden of representing all of Catholic America — the le-
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gitimacy of their claim to a place of equal honor and dignity in
the larger society. It was partly ironic. But no one was better
suited to break the barrier. However, he would never completely
overcome the issue of his religion. An upsurge of anti-Catholic
sentiment in the closing days of the campaign turned most of the
American heartland against his candidacy.

(Shortly after his election, riding down Fifth Avenue, Kennedy
leaned out of the car window as he passed St. Patrick’s Cathedral
and waved toward the church. “Thanks,” he said, “thanks a lot.”)

The campaign, like any national campaign, was a war of attri-
tion — no swift overwhelming stroke, but constantly chipping away
small fragments of doubt and distinterest in hopes that the total
of these gargantuan labors would reach a figure impressive enough
to win and/or retain the support of a majority.

No one speech, no single performance, however brilliant, could
dispose of the Catholic “issue,” or any other significant personal
issue — excessive youth, inadequate experience, apprehensions that
this almost exotically glamorous man might wander from the safe
mainstream of American political life. Words were easily found,
the appropriate formulas of intention readily crafted, but trust in
the man came with slow, painful hesitation. Each day, many times
each day, in every corner of the country, new audiences listened
and observed — a handful in direct attendance, the rest absorbing
fragmentary accounts filtered through the typewriters of hurried,
exhausted journalists, diluted by the mechanical revision of a
hundred rewrite desks.

In the beginning, apart from the big occasions when the crowd
or the special challenge seemed to pump him up, Kennedy’s voice
was rapid and rushed; he appeared unsure as to the proper man-
ner and posture of a man who was seeking the presidency. He was
uncomfortable pausing for applause or engaging his audience in
rhetorical questions. For several days his sense of privacy pre-
vented him from mentioning that Jackie was not with him because
she was pregnant. When he finally got around to it, he spoke with
characteristic humor, telling his pre-ultrasound audience: “My wife
is at home. She is going to have a boy in November.” This inevi-
tably led to a question from the audience: “There are a lot of
expectant fathers who would like to know your secret of knowing
that it is going to be a boy.”” “She told me,” Kennedy said with
a broad grin. “You have to ask her.” There was much laughter.

In every state the candidate would buy television time for a
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brief speech before a local assembly followed by a period of ques-
tions from the audience. But who was watching? And what did
they hear? Not many, and not much. “Listen, Dave,” Kennedy
said to Dave Powers, “would you leave the bar in Charlestown
[Massachusetts] to go watch a political speech? 1 sure as hell
wouldn’t.” And the ratings confirmed his assertion. Even when
we commandeered a national network, the average audience was
less than ten million, most of them, we assumed, among the polit-
ically interested citizens who had already made up their minds.

“There’s only one way we can break through the paper cur-
tain,” Kennedy had told us. “Television. At least people can lis-
ten to what I say, not what some reporter says I said. . . .”” But
we had already discovered that buying television time was not
enough. We needed an audience. And, miraculously, Richard Nixon
assured us an audience large enough to satisfy the most insatiable
politician.

To Nixon, the decision to debate Kennedy must have seemed
unavoidable, and perhaps it was. He had a lead, but a narrow
one. A refusal to meet his adversary in personal combat might
have been turned against him, used to cast doubt on his claims to
superior knowledge, wisdom, and manly courage. Moreover, Nixon
had, inevitably, been seduced by his own assaults on Kennedy’s
incapacities. (“‘Kennedy,” Nixon told an intimate, “speaks over
people’s heads. 1 did pretty well with Khrushchev. I’ll murder
Kennedy.””) He would beat him, and thus win the election on his
own. Without Ike.

The debate was scheduled for September 26. The day before,
the ‘“‘issue team” — Ted Sorensen, Mike Feldman from our
Washington office, and I — descended on Chicago to begin prep-
aration. Since only two writers traveled with Kennedy contin-
ually, and I was by far the junior, it was my task to maneuver
safely a large nylon suitcase and a footlocker — both crammed
with memos, reprints, drafts, and reference material — from hotel
room to plane and back again, each day of the campaign. To
supplement our traveling files, Mike had prepared a ponderous
volume fixed in a black binder, cataloging by issue virtually every
recorded Nixon comment over the last several years. Fondly known
to us as the “Nixopedia,” the work was to supply material to
attack the vice-president’s frequent deceits and contradictions.

In the use of this reference material we were guided by a hand-
ful of instructions and comments scrawled on a note pad by Ken-
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nedy (still obedient to his throat doctor) during the preceding days:
“We’ve got to recognize,” he exhorted, “that he’s just going to
move from lie to lie about us in the next eight weeks. And we’ve
got to get ours about him. I haven’t yet said anything about him
that’s in error, except that he favored flexible price supports.” Or,
“We ought to have the quote of Nixon or some Republican about
being ‘a conservative at home — a revolutionary (liberal) abroad.’
Then we say it can’t be done. Wilson — Roosevelt — Truman
succeeded abroad because they succeeded at home.”

We worked through the night preparing index cards with single-
sentence statements of Kennedy’s position on a wide variety of
domestic issues, some supporting facts, Nixon’s probable position,
and suggested rejoinders. As we labored, Kennedy was complet-
ing a campaign swing through nearby Ohio, where a perceptive
listener might have guessed the candidate’s mind was elsewhere.
“It is possible for us to win Ohio and it is possible for us to lose
Ohio,” he told a partisan crowd at the Hotel Hollenback. (Ken-
nedy, his brilliant political intuition still intact, was right as usual:
We lost Ohio.)

The next morning, our unrested minds partially restored by
several cups of coffee, we brought our heap of cards to Kennedy’s
suite, where the candidate, braced by a pair of pillows, sat in bed,
alone, a discarded breakfast tray beside him, awaiting his assis-
tants. With a voice-saving gesture he greeted us and reached for
the products of our labor.

Throughout the morning he read the cards, stopping only to
question the accuracy of our statements, substitute a more con-
genially phrased summation of his own, or ask for additional in-
formation. “Get Flemming’s statement on medical care,” he in-
structed (Arthur Flemming was Eisenhower’s secretary of health),
“and show how ours would have cost less. We tied ours to a tax
increase. He didn’t.” Every request sent one of us rushing from
the room to search the files or, if necessary, to telephone our *‘is-
sue section” in Washington, captained by later Solicitor General
Archibald Cox.

I was learning what it meant to be a professional. Tonight was
it; the whole ball game. At least it might be. Yet there was no
outward sign of tension, no reference to the import of the occa-
sion, to disturb our subdued concentration on the particulars. We
might as well have been preparing for a press conference in Al-
buquerque, except for the occasional appearance of family mem-
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bers who had, to this point, been pursuing their separate tasks.
Bobby entered the suite, sat for about twenty minutes, left silently
to check out the details of logistics and studio arrangements. Eun-
ice, children in hand, came in, turned her cheek for a kiss, and
then — “Come, children, Uncle Jack is busy” — left the room.

At lunchtime we returned to our rooms to revise the cards, fill
in gaps, rephrase statements — all in compliance with the candi-
date’s laconic directions. As we left, 1 saw Kennedy pick up the
morning papers, looking — I presume — for late news reports that
might be mentioned during the evening’s discussion. On our re-
turn, we again reviewed the range of possible questions, Kennedy
silently absorbing our work and explanatory comments, rehears-
ing only in the privacy of his own mind.

Ted Sorensen handed him the draft of a suggested opening
statement. “Too rhetorical,” he said, “let me give it a try,” mo-
tioning us to leave the room while he dictated to Evelyn Lincoln,
his personal secretary; recalling us about forty minutes later to
take the newly typed draft with instructions to “clean it up”’; and
then, the debate only a few hours away, announcing, “I’'m going
to take a nap; be back here around seven.” On returning to my
room, [ found that I had left some of my notes in the candidate’s
suite. I returned, entering on tiptoe — candidates did not then
have Secret Service guards to obstruct intruders; that protection
was provided only after Robert Kennedy’s assassination — and
walked to the oval glass table where the debris of the day’s work
was strewn. The suite was silent. He’s actually sleeping, I thought
wonderingly, then ghimpsed Eunice and her children entering be-
hind me. A whispered maternal comment triggered a sudden, loud
exchange between the children. There was a roar from the inner
bedroom — “*What the hell’s going on out there?”’ I ran, never
looking back. The sister could take care of herself.

Meanwhile, on another Chicago street, Richard Nixon spent the
day in his hotel room, alone with his thoughts. He too was a pro-
fessional, unwilling to reveal outward signs of strain, but choosing
to protect himself from observation not through inner discipline,
but by seclusion behind closed doors. In the studio that night,
Nixon would pace along the shghtly raised stage in short, nervous
steps, occasionally arousing himself to a forced, barely compre-
hensible, attempt at humor.

The debate less than a hour away, we reentered the candidate’s
suite. Bobby was already there, along with Kenny O’Donnell and
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Dave Powers. We handed him a freshly typed, “cleaned up” copy
of his opening statement. ““‘How about makeup?” Bobby asked.
“There’s a man here.” *“I don’t think so,” Kennedy replied, “‘just
some talcum,” and entered the bathroom to brush some Mennen
over his naturally — or pharmaceutically — sanguine features.

I sat with a small group of staff members before a television set,
elation mounting as the debate unfolded. Our man was, as we had
anticipated, in command of his material, calm, his serious inten-
sity of conviction occasionally interrupted by flashes of humor. He
could have been talking to a small group in a friendly living room.
And he was. To millions of groups in millions of rooms.

But Nixon!

Admittedly he knew his answers, was quick to prod Kennedy’s
presumed vulnerabilities. But the camera showed something else:
a man strangely severed from his own shrewd, reasoned discourse.
Facial muscles tensed, sweat appearing on brow and cheeks, lips
occasionally forced into a smile unrelated to his words, Nixon ap-
peared more like a losing football coach summoned before the board
of trustees than a leader of the free world. Afterward analysts and
apologists would blame Nixon’s dismaying appearance on his
makeup, the lighting, the erroneous advice of technicians. But we
knew better. The country sensed it. What we saw on Nixon’s face
that night was the panic in his soul.

As the moderator signed off, our small band erupted in cheers.
I was jubilant. It was over! We had won! Not just the debate. We
had won the election!

Leaving the studio, Kennedy departed for the airport where an
ebullient campaign staff greeted him with applause as he boarded
the Caroline for a flight to Hellriegel’s Inn in Painesville, Ohio,
where he was to give a breakfast speech pledging full employment
for the workers of that industrial state. Relaxing with a beer and
a bowl of tomato soup, Kennedy, although physically and men-
tally exhausted, was clearly satisfied with his night’s work. Almost
compulsively, as if unwilling to admit the debate was over, he
rehearsed his answers and those of Nixon with almost total recall.
“We’'ll need something better on education,” he said, as if already
preparing for the next debate or, just as likely, inwardly trying to
reedit the hour that had just passed. To me it all seemed too
subdued, too matter-of-fact. We had beaten the bastard, hadn’t
we; nothing could stop us now. Yet we all restrained our shared
elation in deference to Kennedy’s own behavior. Finally, unable
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to hold back, I blurted, “We’ve got it won now.” Kennedy looked
up, smiled. “‘It was all right,” he said and returned to his soup.

He knew what I was too inexperienced, too partisan to realize.
It was far from over. Whatever lead the debate had produced
would gradually diminish toward virtual extinction by election eve.
But the campaign had entered a new dimension. The attacks on
Kennedy’s youth, immaturity, and inexperience had been an-
swered and destroyed as the cameras revealed, in Teddy White’s
words, a man who, “obviously, in flesh and blood . . . was the
Vice-President’s equal.” And not just equal; more authentic, more
American as Americans would like themselves to be.

The campaign had been stripped of deceptive irrelevancies, ex-
cept for the indestructible issue of religion. Nixon had forfeited his
most telling issues. From now on it would be Democrat against
Republican, Kennedy’s summon to hazardous greatness against
Nixon’s assurance of progressive continuity, man against man. You
paid your money and took your choice, or, rather, you cast your
vote and took your chance.

And though we had not yet shredded the “paper curtain,” the
debate had made a substantial tear. The crowds that lined the
streets and filled the halls swelled in numbers, responding to the
candidate with mounting, often near-hysterical intensity. In a sin-
gle night, television had created its first political celebrity. Riding
in a motorcade through Chicago, 1 watched an uncountable mob
break through the fragile police barriers, flowing toward and, it
seemed, over our tiny vessels like the unbound walls of ocean
rushing toward Pharaoh’s legions. In a Buffalo auditorium I was
forced to cover my ears against the high-pitched screams that
greeted Kennedy’s entrance. Then, looking toward the stage, I
saw Kennedy wave to the shouting audience before taking his seat.
Another breakthrough. Until now the candidate had walked quickly
to his place, refusing to acknowledge the shouts of supporters until
he had been introduced; a refusal which was part of the same style
that impelled him to continue speaking through interrupting bursts
of applause, and to decline to put on the varied headgear — cer-
emonial Indian headdresses or a construction worker’s hard hat —
presented by his hosts. Milking the crowd for applause, engaging
in traditional political horseplay, clearly made Kennedy uncom-
fortable. Perhaps he felt it an impairment of his dignity, a contra-
diction to the seriousness of his intent, the majesty of the high
office he pursued. Or perhaps some shrewdly calculated judg-
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ment — one wholly compatible with his temperament — warned
him that people were not looking for a leader who was also “‘just
one of the boys.”

“For God’s sake, Jack,” John Bailey told him, “‘you don’t have
to stand up there and take bows. But they’re yelling for you. They
came just to see you. At least you can wave.” Kennedy didn’t
answer Bailey. But that night in Buffalo he smiled and waved. I
saw it myself.

As Kennedy gained confidence, his humor became more evi-
dent. In the midst of the campaign Nixon was hospitalized for
several days and Kennedy announced that he would refrain from
all criticism of Nixon while the vice-president was ill. Later, asked
when the moratorium would end, he replied, “Well, I said I would
not mention him unless I could praise him, so I have not men-
toned him.” When a group of young Republicans kept interrupt-
ing his speech with loud chants of “We Want Nixon,” he said,
with a cheerful grin, “I don’t think you're going to get him, though,”
and the crowd cheered. When Michigan’s governor, Mennen Wil-
liams, introduced him as potentially the greatest president in the
history of the United States, he suggested that perhaps the gov-
ernor was overstating it one or two degrees. ‘‘George Washington
wasn’t a bad president and I do want to say a word for Thomas
Jefferson.” The audience loved it.

Aware that he had overtaken Nixon, Kennedy moved swiftly to
conciliate those large and substantial groups who might have some
reason to suspect a candidate who could ignite such emotions,
whose doubts about his responsible moderation would not be stilled
by an impressive television performance. (Was he also his father’s
son?) “On our speech to the businessmen Monday,” Kennedy
scrawled on his note pad, handing me his instructions across the
narrow aisle of the Caroline, ““it should be carefully done. And don’t
forget to check with the staff of the Joint Committee. Although it
is primarily to mail to a wide business list, it could be very im-
portant. It might mean the Times support. We should indicate
indirectly that we are not in labor’s pocket.”

In accordance with the candidate’s clearly implied wishes, 1
omitted from the “‘business speech” Kennedy’s comment, earlier
that day, when, having finished reading a memorandum detailing
exorbitant defense industry profits, he threw the pages toward the
empty seat beside him and exclaimed, unsmiling — ““That’s what
makes me anti-big business, they’re just as big bastards as my
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father said they were.”” As for the Times support, perhaps the speech
made a difference. In any event, wavering until the closing days,
and then only with evident reluctance, the New York Times magis-
terially endorsed John F. Kennedy for president. “I’'m one of those,”
he later said, referring to a well-known 7imes promotional ad, “who
can truthfully say, I got my job through the New York Times.”

Day was nullified by night and then restored as we labored
through the unmarked hours of the weeks that followed the debate
to sustain, perhaps extend, our lead. It was not so much the in-
conclusive polls, but something in the air, intangible but still sen-
sible — the responsive crowds, the warmth of local political lead-
ers, the subtle undertone of respect among the press corps — that
told us the White House was coming closer.

But any danger of overconfidence was swiftly dissipated as we
moved through the industrial heartland into the farm belt. This
was Nixon country. The Kennedy glamour, the youthful assur-
ance blended with thoughtful eloquence, only intensified suspi-
cion. As our caravan moved across the Midwest, its soil-hardened
citizens sensed, somewhere in the hidden depth of folklore and
memory, the “Music Man,” the “City Slicker,” the ghost of those
pin-striped easterners with their big words and false cordiality who
had slain the beloved William Jennings Bryan.

“Get some of Nixon’s quotes on agriculture and compare them
to what Benson said, show the similarities,” Kennedy instructed
me as we sat together in his hotel suite, through whose windows
stretched the late-evening moonscape of desolate Nebraska. It was
my job to prepare The Farm Speech — a major exposition of ag-
ricultural policy that was a compulsory exercise for any presiden-
tial candidate. It was scheduled for delivery in less than forty-
eight hours at the annual South Dakota Plowing Contest. Ezra
Taft Benson was Eisenhower’s acutely unpopular secretary of ag-
riculture; by tying him to Nixon, we would, the theory ran, per-
suade discontented farmers that Kennedy offered a more abun-
dant future. It was, we both knew, a doomed exercise; no eloquence
of his or mine could persuade the skeptical, deeply conservative
tillers of the soil that this slick, sophisticated urban youth with the
strange accent and foreign faith knew the pains of their labor,
could respond to their distress. But we had to try. It was a man-
datory tradition for one who sought to be president “of all the
people.”

“I’ve got all the material right here,” I said, patting a file folder
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crammed with memos from farm experts, “but tell me one thing,
Senator, what's a plowing contest?”

The senator’s broad grin momentarily dissolved his weariness.
“Don’t worry, Dick, you don’t have to enter. And I've got a bad
back. They'll do the plowing, you just worry about the speech.”

“After we blast Nixon, I assume you want to give your
program.”’

“Do I have one?”” He smiled, then more seriously: “Give them
the whole thing from our position on parity to Food for Peace.
They may get a little bored listening, but not as much as [ will
saying it. They’re not the jolliest bunch in the world.”

I retreated to my own room, working to piece together a com-
prehensive statement of farm policy from the recommendations of
assorted farm state politicians and academic experts who had con-
tributed their thoughts to our traveling files. The next night I
brought the completed draft to Kennedy. He read it in silence,
and with the same degree of understanding I had brought to my
writing. After finishing, he looked up. “‘Just think, Dick, here we
are, a couple of Brookline farmers, preparing policy for the entire
country. Isn’t politics wonderful?” (Kennedy had been born in
Brookline, the Boston suburb where 1 had gone to high school.)
“Let’s go with it.”” As I took the draft from his hand and walked
toward the door, the candidate called out after me, “Remember,
Dick, I don’t want to make policy, I want to make votes.” (As it
turned out, we didn’t make either.)

At 3 a.m. my phone rang. It was Kennedy. "‘Look,” he said,
“about that speech. I want to be sure I don’t fall on my face. Call
Hubert [Humphrey] in the morning and read it to him. Make
sure 1t’s right.”

Shortly after dawn, the plowing contest only hours away, 1
telephoned Hubert and read him the speech. “Wonderful, Dick,”
he said, “it’s just what 1 would have said myself.” (Of course
it was. The program memos had been prepared for us by Hubert’s
staf.) “It’s okay with Hubert,” I told the candidate at breakfast.
He grunted unresponsively, took the speech, put it in his coat
pocket, and resumed his inward meditation over the ordeal that lay
ahead.

Later that afternoon Kennedy stood in a South Dakota fair-
ground, presenting his “farm policy” to a huge crowd of dour,
unresponsive farmers who listened to him with all the animation
of a wheat field rooted to the earthen plain. “Well, that’s over,”
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he said, as we boarded the Caroline for the next stop. “Fuck the
farmers after November.”

“They loved 1t,”" 1 said in false reassurance.

“They’ve got a funny way of showing it,”” he answered. “Now
where’s my speech on how peace can be maintained?”

Late on the evening of October 13 we flew into Ann Arbor,
Michigan, where Kennedy was to begin the next day of cam-
paigning. As our bus entered the Michigan campus we saw a large
group of students who had abandoned books and bed to witness
the candidate’s arrival. Sorensen turned to me: “He won’t just let
them stand there; he’s going to speak. Maybe that’ll give us a
chance to get something to eat. I'm starved.” (In a campaign,
never knowing when the next meal might arrive, one eats at every
moment of opportunity, which is why most of us were gaining
weight.) Fortunately the school cafeteria had stayed open in antic-
ipation of Kennedy’s late arrival. As we entered, we could glimpse
Kennedy mounting a stone staircase beneath which students were
hastily assembling. Ted knew his man.

I had just passed from the overdone Salisbury steak to a soggy
piece of lemon meringue pie when a member of the press staff
rushed in, sat down facing us across the table, and wearily an-
nounced, “You know what he just did? He proposed a Peace
Corps.”

The concept of a Peace Corps — a group of young Americans
sent to work among the citizens of underdeveloped lands — had
been mentioned by other liberal democrats, Hubert Humphrey
among them, but had never developed into a serious possibility.
Now, this very night, Kennedy had adopted the idea and made it
his: not a piece of Senate rhetoric, or an obscure plank in an un-
read party platform, but a specific promise, a pledge to action,
from a man who was about to become president.

Within two days after Kennedy’s extemporaneous advocacy,
seven hundred students at the University of Michigan had signed
up for service in the nonexistent agency, and in subsequent days,
at nearly every stop, we saw groups of young people with placards
and leaflets proclaiming their desire to serve.

The unexpected magnitude of response was not the result of
some chemical connection between the youthful candidate and his
even younger audience. Inadvertently, intuitively, Kennedy had
tapped into a still-emerging spirit of the times. “Give us the six-
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ties,”” he had said at a time when the decade had not yet acquired
its metaphorical meaning of tumultuous change unleashed by the
desire to transform the nation. It was one thing to tell young peo-
ple that “‘they could make a difference,” that together “they could
change the world.” It was something else — much more — to of-
fer a tangible, specific instrument for the fulfillment of those vague
exhortations. The Peace Corps was such an instrument, and the
almost instantaneous, excited reaction was proof that the hopeful
assumption that lay behind the Kennedy rhetoric was grounded
in an emerging reality. Later he was to exhort Americans to ask
what they could do for their country. Tonight, in the cold air of
Michigan’s fall, he was telling them what they could do. A chal-
lenge that was also a promise. And they loved it.

There were no such generously peaceful impulses in Atlanta,
Georgia, that same week, when, on October 19, police arrested
Martin Luther King for refusing to leave the all-white restaurant
of a department store. Taken immediately to court, King was sen-
tenced to four months at hard labor.

The morning after King’s imprisonment, resting in his motel
room, beginning to prepare for his fourth and last debate with
Nixon, Kennedy was interrupted by a telephoned suggestion from
his brother in Washington, that he “might want to intervene”
directly on behalf of King. Kennedy turned to the handful of staff
members who had already assembled to begin the day’s work.
“What do you think?” he asked. The political advisers, led by
Kenny O’Donnell, expressed opposition. ““You have no legitimate
right to interfere with the judicial system of Alabama’; “It’s a
local concern™; ““Our position in the South is already precarious,
and this can only antagonize the white political leaders whose or-
ganizations are essential to electoral success.”

As the discussion continued, I saw Sarge Shriver standing at
the entrance to the room. He silently motioned me to join him.
“Listen, Dick,” he said, “do me a favor. I’'ll wait outside. You
come and tell me when Kenny and the others have left.”

In a few minutes, having made their argument without any re-
sponse from the candidate, mistaking silence for acquiescence, the
staff members departed. Lingering a moment, until I heard their
departing footsteps at the end of the hall, I went to Shriver: “Now’s
your chance, Sarge.” He entered the candidate’s bedroom where
I could hear sounds of a brief, intense exchange. I could not make
out the words. Shriver left the room smiling. Kennedy, now alone,
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picked up the phone and placed a call to Coretta King, told her
of his shock and outrage at her husband’s mistreatment, promised
to “‘do all I can.”” The next call went to Robert Kennedy. We had
friends in Georgia, and more important, allies among politicians
whose own ambitions were linked to Kennedy’s increasing likeli-
hood of success. Someone called someone. Someone called the judge.
And that day Martin Luther King was released from confinement
in the Atlanta jail. Reverend King and his wife gave Kennedy
public credit. Martin Luther King’s father — also a minister —
announced that he would put love of family above religious prin-
ciple and cast his own vote for a Catholic. (““Well, T guess we’ve
all got fathers,” Kennedy said on hearing of the elder King’s re-
nunciation of his anti-Catholic convictions.)

More than all the speeches, the eloquent assertions of support
for civil rights and racial equality, the rhetorical demands for an
end to black oppression, that single act — the calculated impulse
of a late October morning — persuaded large numbers of blacks
that Kennedy had within him the right answer to the only
question that matters amid fierce social conflict: Which side are
you on?

Down in Harlan County
There are no neutrals there,
You either are a union man

Or a thug for J. H. Blair.

As the King story spread through northern ghettos, black sup-
port for Kennedy — hitherto ambivalent or disinterested — began
to solidify, acquired the added enthusiasm necessary to persuade
black Americans that their choice at the polls might make a dif-
ference, that Whitey was still Whitey, but some more so than oth-
ers. In an election decided by a handful of votes in a few key
states, that political reward was of enormous consequence. Joseph
P. Kennedy’s most insightful political aphorism had again proved
its wisdom: “When in doubt,” the old man said, ““do right.”

Two days later, on October 21, on the edge of his final debate
with Kennedy, his pride drowned by panic, a humble Nixon asked
Eisenhower to intervene; and the tide began to move against us.
For the next fifteen days we would fight to hold a diminishing
lead.

Eisenhower’s appearances transcended politics. Tumultuous
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throngs crowded city streets to cheer their final glimpse of the
departing leader — admired for himself and as living symbol of
America’s most glorious triumph. We were being hurt. And we
knew it. But how much? The questions would only be answered
at the polls.

Kennedy, himself, responded to the situation with a metaphor.
“While we meet tonight,” he told an audience in California, “‘the
rescue squad has been completing its operation in the city of New
York. Governor Rockefeller, Henry Cabot Lodge, the vice-president,
and President Eisenhower all rode up together. We have all seen
these circus elephants complete with tusks, ivory on their head
and thick skins, who move around the circus ring and grab the
tail of the elephant ahead of them.” The crowd laughed and then
broke into cheers. “Dick Nixon grabbed that tail in 1952 and 1956,
but this year he faces the American people alone. We are choosing
a president of the U.S. President Eisenhower is not running. Mr.
Nixon is. And the American people have to choose between Mr.
Nixon and the Republican party that he represents and the Dem-
ocratic party and progress.”

It was quintessential Kennedy. The challenge blunted by hu-
mor, the avoidance of direct attack on Eisenhower, the issue re-
stored to perspective — a contest between parties, a call to reject
Nixon. Yet the repetition of this same rejoinder at nearly every
campaign stop was itself evidence of the candidate’s mounting ap-
prehension. But it was the best we could do. lke was in the field.
He could not be censured for supporting his party’s chosen suc-
cessor. We could only hope that Eisenhower had come too late.

As we accelerated our efforts in the final weeks, forcing our
energies through the deepening quagmire of fatigue, thoughtful
judgment was displaced by instinct. It was all we had left. “The
mornings are the worst,” Kennedy told me. ““It’s like a pitcher.”
(Meaning that an overworked pitcher must somehow manage to
survive the hazardous early innings before regaining his groove.)

Nixon demanded a fifth, and unscheduled, debate. Although we
immediately expressed our own ardent desire for a last confron-
tation, privately we wanted to avoid it. In the three debates that
followed his initial victory, Kennedy had at least held his own;
thus fortifving the favorable impression he had made on the coun-
try. The debates had already served his purpose. A fifth debate
offered little prospect of further gain, and carried the hazard of
some unintentional error by the tiring Kennedy, or some novel
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Nixon attack that the few remaining days would give us little chance
to answer. Since we could not — politically — refuse the vice-
president, we negotiated instead. Representatives of the candi-
dates argued about the subject matter, the format, the timing —
while both Kennedy and Nixon accused each other of fearful un-
willingness to reach agreement. (The technique is not novel; it has
been demonstrated at arms control conferences for decades.) There
would be no fifth debate.

It was a mistake.

Until now, the attention of the electorate had been focused on
the drama of personal confrontation, nullifying the Republican
advantage of superior resources — money for television, radio, lit-
erature, organization. Liberated from the equalizing distraction of
another debate, the Republicans poured money into television and
radio ads. While we were actually canceling scheduled appear-
ances for lack of funds, they multiplied their effort, culminating in
Nixon’s four-hour national broadcast the day before election. The
mounting, largely unanswered, barrage of media hurt us. The di-
mensions of that damage could not be measured, but much of it
could have been prevented had we allowed a fifth debate to dom-
inate the final week.

There was to be one more mistake. It was a beaut. And I
made it.

Our precipitous, interminable journey through America taught
us that Cuba was a dominant issue of foreign policy. (All foreign-
policy issues were thought less important than domestic concerns;
which is why I so often composed drafts about external affairs
while Sorensen dealt with the “bread and butter.”) The unex-
pected emergence of an anti-American, pro-Soviet dictator “‘only
ninety miles from our shores,”” “only eight minutes [by air] from
our coast,” had done more than Khrushchev could to anger and
alarm the American people. At every major evening stop members
of the audience would submit written questions to be answered by
Kennedy. Later that night, reclining on the Caroline, 1 would read
through the multitude of queries, most of which — for lack of
time — had gone unanswered. Everywhere — in the Dakotas as
well as Florida — there were more questions about Cuba and Castro
than about any other matter of foreign policy.

Informed by our totally nonscientific sample, we made the “is-
sue of Cuba” a major staple of our campaign. In dozens of speeches
we assailed Nixon and the Republicans for losing Cuba to our
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communist adversaries. (“‘Ike didn’t lose it,” Kennedy scribbled
in the margin of one of these speeches, “he gave it away.”) We
censured the feeble Republican response to this new danger; pro-
posed further sanctions, a step-up of propaganda, action to “‘quar-
antine’” the Cuban revolution, increased support for those Cu-
bans, in exile and elsewhere, who opposed the Castro regime.

As our rhetorical assault mounted in the closing weeks of the
campaign, Kennedy was careful to strike from my drafts any im-
plication that we would act forcibly to overthrow Castro. We would
observe international law, and act in concert with our fellow
members of the Organization of American States.

The reasons for Kennedy’s caution were more than political. As
a presidential candidate, he had received secret briefings by the
CIA, some of which revealed that we were training a force of Cu-
ban exiles for a possible invasion of the Cuban mainland. Ken-
nedy felt it imperative that he not reveal, even by indirection, the
secret knowledge with which he had been entrusted. The rest of
us, of course, were not briefed, had no knowledge that a U.S.-
sponsored attack on Castro was being prepared.

In late October, en route to New York, Kennedy told me to
“get ready a real blast for Nixon.” Later that evening, sitting in
the crowded stafl room of the Biltmore Hotel, I typed out still
another assault on the administration’s Cuban policy. The state-
ment was little more than a rephrased version of what we had
said a dozen times. Or so it seemed to me. Buried in the third
point of a lengthy series of proposals was the exhortation: “We
must attempt to strengthen the non-Batista, democratic, anti-Castro
forces in exile, and in Cuba itself, who offer eventual hope of over-
throwing Castro. Thus far these fighters for freedom have had
virtually no support from our government.”” “Strengthen,” “sup-
port,” were vague injunctions, a harmless rephrasing of earlier
rhetorical flights. I called Kennedy at the Hotel Carlyle to read
him the statement. He was asleep. 1 consulted with other staff
members. None of us had the heart to wake the weary candidate
for this trivial restatement of his position. Yet it had to be released
almost immediately if we were to meet the morning paper dead-
line. Others read it and — our concentration obscured by fatigue
and the press of other business — we saw no danger. So we re-
leased it. It was the only public statement by the candidate in the
entire campaign that he had not personally reviewed.

And the next day the roof fell in.
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We were wildly irresponsible, Nixon proclaimed, the advocates
of an American-sponsored revolution, possibly even an invasion,
contrary to all sound foreign policy, in violation of our interna-
tional agreements, certain to cripple our interests throughout the
world. (Nixon, of course, knew all about the tentative invasion
plans.) Kennedy, he said — more in feigned sorrow than in pre-
tended anger — was too inexperienced, too impulsive, to under-
stand the horrifying consequences of his ill-conceived proposals.

Establishment columnists and stately editorialists, although
speaking, as they always do, in more subdued and equivocal lan-
guage, joined the censure. “Senator Kennedy made what is prob-
ably his worst blunder of the campaign,” James Reston wrote in
the New York Times the following Sunday. “His statement this week
on Cuba, publicly calling for government aid to overthrow Castro,
is a clear violation of the Inter-American treaty prohibition against
intervention in the international affairs of the hemisphere repub-
lics.” We were quick to reply that the malevolently deceitful Nixon
had deliberately misinterpreted our words, that the use of Ameri-
can force was neither called for nor contemplated. Unfortunately
Kennedy could not violate the trust of his secret briefings to ex-
pose Nixon’s hypocrisy in so violently denouncing the use of force
which he, personally, was already engaged in preparing.

Finally, the furor subsided, leaving behind some small residue
of distrust, some slight stirring of almost abandoned appre-
hensions.

Would it have made a difference had we shown the statement
to Kennedy? Probably. With his knowledge of CIA planning, my
language would have seemed too militant, too close to disclosure
of top-secret possibilities. Although I did not know of the CIA’s
activities, just the same, my usual meticulous caution of phraseol-
ogy had deserted me. “It was the words ‘freedom fighters,” ” Ken-
nedy later said to me, “that’s what caused the problem.”

The next night, on the Caroline, the candidate pointed toward
me and Sorensen: “If I win this thing, I won it; but if I lose it,
you guys lost it.”” There was no other reproach. Never. One could
love a man like that.

It was almost over. In one last Herculean surge, in the final five
days, Kennedy carried his message from California to Phoenix
and Albuquerque, to Amarillo and Oklahoma City, Roanoke and
Toledo, as if we could enfold the entire gigantic continent in one
final embrace.
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“Kenny, what am I doing here?” the candidate asked O’Don-
nell as the Caroline touched down in New York for a final two days
of campaigning before he would go north through New England
toward home. “‘During the day you’ve got a motorcade through
the different boroughs,” O’Donnell responded, “then tonight is
the speech at Madison Square Garden.”

“I don’t mean what,” Kennedy said, his voice rising in obvious
irritation, “‘I mean why. I've already got New York. I should be
out in California right now, that’s where it might make a differ-
ence. Who approved this schedule anyway?”

“You did, Senator,” O’Donnell replied. Kennedy did not re-
spond. His question was rhetorical, born of weariness and mount-
ing concern over Nixon’s unexpectedly strong final drive. The trip
to New York — a grand climax to the long campaign — had been
planned long before. Yet Kennedy’s acute political instincts were
wholly accurate. New York was safe. California was on the edge.
(He would lose that state by the narrowest of margins.) But it was
too late. The ponderous machinery of a presidential campaign could
not be abruptly thrown into reverse, sent racing back across the
continent.

That afternoon, as the Kennedy motorcade inched through the
streets of Queens and the Bronx, I sat with Dave Powers in the
senator’s suite at the Carlyle Hotel making some final revisions in
the speech he was to deliver at the Garden to a sell-out audience
of Democratic leaders and party faithful. Kennedy was scheduled
to return to the Carlyle in the late afternoon, go over his speech,
and then proceed to a pre-speech reception for party dignitaries
and large donors at the Biltmore Hotel. I finished my work, chat-
ted amiably with Dave, watched as the early November dusk
darkened the Manhattan streets. But Kennedy did not arrive.
Uneasily I turned to Dave. “Are you sure he’s coming here first?”
Dave checked the schedule. “That’s what it says.” Now it was
almost 6 p.m., the candidate was to give a major address in only
two hours, and his speech — unedited and unread — was sitting
on the coffee table between us.

“Looks like you’ll have to give the speech, Dave,” I said. “We
seem to have lost the candidate.” Powers went to the phone and
called the Biltmore, where an agitated aide responded: “Where
the hell are you guys?”

“We’re right here,” Dave answered calmly.

“Well the candidate’s here, and he’s raising hell about his
speech.”
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Grabbing the draft, Dave and I immediately took a taxi to the
midtown Biltmore. A frantic O’Donnell greeted us at the door to
the senator’s suite. ““The motorcade got lost,” he said; “we spent
the whole afternoon riding around the Bronx trying to find some
crowds. They were supposed to call you from the car.”

“No one called,” 1 said. “Where is he?”

“Inside,” said O’Donnell, pointing to a closed door which opened
to a small side bedroom. The suite was already crowded with dig-
nitaries, many in formal dress, including the legendary leaders of
New York’s badly divided Democratic party — former Senator
Lehman and Eleanor Roosevelt, Carmine De Sapio and Mike
Prendergast — along with an assortment of wealthy contributors
and the liberal social elite of Manhattan.

I followed O’Donnell into the bedroom where Kennedy, dressed
only in his undershorts, sat in front of a table on which a waiter
had placed a large metal canister containing his dinner. Standing
beside him, an agitated Pierre Salinger was absorbing the brunt
of the candidate’s fury. “It’s that fucking De Sapio,” Kennedy
said, “‘he screwed the whole thing up. It’s bad enough that I'm in
New York when I should be in California,” directing a piercing
glance at O’Donnell; “but then to waste the whole day riding
around in the boondocks. I'll take care of those guys after Tues-
day, when I don’t need them anymore. I don’t know how we let
these things happen.”

As the senator continued his enraged monologue, O’Donnell and
Salinger valiantly exited the room, leaving me alone with Ken-
nedy. “Where’s my speech?” he asked me. “I’ve got to give the
damn thing in less than two hours.” I handed it to him silently.
This was no time for explanations. “I better eat first,” he said,
placing the draft on the table, opening the metal food warmer,
and grabbing a plate. ““Shit,” he said, pulling back his hand and
shaking it — the plate was very hot. “You get it,”” he said, point-
ing to the food and turning to look at the speech draft. 1 was
committed, but not that committed, and went to the bathroom for
a towel that would let me withdraw the food without burning my-
self. Already immersed in the draft, Kennedy began to make
changes and insertions while I stood there cutting his steak into
bite-sized pieces. Well, if we lose, I thought silently, I'll always be
able to get a job as a waiter.

“Thanks,” he said, and turned to his food, his rage returning
as he began to eat. “Who the hell was leading that motorcade?”
he erupted. “I'd like to find the son-of-a-bitch who was driving.”
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“I don’t know, Senator,” I replied; “he’s probably outside.”

With that, Kennedy leaped from his chair, strode to the door,
and still clad in underpants, walked through the suddenly silenced
assembly of stunned guests and headed straight for a nondescript
man standing on the far side of the room. ““Are you the driver?”
Kennedy asked. ‘Yes, sir.” “Well next time get a road map.” Then,
his anger abated, seemingly oblivious to the unbelieving stares of
his reception guests, Kennedy returned to the bedroom, closed the
door, and began to revise his speech.

Less than thirty minutes later, clad in evening dress, the tall,
handsome senator emerged and began his rounds of the suite,
greeting each guest with a friendly handshake and a quip, totally
controlled, his calm, amiable presence dominating the room.

About an hour later, Kennedy stood in front of an audience
brought to attentive silence by his eloquent summation of the
campaign, making only occasional references to the prepared text
whose themes he seemed somehow to have mastered amid the
turbulence of his still-undigested meal, relying on his own com-
mand of language and sense of the audience to impart renewed
vitality to my carefully crafted prose. As usual — at least on large
occasions — Kennedy made the speech written by someone else
into his own — a powerful emanation of his own passions and
ideas.

“If I am elected next Tuesday,” Kennedy proclaimed, “I want
to be a president who does not speak from the rear of the battle

but who places himself in the thick of the fight . . . a president
who fights for great ideals as well as legislation . . . a president
who cares deeply about the people he represents . . . to share in
the benefits of our abundance and natural resources. . . . I want

above all else to be a president known as one who not only pre-
vented war but won the peace — as one of whom history might
say: He not only laid the foundation for peace in his time, but for
generations to come.

“I run with the view that this is a great country, but it can be
greater . . . to see us build a strong and vital and progressive
society that will serve as an inspiration to all those people who
desire to follow the road of freedom . . . in 1960 the cause of all
mankind is the cause of America.

“I am not promising action in the first 100 days alone — I am
promising you 1000 days of exacting presidential leadership.”

Then the journey home, through Connecticut and Rhode Is-
land, where large crowds waited late into the night for a sight of
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their fellow New Englander, finally entering Boston Garden to be
cheered by a tumultuous, adoring crowd, liberally scattered with
admiring politicians — Massachusetts’ only indigenous crop —
wondering how he did it; and if him, why not me? It was a great
day for the Irish.

And then the silence.

What had begun as a confident adventure had ended in fatigue
and doubt. Toward the end of the campaign, I would be startled
into wakefulness by the ring of the hotel wake-up call. I lay there
for a moment, my first thought “if only it was over,” and then
stumbled toward the window looking for a sign to remind me where
we were — what city? which state? ““T'he Albuquerque Trust,” that
meant New Mexico; or “The Minneapolis Register,” vyes, the dairy
speech was ready. Yet in all that time I never doubted that Ken-
nedy would win. Not until election day.

The Monday before election Tuesday, Nixon had spent four
hours on national television answering telephoned questions from
viewers across the country. As [ stood in a long line before my
polling place in Brookline, Massachusetts, I overheard two women
discussing the Nixon telethon. “He was very impressive,” one said.
“I think I’'m going to vote for him,” responded her companion.
My heart sank; maybe he had done it after all, maybe the bastard
had caught us. Only yesterday it had seemed impossible. How
could Nixon — a man like Nixon — defeat our hero?

My mind instantly recalled an image of the day before. Sitting
on the Caroline, the staff crowded toward the front seats where a
television set was precariously balanced on the edge of a bench,
showing the Nixon performance, I walked to the back of the plane,
where Kennedy sat behind a closed door in his small private com-
partment containing a narrow bunk and lounge chair to provide
him with occasional rest and privacy from his bustling, talkative
crew. “Nixon’s on television, Senator,” I said, “if you want to
watch.” “I don’t think so,” he replied, his calm, almost indifferent
air betrayed by the rhythmic rapping of his hand along the arm
of his chair; a rare display of inner stress, which he nearly always
kept so perfectly concealed, even from his closest colleagues. He
had known then, I thought as I neared the voting booth; he could
feel 1t slipping away.

On the afternoon of election day, Ted Sorensen, Mike Feldman,
and I drove through the ugly, unkempt southern fringe of Boston,
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entered the tree-walled corridor of Route g that concealed the towns
of the South Shore, crossed the high-arched bridge over the Cape
Cod Canal; and sped down the Mid-Cape Highway, to Hyan-
nis — its semirural ambience still resistant to the ravaging devel-
opment that has since destroyed its restorative tranquillity.

For the first time in what seemed forever, we had nothing to
do — no speeches to prepare, no information to gather, no public
issues or political strategy to debate. The intensities of the long
campaign had so compressed our memories that it seemed as if
our lives had spun into an unanticipated vacancy. We were dis-
engaged, irrelevant; judgment had now fled to other hands. The
liberating release dissolved our weariness. (It would return.) We
sang, joked, played word games. One of us would give a phrase
that was the answer to a question which his companions must
guess. Teddy White would later immortalize this game, citing as
illustrations of our youthful brilliance an exchange in which the
answer was Nine W; the correct question, “Do you spell your
name with a V, Professor Wagner?”” (Nein! W — get it?) Unfor-
tunately for historical accuracy, although the “answer” was pro-
posed, none of us could guess the question. On several occasions
during the quarter century that followed I have been asked, ad-
miringly, to verify White’s account. And I always complied. No
one wishes to destroy a legend, especially when he 1s part of it.
But the hell with it.

That night I awaited the returns in the Yachtsman Motel over-
looking the cold, November waters of Buzzards Bay, I read, watched
television, restlessly walked the corridors talking to other stafl
members, had a few beers with the reporters who had become
friends during the long journey. As the approach of dawn brought
the near-certainty of victory, I may have been the only person in
the motel with ambivalent feelings about the future. For years,
chance, ambition, and a certain weakness of will had postponed
my intention — dating from high school — to be a writer. First
there was law school, then Frankfurter, the quiz show investiga-
tions, the campaign. Now I would almost certainly, at the age of
twenty-eight, be asked to join the White House staff. How could
I refuse? The opportunity was extraordinary — to participate in
the power of the presidency at so young an age. Yet I also was
afraid — tormented by the prospect that further postponement of
my inner ambition would irretrievably fracture the edge of possi-
bility.
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I had a talent for politics; understood it by instinct; loved the
combat of mind and physical energies; believed that we could —
would — accomplish great things for the country I loved. Yet it
might be a trap — inextricable, decisive. And perhaps it was. One
cannot be both in the world and out of it. But even as I wrestled
with conflicting passions [ knew there was no choice. Whether
from weakness or ambition, conviction or attraction to the mani-
fold pleasures of public life, I would stay with Kennedy.

For now I would put aside my doubts; rather, I felt them dis-
solve in the almost sensual thrill of victory — not a culminating
triumph, but the promise, almost limitless in dimensions, of enor-
mous possibilities yet to come. I felt it. Certainly Kennedy felt it.
And, I was sure, on that fresh new morning, that the people we
had wooed and won — even the doubters and the reluctant —
sensed that this was something different from an ordinary presi-
dential election; that the nation had begun to move and they were
moving with it. At least I thought they felt that way. They should
have, dammit. It was true, wasn’t it? And what did it matter? We
had world enough and time to transform this election into a day
the future would remember.

Plodding feet, tramp, tramp

The Grand Old Party is breaking camp
Blare of bugles, din, din, din

The New Frontier is moving in.

(modified from Robert Sherwood)

Thus I, the reluctant suitor, yielded with surprising ease to the
exultant arms of victory. Naturally there was, in this ready acqui-
escence, something of personal ambition. I had cast an occasional
longing eye as I passed the White House on my way to work. But
it was more than that. I was going to help change America. Me.
Dick Goodwin. A kid from Brookline. And not through solitary
thought and pronouncement, but by action. The goals were vaguely
defined; would be modified by fate and uncontrollable events. But
there was greatness in it. I was sure of that. At least I was sure
that morning as | watched the westward-moving sun crimson the
familiar waters of Buzzards Bay, signaling the approach of Ken-
nedy’s early-morning drive to the auditorium from which he would
graciously assent to the power he had so tenaciously pursued.
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DURING the interlude between election and inauguration
known as the “‘transition,” I worked in the Senate office while
other staff members and family companioned the president-elect
as he shuttled between Palm Beach and his Georgetown home.
The center of decision was — as it had been during the campaign,
and would remain in the White House — with Kennedy himself.
Yet the staff was small, the interchange of commands, ideas, and
gossip frequent; and so, even in the comparative isolation of our
“lame-duck” office, we were told, or heard, of the discussion which
accompanied judgments that would populate and give direction
to the approaching administration.

By December we had compiled a formidable list of campaign
promises, eighty-one in all, ranging from a promise to build the
Rampart Canyon dam (Promise No. 2), use all the “authority and
prestige’ of the White House to assemble a conclave of Israeli and
Arab leaders (Promise No. 47), and issue an executive order end-
ing discrimination in federally supported housing, thus abolishing
racial barriers “with a stroke of the pen” (Promise No. 52), Later
Kennedy, under mounting pressures to make good on this last
pledge, asked Ted Sorensen, “Who the hell wrote that?” “I didn’t,”
Sorensen disclaimed. “Well then,” Kennedy replied, ‘I guess no-
body wrote it.”” In fact, the promise was contained in my draft
speech for our campaign trip to Los Angeles, and delivered by
Kennedy without the slightest hint of doubt or equivocation; an-
other demonstration that politics is to governing as a cartoon is to
an etching.
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My principal assignment was to help set up a series of task
forces, committees of experts on a wide range of issues — includ-
ing national security, agriculture, natural resources, Latin Amer-
ica, Africa, and foreign economic policy — to make policy recom-
mendations to the new president. “‘Just get the best people you
can, Dick,” Kennedy instructed me. ““I don’t care who they were
for.” This did not mean that we were to balance liberals with
Goldwater conservatives, but that we should seek useful counsel
from those in basic agreement with Kennedy’s world view, re-
gardless of their formal political allegiances.

By this time I had decided that I didn’t want to be a speech-
writer, let alone an assistant speechwriter (under Sorensen). Writ-
ing speeches had allowed me a significant role in the pursuit of
ofhce. That goal attained, I wanted to be involved — not just in
talking about policy but in making it, sharing in the substance of
government. As a step toward that ambition, I put myself on the
task force on Latin America, headed by redoubtable Adolf Berle,
a Wilsonian liberal, whose experience went back to Roosevelt’s
Good Neighbor policy, and who still remained in touch with a
wide range of Latin American leaders and thinkers. The other
members included Harvard economics professor Lincoln Gordon,
Robert Alexander, an economist at Rutgers who was an expert on
the Bolivian revolution, Arturo Morales Carrion, a brilliant “‘young
Turk” of the Munoz government in Puerto Rico, and Teodoro
Moscoso, head of Puerto Rico’s successful development agency,
Operation Bootstrap.

My own qualifications were much slimmer — a layman’s inter-
est in the area, preparation of the candidate’s speeches, a short
Berlitz course in Spanish. But I had one overriding credential: 1
was making the choices. And the other members of the task force —
most of whom went on to serve in responsible positions as ambas-
sadors, administrators, even assistant secretaries — seemed pleased
to have in their ranks one who had direct access to the president-
elect. For me, the lengthy, serious discussions were an intensive
education; my participation a kind of casting session for the part
I would play in the Kennedy presidency. For, unknown to any-
one, including me, I was insinuating myself into a very large role
in Latin American policy.

I was also drawn into discussions of the most important, con-
troversial, and difficult appointment of all. Who would be secre-
tary of state? Foreign policy was both Kennedy’s greatest interest
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and the source of the most urgent difficulties he would confront.
In many ways, Kennedy was our first (and last) foreign-policy
president. He had lived in England, the European continent, and
very briefly in Argentina (recovering from a youthful ailment on
an Argentine ranch); had been in the Pacific during World War
I1; traveled widely to most other parts of the globe; covered, as a
journalist, the birth of the U.N. in San Francisco. Notable citizens
from a wide variety of nations had been guests at his family’s
dinner table; his father’s business interests spanned the con-
tinents.

Kennedy realized that the leaders of other nations were also
politicians, their freedom of action, even under nominal dictator-
ships, constrained by the circumstances of their national life —
the need to retain some measure of popular support, the demands
of their military, the influence of those who dominated economic
life. The leaders of the Middle East and Asia, like the boss of
Chicago, could not defy their constituencies — not completely —
without undermining their own authority. Once, after the State
Department had objected to his conduct of a personal correspon-
dence with Nasser of Egypt, Kennedy explained: “Nasser’s got his
problems. I’'ve got my problems. I’'m not going to persuade him
to act against his interests. I won’t even try. But it can’t hurt
down the line if we understand each other a little better.”

This informed tolerance was infiltrated, sometimes distorted, by
his personal experience, as observer and participant, of the Sec-
ond World War. The man who, as a student, had written While
England Slept did not intend to allow hope of peace to enfeeble our
capacity to make war. The son of a notorious appeaser, personal
witness to Chamberlain’s folly, was not likely to withdraw before
the demands of our Soviet adversary. The fighting sailor of World
War 11, like many of his generation, derived from his participa-
tion in American military exploits a heightened, almost naive con-
fidence in the country’s ability to match any foe, bear any burden
necessary to victory. His was a generation of winners. In toppling
the formidable military empires of Germany and Japan, they had
been imbued with the belief that America possessed reserves of
will and strength adequate to any threat. Like many of his fellow
veterans he did not fully appreciate — at first — how nuclear
weapons had changed the nature and possibility of war; or that
obscure, murky, and inconclusive battles within the third world
could not be translated into the kind of contest between Western
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powers that had directed, scarred, and degraded the most bloody
century in human history.

For a man so naturally drawn to the arena of global politics,
the choice of a secretary of state was crucial. The first choice for
this job was Senator J. William Fulbright of Arkansas: intelligent,
principled, familiar with the machinery of foreign policy, and as
cosmopolitan in outlook and experience as Kennedy himself. But
the appointment was politically impossible. Just before Christmas,
at her home in Palm Beach, Rose Kennedy confided to her diary,
that “on Thursday, Senator Fulbright here for lunch. Had rather
hoped to be Secretary of State, but was not chosen because col-
ored people do not like him. . . .” The opposition to Fulbright
came not only from blacks who could not abide the elevation of a
man who had signed the infamous “Southern manifesto,” but from
Jewish groups who suspected his oft-displayed warmth toward the
Arab states. Kennedy would not begin his administration by an-
tagonizing some of the most loyal and ardent elements of his frag-
ile political coalition. *“Why can’t I have Fulbright?” the presi-
dent-elect said to a friendly 7ime magazine correspondent. Then,
quietly, “I guess I can’t.”

Gradually others on the short list of possibilities were elimi-
nated. Adlai Stevenson had refused his chance to secure the posi-
tion during the campaign, and although that objection was not
insuperable, Kennedy didn’t like him and was delighted to find,
on a visit to Hyde Park, that Eleanor Roosevelt had lost enthusi-
asm for her former favorite. Bypassing Adlai would not, as Ken-
nedy had feared, antagonize the liberal wing of the party. Chester
Bowles was too ethereal, too loquacious, too inclined to lecture
the new president about geopolitical morality. David Bruce was
“too old,” Averell Harriman was a defeated politician who had
not yet ingratiated himself with the new administration. That left
the virtually unknown Dean Rusk, recommended by Dean Ache-
son and Walter Lippmann alike. Rusk had been a Rhodes scholar
and a professor of government; he had served with the army in
the Far East during the Second World War and had ended up at
the Rockefeller Foundation, where he was in charge of a variety
of programs of health, education, and technical assistance for the
underdeveloped countries.

Only later did I understand the often decisive principle of pres-
idential appointment: The deficiencies of those one knows are also
known; relative strangers, being remote from experience, appear



To the White House 137

unblemished. Neither Kennedy nor those closest to him knew of
Rusk’s inadequacies. His credentials were impressive, his sponsors
men of high reputation. And so, through a half-blind process of
elimination, Rusk’s name had risen to head the list. There was,
however, one possible obstacle. Rusk had been assistant secretary
of state for Far Eastern affairs during the Korean war. Had he
said or done anything during that period that might jeopardize
his chances of Senate confirmation? Kennedy instructed me to
“check it out.” I waded through dozens of tedious articles in foreign-
service journals, read newspaper summaries of Rusk’s speeches in
the early fifties, talked to some of his former colleagues at State.
There was nothing, 1 reported to Kennedy at the end of my la-
bors. Nothing controversial, no sentence or sentiment that might
make him vulnerable to even the most militant defender of pure,
hardheaded patriotism. In retrospect, I was to realize that for a
man to be in charge of the Far East during Korea and never once
utter a controversial sentiment, to evade completely identification
with the numerous miscalculations of that war, evidenced a talent
for avoidance of responsibility, a capacity for bureaucratic sur-
vival, which, however admirable in an underling, should have
aroused serious doubts about his ability to occupy the second-
highest position of decision and command.

On a plane ride to New York, I showed the president-elect a
recent copy of Foreign Affairs, in which Rusk had written a lengthy
article asserting that the president should be, de facto, his own
secretary of state; that he and he alone should make foreign-policy
decisions. Kennedy’s thought exactly. He wanted no Acheson or
Dulles. He would seek counsel, weigh the views of others, but the
judgments were to be his and, once made, faithfully to be obeyed.
Just as Rusk had written.

The decision was taken. Rusk was appointed. And from that
mistake grew the power of National Security Adviser McGeorge
Bundy and the White House foreign-policy stafl’ (as well as my
own, more transient authority), essential to compensate for the
deficiencies of the cautious and inept secretary; while during
Johnson’s presidency this initial misjudgment was to have even
more serious consequences. Much later I sat in the White House
mess with Allan Whiting, a State Department specialist on China,
who told me how, during the Korean war, he had gone to inform
Rusk that his analysis of new intelligence indicated an imminent
Chinese intervention against the American armies that had swept
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through North Korea toward the Chinese border. ““T'hey wouldn’t
dare,” was Rusk’s only reply. Whiting would be exiled to a listen-
ing post in Hong Kong, while Rusk would become secretary of
state.

Aside from occasional, marginal involvements in the appoint-
ment process, my time was consumed with the policy task forces.
I took more than a week drafting and circulating the report of the
Latin American task force, finding my interest and attention in-
creasingly drawn to that infinitely varied, turbulent continent. Fi-
nally the cabinet was in place, dozens of lesser positions filled,
reports and memos drafted and ready for presidential attention.
It was time to take over.

For me, and for most of the Kennedy stafl, entering the White
House was not merely a transition from seeking power to exercis-
ing it, but more as if we had entered an unsuspected space warp,
been suddenly translated to a different world. No longer a “band
of brothers’ joined in a single mission, we now occupied divided
spheres of responsibility, liberated to pursue, within limits, often
fierce rivalries for presidential favor, public recognition, and power.
The intimate camaraderie of the campaign dissolved, displaced by
the harsher reality of divergent ambitions, a muted struggle be-
tween strangers, cast together by the coincidence of mutual ser-
vice to Kennedy’s pursuit. The war was over. The occupation had
begun.

Just before entering the White House, Ted Sorensen — my con-
stant companion, friend, intimate confidant of months on the Car-
oline — decided that since he was to be special counsel to the pres-
ident, those who had worked with him (Lee White, Mike Feldman,
and myself) would be designated as his assistants. Lee White voiced
the objection all of us felt: We were in the White House to work
for John Kennedy and no one else. Sorensen acquiesced, and so,
in a change that would appear trivial only to those who have been
deprived of personal encounters with the subtleties of life at court,
we were given the title of Assistant Special Counsel to the Presi-
dent. (Not, as was first intended, Assistants to the Special Counsel.)

This episode strengthened my own conviction that I did not
want to work for Sorensen, helping in the preparation of speeches,
memoranda, and so on — a kind of continuation of my campaign
role on a larger scale. I went to the new secretary of state, Dean
Rusk, and asked if there might be a position in the State Depart-
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ment where I might be of service. Rusk was amiable, seemed fa-
vorably inclined, but made no commitment. He would never, I
later realized, simply take on a member of the White House staf,
one of Kennedy’s own men, without the explicit approval of the
president, and the acquiescence of others — Bundy, Sorensen, et
al. — with whom he would have to work. And he was right to
hesitate at my unusual proposition, being far wiser in the ways of
bureaucracy than I was ever to become.

Kenny O’Donnell, now the president’s appointments secretary,
heard of my job search. Seeing me in a White House corridor, he
put his arm over my shoulder in a totally uncharacteristic gesture,
and asked if he could be of any help. I explained my predicament.
Kenny was delighted. He disliked Sorensen, regarding Ted as a
less stalwart loyalist than himself, and saw an opportunity to do
some minor damage. He reported my questing perambulations
through the upper reaches of government to President Kennedy.
The president called me into his office: *‘I hear you don’t want to
work here, Dick,” he questioned. *‘I don’t think I can work well
with Ted,” I explained, “‘and since he’s far more valuable to you
than I am” (disingenuous but true), ““I thought I'd try something
else.” Kennedy listened silently, then commanded, “You know
how we do things. I think you better stay on here for a while.”

So I stayed in the White House but— and not by coinci-
dence — began to receive my assignments directly. Immediately
after my interview Kennedy told Sorensen of my discontent and
its source; perhaps hoping to heal any breach. It had the opposite
effect. Sorensen never forgave me. (Four years later, according to
Johnson adviser Jack Valenti, he vigorously opposed President
Johnson’s intention to return me to the White House staff, and,
in fact, I was not appointed until Sorensen had departed.)

My growing immersion in Latin American policy, the steady
accretion of authority until I became — for a while — the presi-
dent’s principal assistant for hemispheric policy, is only compre-
hensible — could only have happened — in a stafl system much
different from today’s monolithic and multitudinous White House.
We were few in number. McGeorge Bundy with a handful of as-
sistants (the number would multiply) occupied the basement floor
of the West Wing — that section of the White House prized for
its geographical proximity to the Oval Office. On the second floor
sat Larry O’Brien and those who worked with him to cultivate
and coerce the Congress on behalf of the president’s programs.
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Sorensen had his own office down the hall from Kennedy, and
worked closely on legislation and messages with White and Feld-
man, whose second-floor offices adjoined my own. On the other
side of the mansion, in the East Wing, Arthur Schlesinger had his
more luxurious, but more remote domain. While a handful of other
important advisers — budget director Dave Bell, science adviser
Jerry Wiesner, among others — were situated across a narrow,
paved, completely enclosed roadway, in the Executive Office
Building. Although physical closeness to the Oval Office was
thought a symbol of power, the most important adviser of all was
located far down Pennsylvania Avenue, in the office of the attor-
ney general.

There was no chief of staff; no general among the colonels. The
president’s own office was flanked on one side by O’Donnell and,
on the other, by his personal secretary, Evelyn Lincoln. When
Kennedy wanted something, he often called us directly, or had
Kenny relay the message. (Kenny could be relied upon not to
impart any unintended, personal nuance to a presidential direc-
tive.) Nor did any of us hesitate to approach Kennedy directly on
matters we thought of presidential interest or concern. If, as he
often did, O’Donnell protectively barred the formal entrance to
the presidential chambers, we simply walked over to Evelyn Lin-
coln, who amiably gossiped with us while we awaited the inevi-
table appearance of the president, the door to his office swinging
open as Evelyn entered with letters to be signed, or to signal Ken-
nedy’s brief foray to give an instruction, or glance at the daily
papers kept on a table in his secretary’s office.

Seeing a stafl member, Kennedy — unless totally preoccu-
pied — would invariably ask, “What is it, Dick?”” and I would tell
him briefly as he stood there or, if the problem was more complex,
would enter his office behind him for a longer discussion. Nor was
this ““management style” limited to members of the immediate
staff. The State Department bureaucracy was often disrupted by
a presidential call to a country desk office to ask how the eco-
nomic mission to Bolivia was progressing, or to seek the opinion
of the person most immediately engaged in monitoring the latest
overturn of a Brazilian government.

Kennedy wanted the facts — not conclusions, but the details
that had led to conclusion — and sought them from those most
intimately engaged in the matter that concerned him. He wanted
opinions directly, not as mediated and homogenized through a
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hierarchy of committees and subordinate chieftains. How else was
he going to know what was going on in his government? How else
accumulate the information relevant to decision? Naturally, the
enormous span of presidential authority limited this kind of direct
contact to more pressing matters of decision and policy. Yet even
as narrowed by necessity, the range of direct presidential involve-
ment was impressive. More than once my special White House
phone would ring at home, and the familiar voice would ask if our
delegation to the next OAS meeting had been selected, who was
on it, why had we omitted a particular official. Indeed, during
that first year in the White House, I spoke to Kennedy about
some aspect of Latin American policy on the average of once a
day — even during the crises over Berlin, Laos, the brutal as-
saults on freedom riders in Montgomery. If nothing else, it kept
you on your toes.

Nor did the president reach out only to officials. He was a vo-
racious reader of newspapers and journals. And frequently an in-
terviewer would find that Kennedy was interviewing him. “How
do they think we’re doing in California?”’ he asked a reporter for
the Los Angeles Times. He would seek the opinion of a British cor-
respondent on the political strength of the Macmillan govern-
ment; talked with Tad Szulc of the New York Times — the best-
informed Latin American correspondent in the business — about
“pressures’” on him to sanction Castro’s assassination. (Tad said
he thought it was a very bad idea.)

Undoubtedly some would criticize the Kennedy approach as an
unwise dissipation of energy; the same philosophers of manage-
ment who thought it unnecessary for the president of General Mo-
tors to visit an assembly line or explore the manufacturing tech-
niques being developed in distant Japan. It is the complaint of
those who do not understand the nature of bureaucracy — the de-
sire to avoid decision and, especially, the responsibility for deci-
sion; to refrain from firm assertions of opinions lest they be con-
tradicted by later events; to sift information as it moves up through
the hierarchy until it is stripped of the detail, the subtleties of
nuance, which, alone, allow one to understand fully what is being
sald and its relevance to final judgment. Nor should one under-
estimate the immense impact of direct presidential contact on mo-
rale. He was interested in what you knew and thought, shared
your concerns if not always your opinions, received your com-
ments with respect — at least outwardly. The result was to instill
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a fierce loyalty among those who served Kennedy, a personal ded-
ication toward this rather detached, friendly but essentially im-
personal leader who rarely complimented a staff member but never
treated him with indifference or contempt. (Occasionally when a
Sorensen speech draft was unsatisfactory, Kennedy would give it
to Arthur Schlesinger with the injunction: “Rework this a little,
but don’t tell Ted I asked you.”)

Inevitably the president’s style influenced the conduct of his
staff. A secretive, inward president breeds a secretive, remote staff,
who disseminate his mood and manner to the outermost limbs of
the executive branch. The same structural imperatives guided us —
most of us — in the other direction, toward contact with depart-
ment officials, members of the press, individuals outside of gov-
ernment — Martin Luther King, Joan Baez, Ralph Nader, and
James Baldwin, literary critics and Ivy League economists, those
who were leaders of opinion, and many who simply had strong
opinions. This openness had its hazards. One day I received a
call in my White House office from a young attorney, who, with-
out preliminary courtesies, launched into a lengthy exhortation
about the injustice of present sugar import quotas, and the need
to readjust them for the benefit of certain Caribbean states. I lis-
tened politely for a while, before interrupting to inform him that
it was all very interesting, but I had nothing to do with sugar
quotas, that he should call Ted Sorensen or Lee White. He thanked
me abruptly “for my understanding,” and hung up. Later I real-
ized he must have been sitting with a sugar-producing client whose
astonishment at the attorney’s instant access to the White House
justified a very high fee. But a few instances like this were enough
to dispel naiveté about the ubiquity of greed, and our vulnerabil-
ity to those who could contrive ways of making money from to-
tally meaningless White House contacts.

The hazards of openness were trivial compared to the enrich-
ments, both of personal experience and, more substantially, of
government. In some of our more critical overseas missions and
in a few Washington buildings, a soundproof, steel-walled cham-
ber is physically suspended within a larger room; a warranty of
privacy from intrusions, personal or electronic. The White House
itself can be such a room, an isolated sanctuary within which men
debate issues of high national policy closed off from the nation
and the world whose course they seek to alter. Within the protec-
tive luxury of those walls — occasionally infiltrated, with permis-
sion, by other Washington insiders (favored columnists, congres-
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sional leaders) — it is easy to indulge, and then believe, the delusion
that you are the country; that a vast, sprawling continent has been
miraculously compressed within the tiny frame that contains your
labors. It 1s a hallucination bred of sensory deprivation and fed
by a continual stream of flattery, respectful attention, and well-
meant invocations of patriotic reverence. It is intensified by the
natural tendency of all power — even the most democratic — to
resent any impediments to its exercise. What better way to achieve
this than to close oneself off from dissent or to pretend it does not
even exist.

The pressures toward such dangerous and misleading isolation
are so powerful —so pervasive in that company town called
Washington — that they can only be resisted by a continual, con-
scious effort to reach out, personally and with a critical intelli-
gence, to people and ideas apart from government, to the ceaseless
movement of an elusively complex society.

The president does not rule America. He does not even lead it,
except within limits defined by the society itself. John Kennedy’s
exuberant vitality and his expansive rhetoric concealed a cautious
awareness of the limits of his leadership — the restraints imposed
by other political leaders, by public sentiment and belief. Some
would censure him for timidity — the failure, for example, to move
swiftly enough against racial oppression. Yet the most serious mis-
judgments of his presidency — the Bay of Pigs, grewing involve-
ment in Vietnam — emerged from secret, incestuous councils
unrestrained by political debate and public temper.

Although the forces that would shape “the sixties” were already
beginning to impinge on the mood and awareness of the nation,
they had not yet disrupted the relatively moderate course of soci-
ety. The southern sit-ins of 1960, provoking outbursts followed by
forcible federal intervention, were not yet understood as auguries
of a growing black revolt, had not yet touched the conscience and
aroused the indignant energies of white Americans. Domestic con-
servatism — shared by Congress and a large popular majority —
fortified Kennedy’s natural inclination to turn toward the overtly
urgent difficulties of foreign policy. He did request the legislation
he had promised to remedy the blatant inequities of national life —
Medicare, relief for depressed areas, immigration reform, a stim-
ulus for economic growth. But, for the most part, these measures
failed to win a significant popular constituency, languished in
Congress.

But the rising tensions of the Cold War, the fear of Soviet en-
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croachment, the erosion of American preeminence, both moral and
material, provided a natural arena for the new president. Anti-
American feelings had spread across the underdeveloped conti-
nents. Fourteen days before Kennedy took office, on January 6,
Khrushchev declared that the Soviet Union would support “wars
of national liberation” anywhere in the world, and proclaimed his
intention to sign a peace treaty with East Germany that would
effectively block American access to Berlin, adding, ominously,
that any attack on the frontiers of East Germany would be treated
as an attack on the entire Warsaw Pact, i.e., the Soviet Union. In
distant Laos, communist insurgents slowly accumulated power.
While in April of 1961, an amazed planet looked skyward hoping
to catch a glimpse of the satellite that carried Yuri Gagarin in
triumphant orbit through regions of outer space which no Ameri-
can had yet penetrated.

To Kennedy, as to the swollen, bellicose Castro, Latin America
was destined to be a principal battleground between systems of
government, a test of the prospects for democracy against the am-
bitions of the totalitarians. This was our hemisphere, protected
against Old World incursion since the Monroe Doctrine of 1820,
populated by men and women who shared the values, the culture,
the religion, of our common Western ancestry. From the time
Alexander Hamilton had secretly dispatched gunboats to assist
revolutionaries against Spanish rule, we had, intermittently, en-
gaged ourselves in the affairs of our Good Neighbors to the south;
an intervention that was not always benign, was sometimes vio-
lent, and was often intended to protect our immediate economic
interests.

No part of the globe — with the exception of immediate crises
in Berlin and Laos — was to have precedence over the formula-
tion of a policy toward Latin America. Decades of self-serving ne-
glect, indifference to the turbulent changes of an aroused conti-
nent, had already led to the creation of one Soviet ally and the
rise of communist insurgencies in a dozen other countries.

Because of this presidential concern — shared by few others in
his government (Europe and Southeast Asia being the traditional
contenders for establishment attention) — I became a principal
actor in the Kennedy foreign policy. Having detached myself from
the “Sorensen group,” I was a kind of staff member without port-
folio. But in the Kennedy White House, authority and responsi-
bility depended less upon formal titles and assignments than on
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the inclinations of the president. If you were the person he called
for information or to relay an order, you then became the presi-
dent’s man, legitimate conduit of his authority. And when it came
to Latin America, Kennedy called on me. I didn’t know a great
deal about Latin America, but by the beginning of 1961 I knew
much more than I had.
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SO.\IETI.\IE TOWARD THE END of January a call from
Kennedy summoned me to the Oval Office. As I entered, I saw
the president standing inside one of the glass doors that opened
onto the grounds and garden behind the White House. Glancing
up as I entered. he beckoned — “Look at this, Dick™ — and pointed
toward the floor. Joining him. I looked down to see a series of
small, pitted indentations. ““You know what that 1s?" he asked.
My mind raced: Some new security device? Unlikely, too visible.
The site of microphones implanted by the nefarious Hoover? He
wouldn't dare, not so obviously. “*It's from Ike’s golt shoes.” Ken-
nedyv grinned. “"He put them on at his desk, then walked out here
to practice his putting. Maybe we ought to put a rope around this
piece of floor and leave it as an Eisenhower memorial.” He paused.
then smiled. “Well, I guess we all have our way of relaxing from
the burdens of office; at least 1 won't leave any marks on the
floor.”” (Soon thereafter the spike marks were sanded away.)
Walking over to his desk, Kennedy picked up a folder crammed
with papers. “Telegrams from Latin America,” he explained.
“There's even one from that bastard Somoza saying my election
has given him new hope for Nicaraguan democracy. Draft an an-
swer sayving that's my hope too — democracy for Nicaragua. That
ought to scare him.” He drew another document from the file.
“This is what I want to talk about. It's from Betancourt.” (Ré-
mulo Betancourt. after leading the movement to overthrow the
Venezuelan dictatorship. had been elected president of his coun-
try and was the acknowledged leader of the forces of liberal de-
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mocracy in Latin America.) Kennedy read from the message: ““Your
statements during the campaign have aroused great hopes among
the leaders of progressive democracy. We await your actions as
President with immense joy and expectation that your great de-
mocracy will join us in the struggle against all forms of totalitari-
anism which strangle the lives of our people.”

Looking up, Kennedy said, “I'd like to get a major statement
on our Latin policy soon. Next to Berlin it’s the most critical area,
and will be for a long time. The whole place could blow up on us.
You remember those people who threw rocks at Nixon. I'd like to
believe it was just Nixon’s personality, but they were sending us
a message. We can’t embrace every tinhorn dictator who tells us
he’s anticommunist while he’s sitting on the necks of his own peo-
ple. And the United States government is not the representative
of private business. Do you know in Chile the American copper
companies control about eighty percent of all the foreign ex-
change? We wouldn’t stand for that here. And there’s no reason
they should stand for it. All those people want is a chance for a
decent life, and we’ve let them think that we're on the side of
those who are holding them down. There’s a revolution going on
down there, and I want to be on the right side of it. Hell, we are
on the right side. But we have to let them know it, that things
have changed.”

“If you want them to believe you,” I said, “we’ll have to back
it up with action, and that means a very large commitment. It’s
a big continent.”

“I’ll make a big commitment,” Kennedy answered abruptly. *I
don’t know if Congress will give it to me. But now’s the time,
while they’re all worried that Castro might take over the hemi-
sphere. I'm worried myself. Not about Castro particularly, al-
though we have to do something about him, but if people think
they have to choose between communism and not eating, they’ll
go for communism. Wouldn’t you? I would. Do you think we can
have something ready in a month?”

“We already have your campaign statements,” | replied, “‘and
the task force on Latin America has done a helluva job. It’s just
a matter of putting it all together. If we can get everyone to agree.”

“I don’t care if everyone agrees,” Kennedy replied. ““You
know what our thinking is. That’s the only agreement you need —
with me.”

At these words, I felt a surge of exultation. He really meant it.
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During the campaign Kennedy had approved and delivered the
call for a new Alliance for Progress. But that was politics, a re-
buke to Republican failures in Latin America. Now we would
transform the polemics of domestic combat into the official policy
of the United States. And although the ideas came from many
sources, the task of translation — of reaching to the hopes of an
entire continent — had been entrusted to me. I had a mandate
from the president himself to override bureaucratic dissent. Nat-
urally the new policy would have its opponents among those who
believed America’s interests were best protected by authoritarian
governments of the right, and the use of our influence to ensure
the prosperity of American companies. But we had won the elec-
tion. Our views — Kennedy’s and mine — were shared by many
“expert”’ advisers and the most progressive democratic leaders
within Latin America. And the shield of presidential approval was
more than enough to protect my efforts against enemies on the
right. Or so I thought, being, in those early days, equally naive
about the resilient determination of public bureaucracy joined with
private wealth, and the extent to which a president could defend
a controversial assistant.

As I turned to leave the Oval Office, Kennedy said, “One more
thing, I don’t want this to be an anti-Cuban speech. Just throw
Castro in with the other dictators. I don’t want them to think the
only reason we’re doing this is because of Cuba.” (We both
understood that it was at least part of the reason, at least an im-
portant catalyst.) Then, as I neared the door: “Latin America’s
not like Asia or Africa. We can really accomplish something there.”

And we will, I thought, as I walked back to my office. It was
the opportunity of a lifetime — not just for Kennedy or me, but
for the United States.

The countries of Latin America were not emerging from the
confused strife of postwar colonial revolutions. They had been in-
dependent for almost two centuries. But not totally. The great
power to the north had shadowed, sometimes dominated, their
evolving societies. Setting ourselves up as the protector of the con-
tinent, we had frequently intervened with private capital, or, oc-
castonally, with military force to advance our own interests. The
United Fruit Company had virtually owned Guatemala. Wilson
had invaded the same Mexico from which, in the preceding cen-
tury, we had stripped half its territory to form new American states.
Prolonged marine occupations of the Dominican Republic and
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Nicaragua had compelled those countries to collect taxes and pay
debts owed to American entrepreneurs.

Resentment, fear, hostility were accompanied by often grudging
respect bordering on admiration for the northern giant’s as-
cendancy to unprecedented wealth and world power. If there was
anger, there was also an untapped readiness to respond should
America demonstrate a respectful attention toward the concerns
of its continental neighbors. The impact of Roosevelt’s Good
Neighbor policy was proof. Later, in 1961, after Kennedy had mo-
tored through cheering mobs in Bogata, Colombia, and while he
was sitting in a luxuriously outfitted drawing room of the presi-
dential palace awaiting a state dinner, the president of Colombia,
Alberto Lleras Camargo — himself an enlightened, cultivated
member of the ruling oligarchy — asked Kennedy, ‘Do you know
why those people were out there cheering for you today?”’ and
then as Kennedy sat silently, expectantly, “Because they think
you're on their side against the oligarchs. You had better keep it
that way.”

The future of Latin America, its success in fulfilling the “‘revo-
lution of rising expectations” that had swept across the third world
after the Second World War, was inescapably linked to the ac-
tions and attitudes of the United States. Hate us or like us, they
could not leave us. Nor could we afford to ignore the reality of
newly liberated desires and energies which were beginning to shatter
the ruling structures of long-settled societies. The rise, and CIA
overthrow, of the leftist Arbenz of Guatemala, and the ascendancy
of Castro were tangible warnings of the dangers in our self-serving
neglect. Yet a Western culture rooted in centuries of historical
evolution was resistant to alien ideologies from the remote Soviet
Union or from China. The Alliance for Progress was to provide
an alternative. We would put ourselves — our wealth, our power —
on the side of change, become the ally of justified discontent, a
spokesman and weapon for the oppressed and impoverished against
the unjust social structures — the landed wealthy, the brutalizing
military — that barred the way to a better life. At least we would
try. For in Latin America, as elsewhere, we could not govern, only
influence. The wealthy and powerful of other countries would not
meekly yield up their domination because of a speech —or a
hundred speeches — by the president of the United States.

Later in 1961, in a letter to former President Kubitschek of Bra-
zil, Kennedy summarized his conviction ‘““that no program which
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is restricted to the technicalities of economic development can fully
answer the needs of the Americas. Only an approach to economic
progress and social justice which is based on a wide acceptance of
the fundamental ideals of political democracy and human dignity
can hope to conquer the many ills of our hemisphere and respond
fully to the aspirations of our people. .

“Such an effort requires more than dollars. . . . [W]e are em-
barked on a political task in the highest sense of that term, a task
which requires determined national leadership in order to enlist
the mind and effort of each individual citizen and group in the
pursuit of our common goal.”

To Latin Americans these words from a president of the United
States had a ring of revolution. For us, the rhetoric had a more
familiar resonance — the extension of the spirit of the New Fron-
tier to an entire hemisphere. In retrospect, our expressed inten-
tions may appear naive, grandiose, even arrogant. But not in 1961,
when it appeared that the common eflort of men of goodwill could
enhance the lives of the most oppressed among us — from the
Mississippt Delta to the altiplano of Bolivia. We believed it, and
so, ultimately, for a while, did the masses of Latin America. And
that belief — the overcoming of disbelief — was the crucial first
step toward fulfillment.

Thus, because the danger appeared so immediate, the oppor-
tunity so great, Latin America would receive the immediate atten-
tion of the New Frontier.

And there was another reason for haste. For almost a year, the
CIA had been training a group of Cuban exiles for a possible
invasion of Cuba. If that attack was to go forward (the issue was
still unresolved), it should take place in the generally benign and
progressive context of a new American policy, lest it appear merely
the latest in a long line of self-serving military interventions. Most
of the nations of Latin America were hostile to communism, un-
sympathetic to Castro, but would be repelled by the United States’
use of force to impose its will on a fellow American state. Unless
Kennedy first clarified his intentions toward a continent that had
already seen his election as an augury of hope, inevitable disillu-
sionment would be followed by an aggravation of anti-American
feelings. Instead of improving relations, reducing the danger of
newly hostile regimes, we might make things worse.

Responding to the urgency of Kennedy’s direction, I convened
a series of White House meetings to discuss and refine the work
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of the Latin American task force. Our objective was to distill the
lengthy, detailed recommendations into a major presidential ad-
dress. The conferences were conducted with a confused informal-
ity that would have been inconceivable a year later, when bureau-
cratic lines had hardened. Ten to twenty people crowded around
the conference table in the “fish room™ of the White House (so
called because it had once contained Franklin Roosevelt’s aquar-
iums). Career officials apprehensive of their future mingled with
new Kennedy men uncertain of their still-inchoate authority, joined
by others who had no official position and whose only credentials
were their knowledge of the hemisphere and the contributions they
had made to campaign pronouncements. The lone representative
of the State Department (no Rusk, no Bowles, no Ball, not even a
Bundy) was the assistant secretary of state for Latin America, Tom
Mann, a holdover from the Eisenhower administration, who sat
in wordless acquiescence as we condemned and prepared to over-
turn the policies he had so faithfully administered.

The president’s speech was scheduled for March 13, five weeks
away. We were agreed that the policies of recent years had been
an abysmal failure. They must be explicitly rejected. That was a
given, a starting point for discussion. Most of those who attended
the meetings had been critics, public or academic, of the self-
destructive neglect of recent years, and understood the structures
of political and social oppression that obstructed the tumescent
aspirations of the Latin masses. All of us — nearly all — were in
agreement with Kennedy’s campaign pledges, and were embold-
ened by the new president’s buoyant, confident desire to make a
comprehensive break with the past.

My own chairmanship of these meetings went unchallenged. |
was the president’s representative, charged with drafting his ad-
dress. Kennedy himself conferred with me almost every day, in-
terjecting his own ideas, responding to my accounts of our prog-
ress. Kennedy alone among the top officials of his government
understood the importance of Latin America, the extent to which
our interests were linked to its emerging social revolution, the im-
perative need to rank it among the foremost subjects of concern
and action. In three years as president, Kennedy would make three
trips to Central and South America, and was planning a fourth,
to Brazil, in 1964. He involved himself not merely in the forma-
tion of policy, but its implementation, constantly reshuffling offi-
cials who seemed unable to get results, receiving a continual stream
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of Latin visitors — not only heads of state, but leaders of dissent,
journalists, private citizens of substance in their own countries.

Later that year, [ sat in Kennedy’s office while he told Assistant
Secretary of State Robert Woodward that if the Alliance for Prog-
ress conference failed, “You’re out of a job.”

“I’m expendable, Mr. President,” Woodward replied.

“I appreciate your offer,” Kennedy interrupted, “and I'd like
to take you up on it. But that’s not the way thing work. There are
people walking around here involved in the Cuba thing” (the Bay
of Pigs) “‘up to their ears, who nobody ever heard of, advancing
their careers, while the Cuba thing sits on my desk like a sack of
wet potatoes. It all comes back here. Since I'm going to be held
responsible for all these things, I'd like to have something to do
with them.”

On Tuesday, March 7 — six days before the president’s sched-
uled address — I conducted a series of meetings that may help
illuminate the accelerating momentum of the administration’s in-
volvement with Latin America, and my own.

At 1o A.M. I met with Adolf Berle to discuss the deteriorating
situation in the Dominican Republic. Recent cables had told of
increased brutality by the Trujillo regime. Following an almost
successful attempt by Trujillo to assassinate President Betancourt
of Venezuela, who had provided sanctuary for the enemies of the
Dominican dictatorship, all the nations of the Organization of
American States, including the United States, had broken diplo-
matic relations with the Dominican regime. Trujillo had re-
sponded to his forcible isolation by intensifying repression of dis-
sident groups who might be stimulated to action by his exile from
the community of states. (Trujillo systematically murdered poten-
tial middle-class opponents; his son, Ramfis Trujillo, was reported
to have a refrigerated room at the rear of his house where, sus-
pended from meat hooks, the bodies of slaughtered adversaries
were kept for viewing by dinner guests.) Believing that Trujillo’s
overthrow was inevitable, Kennedy wanted to be prepared to guide
the transition to a friendly democratic regime, and had asked that
a contingency plan be drafted.

At ten thirty, Arthur Schlesinger and Walt Rostow came to my
office to discuss a special economic mission to help arrest the om-
inous deterioration of the Bolivian economy. On both nights of
the preceding weekend, Kennedy had called me at home, express-
ing his concern about the threat of chaos in Bolivia, demanding
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that we “‘get going on this matter,” and commenting on the qual-
ifications of those being suggested for the rescue mission. Fortified
by this presidential direction, we decided that our emissaries should
ignore proposals by both the International Monetary Fund and
State Department that Bolivia needed a good dose of an anti-
inflationary austerity, and instead should offer immediate economic
assistance. Bolivia was one of the most impoverished countries in
the hemisphere; the life expectancy was thirty-six years. Most of
the population had been reduced to the margin of subsistence.
Things were grim enough without calling for further sacrifice from
those who had nothing to give.

At 11 AM. I turned my attention from a right-wing dictator to
our enemy on the left, as a group of men from the Defense De-
partment and the CIA discussed the desirability of setting up a
revolutionary government should the still-conjectural invasion of
Cuba be successful.

At eleven thirty I met with my fellow members of the Latin
American task force to discuss which components of a new policy
deserved explicit presidential endorsement. The task force report
was almost a hundred pages. Kennedy would speak for thirty
minutes.

At two thirty a call from Bobby Kennedy diverted my attention
from global meditations to the mounting domestic turmoil of an-
other struggle for social justice — the demand for integration of
public facilities, which had sent the freedom riders on their bloody
trip to the heart of the South. The attorney general was angry.
“Too many people are getting involved in this thing” (civil rights),
he complained. “We have to decide whether we are going to have
an administration position and what it’s going to be.”” Although I
had been given some responsibility for White House policy on
civil rights, the conversation left me with little doubt that the at-
torney general would soon take full command. And he needed no
liaison with the president.

My own activities in civil rights would diminish and then dis-
appear as my responsibilities for Latin American policy in-
creased — not by design, but as a consequence of Kennedy’s in-
sistent intervention in the details of policy. He did not intend to
leave things to the State Department, or to anyone else; and, as
the resident stafl authority on Latin America, maintaining his in-
volvement and enforcing his will soon became my full-time occu-
pation.
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At five that afternoon, more than twenty people attended a final
conference in the “fish room.” Twice during the meeting Kennedy
summoned me across the narrow West Wing corridor that sepa-
rated us from the Oval Office. “Will the speech be ready?”’ he
asked. “Yes, Mr. President.” “I don’t want it on television. I can’t
go to the well too often. This is not for the American people, it’s
a message to Latin America. Let’s save our television for some-
thing like health or education. Make sure the speech is beamed to
Latin America. Keep repeating it the next day.”

The evening of March 7, in the isolation of my West Wing of-
fice, I began translating Kennedy’s directive into a presidential
speech. 1 did not lack for material. Arthur Schlesinger describes
seeing me virtually concealed behind a desk piled with memos,
reports, economic studies, and books. Nor was there any lack of
suggestions from administration colleagues. Ted Sorensen thought
the program should be set forth as a series of distinct points, in
the Kennedy campaign style. (It was.) Dean Rusk proposed a
concluding point inviting Latin America to “‘contribute to the en-
richment of life and culture in the United States’ through a pro-
gram of educational and cultural exchange. (It was included.)

Overwhelmed by the voluminous and often discordant mass of
material, constantly interrupted by further suggestions from col-
leagues — I finally retreated to the privacy of my Georgetown home.
There, I began the task of synthesis and selection. The formation
of a coherent policy was less formidable than I had feared. The
major problems of Latin America, summed up in the then fash-
ionable phrase ‘‘revolution of rising expectations,” were clear and
must be directly addressed.

It was easy to say the right thing, but more difficult to convince
the people of Latin America that the United States, so often hos-
tile to liberating change, was now prepared to embrace and assist
the forces of social and economic revolution. The text must reflect
Kennedy’s own vitality and confidence, demonstrate an honesty
of intention combined with mutuality of respect. It must not only
signal a change in the policy of the United States, but try to vi-
talize the progressive, democratic forces in each Latin American
country upon whose efforts and achievements the success of the
Alianza para el Progreso would depend. And there were deep and
well-founded suspicions to overcome.

Later, many would complain that the Alianza stimulated hope
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beyond practical possibility. And perhaps 1t did. But nations, whole
peoples, are not stirred to difficult, revolutionary deeds by the careful
studies of engineers or the cautious projections of economists. Only
those who provide a large vision, a noble goal, the prospect of a
bright future — not just for the unborn, but for the living who
must bear the battle — can raise a standard that others will fol-
low. Promises must be grounded in reality. But hope must reach
to the bounds of possibility if there i1s to be any hope at all. That
is the lesson which bureaucracy rejects, and leadership under-
stands.

After a few days of work in the comparative solitude of my home,
I brought a finished draft to the White House. As [ entered the
Oval Office, Kennedy asked, “Do you have the speech? Hell, I've
got to give it in two days.” I handed him my effort, and, for the
next couple of hours, he carefully reviewed the text, making edi-
torial revisions, offering suggestions (i.e., commands). There was
no need to make substantial changes. The speech was Kennedy.
It had been drafted to suit his natural cadences and forcefulness
of delivery, to express his convictions — both about Latin policy
and the role he envisioned for a renascent America. I had worked
to give voice to his ideas, persuasive force to his intentions. And
he was satisfied with the result.

After completing his editorial review, Kennedy leaned back:
“Good job, Dick.” 1 was surprised and gratified. (Kennedy’s
working relation with his staff did not include exchanges of flat-
tery. He didn’t offer it, and did not expect it from others; with the
result that the mildest of compliments was equivalent to a deluge
of approval.) “But do I really have to say these words?”” He pointed
to a place in the text where I had placed certain phrases in Span-
ish. “It will make a difference,” I replied. ‘““The whole idea is a
partnership, and if you use some Spanish words it will be taken
as a sign of respect.”

“Do you know any Spanish?” he replied.

“Not much.”

“Well I don’t know any.”

“They’re simple words to pronouce.”

“For you, maybe. I do know some French, but every time I try
to use it no one can understand a word. Maybe it’s my accent.”

I did not contradict the president, but a Boston twang did not
explain the fact that Kennedy’s pronunciation of foreign words
was atrocious. He turned every syllable into English. “It doesn’t
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matter if you get it just right,” I said, ““it’s the idea of it that’s
important.”

“It would be nice if they could understand what I was saying.”
Then, pausing: “Maybe I'll get Jackie to help me.”

The speech was scheduled for the evening of March 13. That
afternoon | entered Kennedy’s office to find him pacing the floor

of the Oval Ofhce reciting aloud — ““techo . . . techo; trabajo . . .
trabajo . . . obero [sic| . . . obero.”” Seeing me, he stopped. “How’s
that?’ “Pretty good,” I said, “except that it’s obrero with an r, not
obero.”” ““Obrero,” he repeated — “obrero . . . obrero . . . obrero.”

o

T'hat’s perfect, Mr. President,” 1 said, and retreated hastily, being
unwilling to take any further responsibility for Kennedy’s man-
gled Spanish.

At five that afternoon the Latin American diplomatic corps be-
gan to assemble in the East Room of the White House. Accom-
panying the Latins was a specially invited bipartisan group of
congressional leaders. A dazzling Jacqueline Kennedy, exchang-
ing greetings in perfect Spanish, led the diplomats and their wives
on a tour of the mansion. As the 6 p.M. hour of delivery ap-
proached, the guests took their seats, the camera lights went on,
there was the sound of “Ruflles and Flourishes” from the marine
band, followed by the resonant strains of ““Hail to the Chief,” as
Kennedy entered smiling, strode to the lectern, and began to de-
liver the first major foreign-policy speech of his administration.

After greeting his guests, the president invoked the hope ex-
pressed more than a century earlier by the great Latin liberator,
Simén Bolivar, “to see the Americas fashioned into the greatest
region in the world, * ‘greatest’ ”’ he said, quoting Bolivar, *“ ‘not
so much by virtue of her area and her wealth as by her freedom
and her glory.” . . .

“We meet together as firm and ancient friends,”” he proclaimed.
. . . Our continents are bound together by a common history,
the endless exploration of new frontiers. Our nations are the prod-
uct of a common struggle, the revolt from colonial rule. And our
people share a common heritage, the quest for the dignity and the
freedom of man.”

Reminding his audience that all the countries of the Americas
had begun in revolutions which are “not yet finished,” Kennedy
defined ‘“‘our unfulfilled task™ as a mission “‘to demonstrate to the
entire world that man’s unsatisfied aspiration for economic prog-
ress and social justice can best be achieved by free men. . . .

DY
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“[L]et me be the first to admit,”” Kennedy continued, “that we
North Americans have not always grasped the significance of this
common mission, just as it is also true that many in your own
countries have not fully understood the urgency of the need to lift
people from poverty and ignorance and despair.”

At this, a slight rustling disturbed the silence of the East Room:
An American president was acknowledging his own country’s er-
rors and implicitly rebuking the oligarchs of the south.

“Throughout Latin America,” Kennedy continued, *. . . mil-
lions of men and women suffer the daily degradations of poverty
and hunger. . . . And each day the problems grow more urgent
. . . discontent is growing. In the words of José Figueres, ‘Once
dormant peoples are struggling upward toward the sun, toward a
better life.’

“If we are to meet a problem so staggering in its dimensions,
our approach itself must be equally bold . . . therefore 1 have
called upon all people of the hemisphere to join in a new Alliance
for Progress — Alianza para Progreso — a vast cooperative effort,
unparalleled in magnitude and nobility of purpose, to satisty the
basic needs of the American people for homes, work and land,
health and schools — techo, trabajo y tierra, salud y escuela.”

To give content to this Alliance, Kennedy proposed a “vast new
Ten Year Plan for the Americas . . . a decade of democratic
progress.”

The success of the Alliance, Kennedy stressed, will depend on
the “efforts of the American nations . . . to . . . mobilize their
resources . . . and modify their social patterns so that all, and not
just a privileged few, share in the fruits of growth. . . .

“[1]f the countries of Latin America are ready to do their part

. then I believe the United States . . . should help provide
resources of a scope and magnitude sufficient to make this bold
development plan a success — just as we helped to provide . . .
the resources adequate to help rebuild the economies of Western
Europe.”

The analogy to the Marshall Plan was deliberate. In Latin
America as in Europe we could provide resources; but direction,
planning, social change must be the responsibility of the Latin
republics themselves.

Kennedy then sketched out a ten-point program including a
special fund for social development, stabilization of commodity
prices, and the development of a Latin American common mar-
ket. He called for a meeting of all the countries of the hemisphere
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to “‘begin the massive planning effort which will be at the heart
of the Alliance for Progress.”

“With steps such as these,” Kennedy proclaimed, “we propose
to complete the revolution of the Americas. . . . To achieve this
goal political freedom must accompany material progress. . . .
Therefore let us express our special friendship to the people of
Cuba and the Dominican Republic — and the hope they will soon
rejoin the society of free men. . . . It was Kennedy’s only ref-
erence to Cuba.

“This political freedom,” Kennedy continued, “must be accom-
panied by social change. For unless necessary social reforms, in-
cluding land and tax reform, are freely made . . . then our alli-
ance, our revolution, our dream and our freedom will fail.”

This was the heart of Kennedy’s policy. It was a call to uproot
those social structures which, in almost every Latin country, had
allowed a handful of wealthy oligarchs and generals to prosper
while the mass of the population was imprisoned in hopeless pov-
erty. Our help would not go to enrich the few, would be denied
to those unwilling to establish a framework of social justice. Com-
ing from an American president, it would appear as a summons
to social revolution, and, after the first glow of Kennedy’s speech
had faded, the Alliance for Progress would meet its most deter-
mined opposition not from the communists, but from the wealthy,
the privileged, and the powerful.

“[OJur greatest challenge,” Kennedy asserted, ‘“‘comes from
within — the task of creating an American civilization . . . where,
within the rich diversity of its own traditions, each nation is free
to follow its own path towards progress. . . . But the eflorts of
governments alone will never be enough. In the end the people
must choose and the people must help themselves.”

It was the essence of that which was best and most noble in
Kennedy’s public philosophy: the acceptance of diversity, the re-
sponsibility of each individuai to accept the burden of creating the
future. He had addressed the same message to the United States
m his inaugural.

“Let us once again,” Kennedy concluded, ‘“‘transform the
American continent into a vast crucible of revolutionary ideas and
efforts — a tribute to the power of the creative energies of free
men and women — an example to all the world that liberty and
progress walk hand in hand. Let us once again awaken our Amer-
ican revolution until it guides the struggle of people everywhere —
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not with an imperialism of force or fear — but the rule of courage
and freedom and hope for the future of man.”

For a moment the East Room was silent. Then the ambassadors
rose and began to applaud, the applause mounting in intensity,
prolonged, until Kennedy himself stilled the gathering by de-
scending into the midst of his guests to shake hands. Looking at
the faces around me, I was inwardly exultant (and outwardly re-
strained). We had reached them. I was, of course, relieved that
my eflort had been successful. But mostly, I was happy because 1
believed every word of that speech — those I had written and those
Kennedy had added. My feeling was not only gratification at per-
sonal achievement, but also, strangely enough, love — not for
Kennedy, but for those desperate millions I had never seen whose
lives would, as a consequence of this day’s work, be less painful,
more touched with hope. For we would do what we promised. I
did not doubt it then. And though history would betray my faith,
it was not beyond our reach.

Stopping for brief greetings with the Latin diplomats, Kennedy
saw me as he neared the exit of the East Room. Placing his hand
on my shoulder, he whispered, “How was my Spanish?”

“Perfect, Mr. President,”” I said.

“I thought you’d say that,” he answered, and left the room.
Coming from a Boston Irishman, the gesture was a positive show
of affection.

The occasion had been a smash.

After the speech, waiting for their cars under the canopy of the
south entrance to the White House, the Latin diplomats talked
excitedly about Kennedy’s performance. ““Es magnifico, magnifico,”
repeated Juan Bautista de Lavalle, Peruvian ambassador to the
OAS, grabbing the arm of a Brazilian colleague, “Ll Plan Ken-
nedy, that’s the name for it.” “Yes,” responded the Brazilian, “this
glorifies Operation Pan-America” (an earlier proposal for hemi-
spheric development by President Kubitschek of Brazil). “This is
what we need — strength now, with leadership. This is what we
wanted.”

Fernando Berkemeyer, ambassador from Peru, his dark, expen-
sively tailored suit reflecting his birth into one of Peru’s wealthiest
families, beamed. “Excellent, excellent. . . . Currency and credits
are necessary, but the priorities involve social legislation in my
country. These social problems must be dealt with. Yes, above
all.” Then, aware of his own somewhat ambiguous qualifications
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as a leader of the masses: “My own family is prepared to help in
any necessary way . . . we pay our taxes under the law of Peru.”

Over the next forty-eight hours the success of the evening was
confirmed by a flood of commentary from Latin America.

El Debate, the official government daily of Uruguay, summa-
rized: “There is too much connectedness of thought, too much
harmony between the means and the ends, too close a rapport
between the reality we know and the theory presented us to doubt
the sincerity of the young President. Furthermore this is the policy
we have been asking of the U.S. There it is. Let us trust in its
fundamental truth.”

Other commentary was even less restrained. “‘Kennedy has
spoken,” said Venezuela’s leading leftist daily, “with greater un-
derstanqu of the reality of Latin America than any other pre-
vious U.S. Chief of State, including Franklin De]ano Roosevelt.”
While, to another Caracas commentator, it was “a rock flung
against the forehead of the communists.” Brazil’s most respected
journal called the speech “an American Marshall Plan . . . des-
tined to transform the 1g6os into an historical period of demo-
cratic progress.” While a more suspicious Rio paper sardonically
announced that “Kennedy issues a decalogue to free Latin Amer-
ica from misery in ten years.”

Within the United States the reaction was equally positive. In
an editorial entitled “The Unfinished Revolution,” the Washington
Post concluded: ““President Kennedy’s address on Latin America
yesterday was worthy of the great problem to which it was di-
rected. Not since the late George C. Marshall held out a hand to
the devastated countries of Europe in 1947 has the U.S. made so
stirring an appeal to a distressed region of the world.”

Even before the initial flood of praise could recede, the lines
were being drawn. From persecuted, pillaged Haiti, there was only
silence. A shameless Trujillo claimed that the speech meant noth-
ing to him since ‘“‘the Dominican Republic in the Trujillo era had
already attained and surpassed all the goals set for Latin Amer-
ca.” Within weeks, right-wing newspapers in Chile were referring
to the ‘“naive” Kennedy as an ‘“‘unwitting ally of the commu-
nists.” And Fidel Castro soon withdrew from his castigation of
the Alianza as “a calculated plan for buying Latin America and
turning it against Cuba,” and proudly took full credit for the
American initiative: “‘Cuba and Cuba alone is responsible for this
so-called Alliance,” he blustered. ‘““Without our revolution there
would be no Alliance and without us it will not continue.”
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The attacks from the right were expectable. As for Castro, he
was only partly right — less than he liked to think and more than
we were willing to admit.

Occasionally, those involved in the preparation of a major pres-
idential address would give a “backgrounder,” explaining to care-
fully selected journalists just how the document was created —
premises, intentions, prospects for success, and (most mysterious
of all) the inward churnings of the presidential mind. Such brief-
ings were sometimes fairly accurate, sometimes part fiction, occa-
sionally complete fabrications — all were designed not so much to
inform as to advance the interests and image of the president.
(And, in part, our own.) The favored journalist, given such an
“inside,” “‘off-the-record,” “‘exclusive” account — essentially un-
verifiable since the president himself was not available — had lit-
tle choice but to print it and receive the envious congratulations
of his less fortunate colleagues. Thus, when i1t worked, did the
“official story”” become the common wisdom.

I did not conduct a background session after the Alliance speech.
But now the address and the man who made it are part of history,
can only be understood in the context of history. Admittedly twenty-
five years is a long time to wait, but if the passage of time distorts
memory, it also confers advantages. I no longer need to justify
either the president or myself. In many cases premises and pre-
dictions no longer need be debated. They have been tested by
events.

In El Salvador, for example, the Latin American task force rec-
ommended that “a capable ambassador should be sent at once.
The country is in the throes of almost inevitable social revolution
(over-populated, tremendous concentration of wealth in a dozen
extremely high families . . .).” In Nicaragua, we urged the re-
moval of the current American ambassador, “widely believed to
have been in Somoza’s pocket,” and his replacement by one ca-
pable of assisting the transition to “a democratic and economi-
cally progressive forward-looking government, capable of main-
taining itself against continuing attacks both from the Army and
from the Castro-supported left — an extremely difficult task.”” Dif-
ficult indeed, especially since, after Kennedy’s death, it was not
even tried. Instead we continued to support the dictator, held hands
with the forces of reaction, and the ““Castro-supported left’” moved
into power. Now we are multiplying the consequences of our past
failure, heaping error upon irretrievable error, by opposing the
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Sandinistas with just enough force to help them consolidate power
and solidifving the alliance between democratically inclined Ni-
caraguans and Soviet-leaning Marxists. For me, it is like watching
the rerun of a very bad movie — much worse the second time
around.

And I know more about Latin America now. In March of 1961
I had never set foot south of the border (aside from one orgiastic
night just beyond the Texas border during the campaign, which
had little to do with high policy, but which an exceptionally imag-
inative psychiatrist might conclude had planted the seed of my
love affair with Latin America.) In the next few years [ would
travel in twenty of the twenty-two countries of Latin America.
That experience would enrich my understanding, and give tangi-
ble material content to the abstractions of Washington discussion.
(“You can always tell underdevelopment by the women,” a Bra-
zilian explained as we walked through an impoverished village.
“See,” he said, pointing to a woman bent under a load of kin-
dling, “‘she is only twenty-three and looks about fifty. In the rich
villas of Rio the fifty-year-olds look thirty.””) But nothing I saw or
observed or felt — no revelation or exigent passion — caused me
to discard the essential judgments of those first months. It is pos-
sible that, bent on self-justification, [ was drawing selectively on
experience to confirm already hardened preconceptions. But I don’t
think so. I was twenty-nine then, my mind that of the quester,
and the few years, which then seemed a compressed lifetime, now
appear briefer than the sigh of a child. To an amazing extent,
the appraisal of 1961 remains accurate in the circumstances of
1988.

Certainly, it is as misleading now as it was then to speak of a
policy for Latin America, as if the dazzling diversity of a continent
and a half could be subsumed under a single label. “Latin Amer-
ica” is just a convenient geographical expression for countries, whole
civilizations, that are as different from one another as they are
from the United States. There are nations whose populations are
dominated by the descendants of devastated Indian civilizations,
and others whose people are of European descent— not only
Spanish, but Italian and German, and even some of the fecund,
ubiquitous Irish. There i1s Argentina, whose resources so richly
bestowed by nature have been wasted by man, and the barren
lands of the Andean plateau, where the most arduous labors can
yield little more than subsistence. There are countries whose ar-
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mies are, for the moment, obedient to civilian control, like Vene-
zuela; or with no army at all, like Costa Rica; or under the brutal
rule of military despotism, like Chile. There are the pious poor of
officially anticlerical Mexico who creep on bloodstained knees across
the rough stone plaza leading to the Church of Our Lady of
Guadalupe, and the Catholic blacks of northeast Brazil praying to
voodoo gods who were, under compulsion of the converters, given
the names of saints.

But traveling through Latin America is not merely a pilgrimage
to a staggering display of societies, cultures, governments. It is a
voyage through the centuries. The fourteenth century is frozen in
time on the altiplano of Peru, where I watched men tilling a field,
bent over a piece of blunt iron bound to a wooden staff, compelled
to work three days a week for their overlord; their entire world
bordered by the surrounding hills. They knew nothing of a Presi-
dent Kennedy or the country he ruled. The eighteenth century
inhabits a suburb of Lima, where a generous host served brandy
in a house stocked with servants, walked me through a garden
stocked with domesticated deer, to an underground vault stocked
with a priceless collection of ancient gold and silver — the fruits
of land he hardly ever visited. Our own century is Sao Paulo, men
fighting through traffic jams along concrete corridors between towers
of metal and glass, on their way to build, invest, pursue the re-
wards of modern business success. And in Brasilia, a science-fiction
city on a desert plain, its ribbed steel and concrete structures tow-
ering in isolation from all human concerns, can be found, perhaps,
the century that is coming to all of us.

This description, while accurate, is also incomplete; a reality
but also a metaphor. It is a truism that no one escapes history,
that all of us — men and nations — are prisoners of their own
time. Even the most defiant, those who would violently sunder the
structures of a hated society, must define their anger in terms of
what exists and what is possible. And for all their wondrous di-
versity, the people of Latin America were also inhabitants of the
postwar world; creatures of the modern conditions that both fired
their passions for human fulfillment and confined its attainment.
Long neglected, thought almost irrelevant, in the multipower
struggles of earlier years, they had become, at least marginally,
caught up in the conflict between the United States and the Soviet
Union known as the Cold War.

Not since Macedonia confronted Persia — Alexander against



164 The Kennedy Years

Darius — had the civilized world been so clearly polarized. That
earlier division led to war, which, almost certainly, would also
have been the form of our own resolution had not the technology
of atoms made universal defeat the most likely outcome of direct
conflict.

As the Soviet desire to expand its empire, enlarge the hegemony
of its ideology, became manifest, and the futility of a direct mili-
tary contest more obvious, the United States was compelled to
move from its traditional isolation and, reluctantly at first, then
with greater enthusiasm, embrace its role as leader and ally of
those nations, and groups within nations, unwilling to submit. The
world was — or seemed — as Robinson Jeffers predicted, “Two
bulls in one pasture.”

But this is not the place for an analysis of that changeling mon-
ster, “‘the Cold War.” For Latin America it meant the seductive
appearance of an alternative ideology of development: not social-
ism, whose adherents had been plentiful for decades, but ““Marx-
ism,” translated into social reality by concentrated and self-
perpetuating power, and linked to the Soviet Union by natural
sympathies and the need for a counterweight to United States
hostility. The handwriting was already on the wall, or rather
scribbled across the cement fagades of a hundred bridges and bar-
rios — “‘Cuba, si, Yanqui, no.” “Latin America was dividing into
two groups,” the task force report asserted: “those that pin their
faith on a communist solution . . . and those that hope to main-
tain freedom, achieving at the same time social justice and im-
proved economic conditions. We must make certain . . . that the
latter group prevails.”

Accompanying the Cold War, and equal in importance, was the
technological flowering that provided a new dimension of reality
for the hope of enriched life for the Latin masses. “It all began
with the transistor radio,” a Latin diplomat once told me. And
perhaps it did. But somehow, irresistibly — through the Andean
passes, across the Amazonian basin to the sugar plantations of
northern Brazil, down the coastal fringe of Brazil’s immensity to
the River Platte and Buenos Aires, upward along the Chilean lit-
toral — there moved the message of new possibilities. The word,
once made manifest, could not be recalled. People who live with
almost unbearable toil, resigned either to fate or the decrees of
Providence, lack the essential condition of progress — the belief
that man can master his own environment. Hopeless men do not
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make either modern nations or modern social revolutions. “Dream
the impossible dream,” sings the man of La Mancha. But it is the
possible dream that summons the armies of discontent. And the
impossibility that was once a reality, a fact of life, had become a
lie, a deception imposed by the few who wished to ride the many.
And, once exposed, it had forever lost its persuasive force. The
ruling groups of Latin America — the handful of wealthy indus-
trialists, the generals, the landowners — were increasingly, and
correctly, perceived as obstacles to awakened aspirations.

It was on the basis of these realities — not some ideal con-
struct — that the Latin American task force formulated the obser-
vations and proposals that were an important foundation of Ken-
nedy’s Alliance for Progress.

“Since World War I1,” the report explained in an analysis from
which much of Kennedy’s policy was drawn, “Latin America has
been largely ignored by the United States. . . . [T]he great
American corporations have been too influential in the Depart-
ment of State policymaking offices. . . .”” Our stress on “private
enterprise’’ had, in practice, ““meant encouraging further enrich-
ment of wealthy Latin industrialists who were untaxed, and un-
responsive to the needs of the nation, while allowing American-
owned companies to accumulate their Latin profits in New York
banks.”

As a result, “instead of seeking to identify ourselves with inter-
nal elements in those countries whose political aspirations and
economic objectives are similar to our own, the United States has
become associated in the Latin American mind with the oligar-
chies, the ruling classes, who have only their own interests at heart

. the forces of freedom have had little support from us and
have been unable to establish themselves as effective forces for
growth.”

Of course, we could not occupy the continent, or command its
leaders. But the great influence of the United States was undeni-
able, and could be decisively fortified by the desire of the Latin
American majority — contoured by rooted values of culture, reli-
gion, and a common Western origin — to secure the fruits of
progress without sacrificing democratic freedoms. Even Castro, from
his base in the Sierra Maestra, had found it desirable to proclaim
devotion to democracy, lest his revolution be drained of popular
support or be aborted by American intervention. (‘‘Fidel was al-
ways a communist,” Che Guevara told me later in the summer of
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1961, “but if he had admitted it you would never had let us reach
Havana.”)

“Popular enthusiasm for Cuban social reforms,” the task force
wrote, “‘helps to explain why the majority of Latin Americans do
not share our concern with the growing communist orientation of
that country. . . . Castro . . . is today a symbol of hope to mil-
lions of Latin Americans. . . . The objective of excluding Soviet
influence 1s attainable by a closer identification with the needs
and aspirations of the people, particularly with the need for social
reform.” Nor was this a painful necessity forced upon us by Cold
War exigencies. “We are agreed,” the report asserted, “that the
great social transformation already going forth is desirable as well
as unavoidable. . . . The hemisphere is large enough to have
diverse social systems . . . which work together in friendship.”

This diagnosis of the Latin condition, the report concluded, dic-
tated a foreign policy founded on three principles. “First, the prin-
ciple of human freedom and maintenance of humane standards of
dealing with individuals. Second, that governments take their le-
gitimacy from the free assents of their peoples . . . and third, that
governments do not become either prisoners or tools of big power
politics.”

But the assertion of benign ideals was not enough. “Instruc-
tions should go forward,” the report recommended, “that our em-
bassies in Paraguay and Nicaragua (and elsewhere) should main-
tain correct but cool relations with the regimes — taking care not
to become identified with the dictators there. Countries that have
non-representative governments may be tolerated but are not can-
didates for special cordiality.”

Yet representative government could not be sustained, would
not survive, where impoverished masses toiled for subsistence while
a handful of the fortunate enjoyed the resources of the nation.
“[L]and hunger is at the heart of Latin America’s political and
social unrest. . . . We should consider the active steps that might
be taken to push reluctant governments into making land reform
(1.e., the redistribution of land to those who worked it).”

Although “American investment can be helpful, we should make
it clear that private investment . . . is not the primary or deter-
mining element of American policy, nor even a major objective.”
Indeed, the U.S. should prevent “an excessive domination of U.S.,
private capital . . . and liquidate or reduce such domination where
it exists.” As token of this dramatic reversal of earlier policies we
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should provide a tin smelter for the nationalized mines of Bohvia,
and offer financing, hitherto denied, to State-run oil companies’’;
even if Standard Oil and David Rockefeller objected, as they soon
did, and not without effect.

Most important, we should make it clear that the Alliance for
Progress was not an American plan to be forced on the weak and
unwilling. “It is imperative,” Kennedy was advised, “that in all
our dealings with Latin American countries we treat them as part-
ners, not as dependents. A ‘father knows best” attitude has been
the cause of much of the ill will directed toward the United States
in recent years.”’

It is reported that when Karl Marx saw the steam locomotive
on display at the great Victorian Exposition of 1851, he turned to
his companion and joyously proclaimed, “The revolution is al-
ready here. The only question is its direction.” Looking south-
ward from the Kennedy White House, one could see that the Latin
American revolution was there — had been gaining force and ur-
gency for several years. The issue of its direction, and that only,
was still unresolved; remains unresolved. It was in recognition of
this fact — this self-evident perception of actual and irresistible
conditions — that the Alliance for Progress was conceived. Those
who seek, in the face of change, to perpetuate the past are the
true romantics. Proclaiming themselves to be tough-minded prag-
matists, they are destined to drown in the waxing tide they seek
to arrest. And they may take many down with them. The tangi-
ble, realistic interests of the United States — prevention of Soviet
incursion, the growth of progressive nations capable of sustaining
their own independence, a continent whose development would
enrich and strengthen the entire Western community — could be
advanced only through a policy that placed us firmly, militantly,
on the side of those who demanded that all were entitled to share
in power and the fruits of growth. “And how fortunate we are,” I
wrote later in 1961, “to live at such a time, when necessity and
self-interest merge with the deepest and most ancient beliefs of the
American people.”

“All right,” Kennedy said to me the morning after his address
to the Latin diplomats, “that’s the easy part. 1 made a speech.
Now let’s show we mean it. Starting today.” Fired with enthusi-
asm I returned to my office, only to find that a ten-year, mult-
national multibillion-dollar program could not be started that
afternoon. In fact, it was almost three weeks before I embarked
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for Rio de Janeiro, where the leading Latin economists had con-
vened for a meeting of the Inter-American Bank. My own purpose
was not banking, but to draw up plans for the hemispheric con-
ference which Kennedy had called to establish the Alliance for
Progress. An alliance, after all, required allies — bound by formal
agreement to common goals.

On the morning of my departure, I called on Secretary of State
Rusk. I wanted to discuss my concerns about a certain issue that
had been considered during the preceding weeks, but would be
finally decided during my absence. It was the plan to sponsor a
U.S.-trained group of Cuban exiles in an amphibious invasion of
Cuba at a place known as the Playa de Giron, the “Bay of Pigs.”



9 / The Bay of Pigs

A WEEK OR TWO after the inauguration (long enough for
me to receive a top-secret clearance), Cord Meyer, a young, affa-
ble, wellborn, outwardly gentle officer of the CIA, called on me in
my White House office. “We,” he said (ah, that mysterious “we”),
“thought you should know about some of the things we have been
doing.” He then proceeded to reveal to my wondering ears a tale
of the CIA’s eclectic adventures: mastery of the National Student
Association (explained as our deterrent to communist youth groups),
sponsorship of various intellectual and literary publications in
Western Europe (explained as our deterrent to the philosophical
ideologues of Marxism), contributions to noncommunist political
parties from Italy to Peru (explained as our effort to achieve a
democratic balance in election fights with Moscow-aided politi-
cians). He obliquely referred to the brilliantly planned, virtually
bloodless CIA overthrow of Guatemala’s leftist government, and,
of course, made casual reference to that piéce de résistance of CIA
operations, the reestablishment in power of the shah of Iran. He
did not mention the U-2. We had all read about that in the pa-
pers. Nor were the plans for a U.S.-sponsored assault on the Cu-
ban mainland discussed. That would come a few weeks later, and
from other sources. No security clearance bestowed the right to
that information; only a “need to know,” and my need had not
yet been established.

Although these were only fragments of information, hinting at
vast and wondrous operations still unrevealed, I was over-
whelmed. Not dismayed or repelled. Far from it. T felt like an
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underprivileged child taken from the ghetto streets to tour the largest
Toys 'R Us in distant suburbia. That president of the National
Student Association | had met — on the CIA payroll; the Encoun-
ter magazine whose essays had absorbed my curious attention —
a CIA production!

The briefing had achieved its purpose. I was impressed, even
excited. The veil had been lifted on the alchemical magic of the
clandestine, its power to transform the most innocent-seeming reality
into an instrument of freedom’s struggle. As Meyer unraveled his
tale, I felt the first stirrings of that seductive power — the invisi-
ble child wandering unseen through the grown-up world: “Who
knows? The Shadow knows” — which only time, reflection, and
harsh experience would purge from the vulnerable soul.

Realities would clash with pretensions soon enough, reveal the
small, weak, terribly limited congregation concealed beneath the
dark billows of the wizard’s cape. Yet that first encounter has,
ever since, allowed me to understand how intelligent men, con-
fronted with insuperable facts and arguments, despite a record of
disaster heaped upon disaster, can still act as though in possession
of some secret power to manipulate the destinies of men and whole
nations. It is, after all, merely a subcategory of desire; the will to
believe, from which none is wholly exempt, which can send men
of brilhance and experience tumbling confidently toward the gale-
tossed, advancing tides. It happened to the astonishing guardians
of Periclean Athens, when they hurled their dwindling power against
irrelevant Syracuse. It was to happen to America as it wasted the
energies of a great nation — carved self-inflicted, still unhealed
scars on the moment of its highest hopes — in a futile struggle
over a remote stretch of populated jungle called Vietnam. And it
was about to happen to John Kennedy in Cuba.

On March 17, 1960, while Kennedy was campaigning through
the terminal snows of a Wisconsin winter, Eisenhower had ap-
proved a plan to train a group of Cuban exiles for possible use
against the Castro regime, either to be infiltrated as guerrillas or
to be used in direct assault against the Cuban mainland.

That August, as Kennedy completed his preparations for the
campaign, the “Special Group” of the National Security Council
had decided that the ““guerrilla option” was “‘untenable”; that if
the Cuban force was to be used, it would be for an invasion.

Later, in the spring of 1961, after we had made our own disas-
trous use of the fighting force bequeathed by Eisenhower, I wrote
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a memorandum to the president concluding that although Eisen-
hower did approve the training of Cuban exiles for what was later
to be the Bay of Pigs, there was no decision to go ahead. On the
basis of Eisenhower’s general record (i.e., of nonintervention), we
have to give him the benefit of the doubt and assume he would
not have invaded; a conclusion strengthened by the fact that prep-
arations were scheduled so as to avoid actions during his presi-
dency, and his adamant resistance to pressures to speed up the
process in order to attack before the election. Nor was anyone
more insistent on immediate action than Vice-President Richard
Nixon, who, while pleading with Ike to go ahead, had attacked
Senator Kennedy’s ‘“‘shockingly reckless” encouragement to anti-
Castro revolution. (“It’s too bad it wasn’t done then,” Kennedy
later remarked.)

It may well be true, as Clark Clifford has said, that at a meet-
ing with Kennedy the day before the inauguration, Eisenhower
said that it had been the “‘policy of [his] government” to help the
exiles “to the utmost” and that this effort should be “continued
and accelerated.” But these vague and ambiguous exhortations
did not constitute a recommendation for an invasion which Eisen-
hower himself had not approved, and which the Pentagon had
said could not be successful without back-up support from the
American military. The wily Ike was not going to let the new
president off the hook — not after having been attacked for “los-
ing” Cuba. If Kennedy should decide against using force, he would
not be able to cite Eisenhower as justification. It wasn’t Ike’s
problem anvmore. He was going home.

During his final weeks in office, in January, Eisenhower severed
diplomatic relations with Cuba, a step provoked by Castro’s ha-
rassment of the American diplomatic mission and his increasingly
open, more fiery attacks on the United States and all its works.
“We will make the Andes into the Sierra Maestra of the revolu-
tion,” Castro announced to admiring throngs. Freed from the un-
comfortable, potentially subversive U.S. presence, Castro went to
Moscow, where television cameras recorded his loving abrazo of
Chairman Khrushchev, who returned the embrace, exultant, if
somewhat surprised, at this unanticipated defection of a Carib-
bean state. Soon after, Che Guevara, revolutionary extraordinaire,
now economic minister of Cuba, arrived to negotiate agreements
for trade and economic assistance with the Russians, who were
slightly puzzled, occasionally irritated, by this bearded, romantic
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revolutionary — a figure out of the communist past. “Guevara was
impossible,” Soviet Ambassador Dobrynin told me years later; “he
wanted a little steel mill, an automobile factory. We told him Cuba
wasn’t big enough to support an industrial economy. They needed
hard currency, and the only way to earn it was to do what they
did best — grow sugar.” I reflected that Dobrynin sounded ex-
actly like an official of the State Department; the bureaucrat and
the dreamer, enemies the whole world round.

Within a week of taking office Kennedy was briefed on the in-
vasion plan by CIA Director Allan Dulles — a figure of awesome
reputation dating back to modestly successful espionage activities
during World War II, author of the successful CIA interventions
in Iran and Guatemala, and Kennedy’s first appointee to high
office. Other members of the White House staff involved with for-
eign policy, myself included, were soon informed and engaged in
deliberations.

The president was tempted. (“There are two people I'd like to
get out,” he had said during the campaign. “Jimmy Hoffa and
Castro.” Then, “Why doesn’t he take off those fatigues? Doesn’t
he know the war is over?”’) However, he would need time, he told
Dulles, to consider the plan, discuss it with advisers, think through
the implications, the possible consequences. “That’s understand-
able, Mr. President,” the courteous Dulles responded, “but there
isn’t much time.”

Kennedy was told — we were all told — that the Cuban bri-
gade had been in training for almost a year, its morale was high,
its fighting spirit at its peak. The Cubans wanted to go now. If
we delayed much longer, the men would become dispirited, sus-
picious of our intentions; the brigade would dissolve, its members
returning to Miami to report of a failure of American will —a
failure of Kennedy’s will. Inside Cuba there was an active under-
ground, a few guerrilla groups, and increasing anti-Castro feeling
among middle-class Cubans threatened by the transition to a so-
cialist economy. (Cuba, relatively affluent, was one of the few Latin
American countries with a substantial middle class.) However,
Castro was moving to consolidate his power; the regular army was
being displaced by a loyal militia. If we did not act swiftly, we
would lose not only the brigade, but our last chance to overthrow
Castro quickly, easily, and without direct military intervention. It
was soon or never. At least that’'s what we were told by the CIA.

One of my law school professors, a distinguished authority on
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the law of property, had told us, “If you let me frame the ques-
tion, I will get the answer I want.”” Dulles and his acolytes had
framed the question: “Will you act now or forfeit, perhaps forever,
this golden opportunity?” And we all succumbed. Even those who
opposed the plan (except for Arthur Schlesinger) failed to chal-
lenge the imperative of a swift decision.

Admittedly we were new to government, unfamiliar with the
institutions of military and foreign policy, reluctant to challenge
the assertions of men who had helped conduct the Cold War since
its inception. But beneath the uninformed acquiescence, there was
also arrogance — the unacknowledged, unspoken belief that we
could understand, even predict, the elusive, often surprising, al-
ways conjectural course of historical change. Indeed, this false
certainty underlay the belief — on both sides of the Iron Cur-
tain — that the United States and the Soviet Union were engaged
in a titanic, global struggle between communism and democratic
capitalism for the allegiance of the world’s people. That assump-
tion dominated, and helped explain the first of the Kennedy years;
only later would it yield to a more sophisticated awareness that
the multitudinous globe could not be crammed into simple cate-
gories — {riends and enemies, communists or anticommunists —
that the world would go its own, unforeseeable way, not on one
road or two, but along a myriad of divergent paths.

Of course there was some justification for the rush to decision.
We were not fools. Undoubtedly a prolonged delay would have
brought dissolution of the Cuban brigade, an end to the glittering
possibility of a swift, decisive strike. Our error — our first error —
was the conviction that a reasoned decision was possible, blind-
ness to the reality that any conclusion was nothing more than a
guess built upon desire.

But there was another, more decisive, essentially inexplicable
error: The plan never had a chance. It was doomed from start to
finish. In retrospect it could be seen for what it was — not a mere
miscalculation but an absurdity. The plan called for sending twelve
hundred men on an amphibious invasion of a country defended
by a fairly well equipped army of over two hundred thousand.
Our own bountiful experience of island invasions in the Pacific,
where John Kennedy had commanded a PT boat, demonstrated
that a successful assault required overwhelming strength. Our val-
iant invaders would be outnumbered well over a hundred to one.

After the event there were frequent, self-justifying references to
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failed air strikes, poor communication, presidential indecision. Yet
a few more bombs, better logistics, more detailed plans would not
have made more than an hour or two’s difference to the inevitable
outcome. It was a handful against an army. In retrospect, it is
clear that the invasion could have succeeded only if supported by
direct U.S. military intervention. Yet Kennedy explicitly ruled this
out, publicly and privately, in the weeks before the attack. At a
press conference on April 12, asked about rumors of an impending
U.S. attack on Cuba, Kennedy pledged, “There will not be, under
any conditions, an intervention in Cuba by United States forces.
. . . The basic issue . . . is between the Cubans themselves.”

Privately he was even more forceful. Before the press confer-
ence, at a high-level council of war, a staff member — who had
already sent the president a memorandum against the plan —
tentatively suggested that if the invasion succeeded, and if the ex-
iles proclaimed a revolutionary government, and if we recognized
them, and if they were having trouble, and if they asked for help,
then, and only then, we might have to send in some supporting
forces.

“Under no circumstances,”” Kennedy exploded. “The minute I
land one marine, we’re in this thing up to our necks. I can’t get
the United States into a war, and then lose it, no matter what it
takes. I'm not going to risk an American Hungary. And that’s
what it could be, a fucking slaughter.” He paused. “‘Is that under-
stood, gentlemen?”

“Yes, Mr. President,” chorused the deputy director of the CIA
and the representative of the Joint Chiefs of Stafl.

“And vou think they can make it on their own.”

“Yes, Mr. President.”

That could only mean — again in retrospect — that the invad-
ers would be met not with guns, but brass bands, enthusiastic
abrazos, and banners proclaiming ‘“Welcome to the Liberators of
Cuba.”

At a meeting at the State Department that same week, the CIA
operations chief, Richard Bissell, went over final plans for the at-
tack he had nurtured so long and lovingly. A cultivated man with
impeccable credentials — good school, good family, good war —
a social acquaintance of many Kennedy intimates, including the
president’s own family, Bissell was best known as the originator
and handler of the U-2 spy plane which had given us much useful
information about Soviet troop and weapons deployment; and
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which, bad luck, old chaps, had destroyed the Eisenhower—
Khrushchev summit when the Russians shot it down. On balance,
however, it was viewed as a triumph of Bissell’s imaginative in-
genuity. Perhaps it had made prospects for peace more remote,
but at least we knew about the enemy. (After he was fired, Bissell
spent much of his time contriving ingenious justifications — the
occupation of a professional lifetime, after all — for his ardent
sponsorship of the Cuba adventure. As obsessively as the Ancient
Mariner, he recounted his sad tale of promises broken, decisions
not taken, fatal hesitations — all fabricated to divert attention from
his own fabulous staggering miscalculation.)

The plan, as Bissell described it, was for the exile force “to
establish a beachhead, establish a revolutionary government, and
rally the oppressed army and people of Cuba to the banner of
liberation.”

“Suppose they can’t establish a beachhead?” he was asked.

“It’s unlikely,” Bissell responded, “but we have a contingency
plan.” He turned to his uniformed military aide, who drew a doc-
ument from his briefcase and handed it to Bissell, who then pointed
to a large map of the targeted section of Cuba coastline. “If they
can’t hold on here,” he said, pointing to the Bay of Pigs, “they’ll
move into the mountains here,” pointing to a spot about forty
miles away, “and form guerrilla units which we can resupply by
air. That’s the worst that can happen.”

Unfortunately it was not a topographical map, and thus did not
reveal that the terrain between the landing spot and the mountain
haven consisted largely of impassable swampland. Nor did he ever
inform the brigade leaders of this “contingency plan.” They knew
Cuba better than we, and might have had second thoughts about
an operation that provided so suicidal an alternative.

Finally, rather timidly, I asked about a problem which, as an
amateur in these matters, seemed to me of legitimate concern.
“How do we know the Cuban people will support the rebels, why
do we think they want to overthrow Castro?”

Without a moment’s hesitation, Bissell turned again to his be-
medaled colleague: “We have an NIE [National Intelligence Es-
timate] on that, don’t we?”” The officer nodded in atfirmation.

It was an unforgettable moment. I was stunned. Looking around
the room 1 saw my colleagues sitting silently, seemingly unaf-
fected, perhaps quieted, as I was, by a fear of appearing foolish. I
had no experience of covert activities or military planning, had
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never shared in decisions of such complex magnitude. And across
the room were the men who had done it all.

A National Intelligence Estimate is simply an intimidating label
for a document prepared by a few government employees, its con-
clusions no better than the analytic powers of its drafters and the
accuracy of their sources. It is a rather slender support for a com-
mitment to invade another country. Moreover, I doubt that such
a document existed. In the interests of secrecy, the intelligence
arm of the CIA — that section charged with the preparation of
intelligence estimates — had been excluded from the Bay of Pigs
planning. It would have been a miraculous display of intuitive
genius, or a coincidence of unprecedented magnitude, had they
prepared a document in support of an invasion they didn’t know
about. (Except, of course, for what they read in the New York Times.)
The president’s own task force had concluded that Castro enjoyed
the overwhelming support of the Cuban people. Every indepen-
dent observer — American and Latin alike — had come to a sim-
ilar conclusion: Certainly there was discontent, unrest, even shock
at the sudden turn toward Moscow, but Castro had cast out the
old order, returned the natural wealth and beauty of the country
to campesinos and workers, and, in return, still enjoyed the expec-
tant support of his people. There was no basis whatsoever for the
belief that Cuban unrest had reached the point of desperation where
multitudes would risk their own lives by rushing to support a small
group of rebels struggling to maintain a foothold on a remote beach.

Yet the CIA, and other proponents of the plan, kept insisting
that Cuba was a tinderbox, ready to spring into flame at the first
spark of insurrection. Why did they say this? There was no evi-
dence, no auguring incidents of rebellion, no examples of growing
resistance. They said it because, without the prospect of an alli-
ance with internal rebels, the invasion would have been revealed
for what it was — a preposterous, doomed fiasco.

Just prior to the week of final decision I was scheduled to leave
for Rio for several days of meetings with leading Latin economists
to plan the Alliance for Progress conference, scheduled for August.
Fearful that our still-unborn hemispheric policy — the grand Al-
liance for Progress — might be aborted on the beaches of Cuba, I
had breakfast in the White House mess with Schlesinger, Walt
Rostow, and McGeorge Bundy to discuss whether the mounting
momentum toward presidential approval could be arrested.

“Even if the landings are successful,”” I argued, ““and a revolu-
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tionary government is set up, they’ll have to ask for our help. And
if we agree it’ll be a massacre. Castro’s forces won’t just surren-
der. The Spanish are willing to die. We’ll have to fight house-to-
house in Havana. It'll be an American Hungary.”

As, somewhat overwrought, 1 drained my final cup of coftee,
Bundy advised, “‘Listen, Dick, I have an idea. Why don’t you go
over to see Rusk before you leave.”

Brilliant. That’s just what I would do. Only later did I realize
that the suggestion was little more than a device to get rid of this
irritating young man — a mere stripling — who had no business
meddling in such lofty matters, but who could not be simply dis-
missed because, after all, the president seemed to like him, was
known to listen to him on occasion.

I went almost immediately to Rusk’s office. He listened pa-
tiently to my monologue, then — I’ll never forget it — leaned back
on his chair, pressed his fingertips together, hovered for a moment
in this pose of thoughtful concentration, and then, slowly, pausing
between each phrase: “You know, Dick, maybe we’ve been over-
sold on the fact that we can’t say no to this thing.”

That was it. And there went the ball game. If the secretary of
state believed he “couldn’t” say no, who could, except the presi-
dent, who was himself surrounded by men who were saying “‘yes.”
I was beginning to understand the secret of Rusk’s extraordinary
staying power — say little, and, above all, go with the flow.

Mine was not the only discordant voice, nor the most impor-
tant. Senator Fulbright had written the president that the venture
was “‘ill-considered,” that it would be impossible “to conceal the
U.S. hand,” that “‘to give this activity even covert support is of a
piece with the hypocrisy and cynicism for which the United States
is constantly denouncing the Soviet Union.” Moreover, the sena-
tor asserted, ““If the exiles meet resistance and ask for our help, it
will mean the use of armed force,” which would undo ‘“‘the work
of thirty years in trying to live down earlier interventions.” Leave
Castro alone, Fulbright concluded; “the Castro regime is a thorn
in the flesh but it is not a dagger in the heart.”

Arthur Schlesinger, at Kennedy’s request, wrote a long and
equally forceful memorandum in opposition to the CIA plans. In
the State Department Undersecretary of State Chester Bowles ex-
pressed his own vigorous objection in a memo that Rusk did not
bother to send on to the White House.

However, the dissenters were all on the outer fringes of delib-
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eration, excluded — with rare exceptions — from the small inner
circle to which deliberation had been confined in order to ensure
“maximum security’ for the operation. Robert Kennedy and Ted
Sorensen did not participate, presumably because they had no for-
mal responsibilities for foreign policy.

From the window of the plane carrying me to Rio I looked down
upon a continent whose staggering reality seemed indifferently re-
lated to the intensely absorbing concerns of Washington debate.
The tiny island of Cuba appeared over the left wing tip and was
gone; the entire Caribbean — like some accidental lake set amid
a shoreless wilderness — traversed in what seemed like minutes,
before we crossed the northern coastline of Venezuela, and I saw
the interminable stretch of forests, a huge swatch of undifferen-
tiated green laced with shining crooked threads of blue leading to
the legendary Amazon, which appeared a slash carved by some
angry divinity across the face of a continent. As we approached
Rio — our descent monitored by the hopefully benign, outwardly
expressionless, Christ of the Andes — Cuba seemed very far away,
was far away, our fear almost absurd, the bombastic pretensions
of a Castro muted, stilled, and dissolved by the multiform im-
mensity of a world ample enough to accommodate, scorn, and
discard the jostling claims of a hundred petty pretenders. For a
moment I allowed the heretic thought that all of us — Americans,
Cubans, transient tyrants, hopeful leaders of infant democra-
cies — were playing our children’s games at the foot of a tolerant
giant careful, sometimes, not to crush us as it walked, with pon-
derous, unknowable certitude, toward its own destination.

The plane touched earth, the small, impermanent welts swollen
into a towering conglomeration of concrete buildings; creatures
invisible from the air become life size, rushing to meet us, take
our hags, speed us past smiling officials, restoring our inward sense
of importance — our own, and the importance of the work we had
come to do. From the air and from the ground — two views, two
visions, two dimensions of thought. Which was true? Or, which
was closer to the truth? It didn’t matter. This was our moment,
our small portion of energy and mortality plucked from the pas-
sage of millennia. And we would use it as best we could.

And then there was Rio: of all cities the most hostile to dark
contemplations, the very air an aphrodisiac, its warm, odored
moisture at once calming the mind and arousing the flesh with
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promise of sensual pleasure. I attended long meetings with Latin
American economists, discussed the proper formulation of a ten-
year plan of development, drank with journalists long past mid-
night while they imparted information and opinions that embassy
officials had ignored or prudently withheld from the enigmatic
emissary of a still unfamiliar president, and enjoyed, in the time
remaining, the girls of Ipanema.

Although rumors of an attack on Cuba had circulated through-
out the hemisphere, the subject rarely arose. One diplomat, a banker
from Argentina, advised me, “If you're going to invade, and, of
course, my government cannot condone unilateral intervention,
for God’s sake make sure you finish him off.” I asked a Colom-
bian ambassador — a man of distinction and experience — “Why
don’t the Russians pump a lot of money into Cuba and make it a
model of development that would strengthen the communist cause
in other countries?”” Slightly surprised at my seeming innocence,
he hesitated, then, smiling benignly: “‘Because you don’t feed the
lamb in the mouth of the lion.”

To those bordering the Caribbean, Cuba was a real danger.
They were apprehensive that Castro — either by example, or by
direct material help — might strengthen nascent communist
movements in their own countries. However, these same coun-
tries — especially Mexico and the nations of Central America —
had themselves felt the weight of American intervention most heavily
and could not support action that might be precedent for later
interference with their own affairs. At least not openly. (“Get rid
of Trujillo, first,” President Betancourt of Venezuela had advised
us, “‘then you can do something about Castro.”)

For the larger countries of the south, Cuba was an American
problem. What had they to fear from some small, militarily insig-
nificant island in the remote Caribbean — as far from Buenos Aires,
for example, as Berlin was from Washington? Nor would it have
occurred to them to jeopardize the great promise of the Alliance
for Progress by opposing us on so trivial a matter. Do what you
think you have to do,” was the attitude, “‘and then proceed with
more serious matters.”’

By the time I returned to Washington, the invasion had been
approved. When I entered the Oval Office to report on my trip,
Kennedy took me by the arm, led me to a window overlooking
the Rose Garden — presumably so no one could overhear him —
and said, “Well, Dick, it looks like we’re finally going to put your
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Cuban policy into action,” meaning, of course, my ill-begotten
campaign statement about the need to support the “freedom fight-
ers.”” John Kennedy, I thought, had a great sense of humor. But
it was the last laugh we would have for some time.

The invasion was scheduled for April 17. It collapsed almost as
quickly as it began. A few days later a grim State Department
circular to all diplomatic posts reported: “A volunteer force of
some 1200 Cuban freedom fighters” (my old campaign phrase)
“landed on south coast Cuba for declared purpose liberating their
country from communist dictatorship Fidel Castro . . . they had
received support from American sources” (our government’s
sponsorship was obvious and already admitted) . . . actual op-
eration badly mauled by heavy air and tank activity . . . beach-
head was overrun on afternoon April 19 . . . casualties severe.”

When it was all over, Kennedy was furious — furious at the
advisers whose persuasions were mingled with misjudgments so
grotesque as to constitute misrepresentation; furious at Castro, who
had humiliated his fledgling administration; furious, most of all,
at himself for having approved and commanded this comic-opera
fiasco whose failure, in the new clarity of retrospect, was quickly
seen to be inevitable. He should have seen it. He didn’t see it.
Why hadn’t he?

The anger and confusion that suffused the White House was
not conducive to clear thinking and sober analysis. The day after
the invasion collapsed, Kennedy delivered the most truculent
statement of his administration. He would let Castro go this time,
he said (what choice, what sensible choice did he have?), but “our
restraint is not inexhaustible,” we will act “alone, if necessary

. . to safeguard our security . . . and should that time ever come
we do not intend to be lectured on intervention by those whose
character was stamped for all time on the bloody streets of Bu-
dapest.”

It was a threat of possible U.S. invasion, in the most bombastic
Cold War tradition. Fortunately, he didn’t mean it. Having exor-
cised his anger, Kennedy repelled all further suggestions of mili-
tary action and proceeded, sensibly, to cut his losses.

In the White House, a few hours after his speech, I walked into
the Oval Office and told Kennedy that I thought his statement
about unilateral intervention was unwise. It just sounded like a
kind of vague threat in the face of defeat, I said, when we have
no intention at all of intervening in Cuba.
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He looked toward me, unangered, replying in mild, barely dis-
tinct tones. I didn’t want us to look like a paper tiger. We should
scare people a little, and I did it to make us appear still tough
and powerful.”” He got up, lay his paper aside, shrugged his shoul-
der. “Anyways, it's done. You may be right, but it’s done.” My
notes of that day comment that “‘this was the first time I had
made an ex post facto criticism of the president.”

By the next day the reemergence of rational discussion signaled
the dissolution of shock. The morning of April 21, Kennedy opened
the breakfast meeting that preceded his scheduled press confer-
ence by remarking, ‘“The happiest people in government today
are the ones who can say they didn’t know anything about it.”
Then, after a brief discussion: “I’ll make a short opening state-
ment designed to cut off questions about Cuba, and not take any
more questions on the subject.” According to my notes: “‘He was
concerned that the entire blame for this not be placed on the CIA.
His concern was based on the newspaper stories this morning,
especially James Reston of the New York Times, indicating that the
operation was not properly staffed, and that there had been no
National Security Council meeting. The president pointed out that
this had been given careful consideration by all the responsible
people of the NSC with the exception of Ed Murrow, Doug Dil-
lon, and Frank Ellis. It was decided to leak the story that this
operation had been carefully studied by the Joint Chiefs of Staff,
and approved — which was true. There was talk about remedial
measures. The president said he ‘could fire Allen Dulles — and
Dulles was the kind of guy who would go quietly’ — but he did
not think that was advisable, because Dulles, as a conservative
and a Republican, ‘helped keep the Republicans off his back. As
long as he was there, they couldn’t criticize.” ”’

“In my experience,” Kennedy told us, ““things like this go along
for a while, but memory is short, and if we just sit tight for about
three weeks, things will cool off and we can proceed from there.”
Whom was he trying to reassure? Himself, perhaps. And he was
right. Although scars remained, the president’s popularity went to
an all-time high of over 8o percent. (*“The worse you do, the bet-
ter they like you,” Kennedy remarked on seeing the poll results.)
There was no strengthening of communist movements throughout
the hemisphere, and at the Alliance for Progress Conference four
months later, not a single Latin nation — with the exception of
Cuba — made any reference to the Bay of Pigs. In terms of global
politics and the strength of Kennedy’s own presidency, it came to
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be regarded as an aberration, swiftly forgotten. But not by Cuba,
and not by the embittered and abandoned exile groups who now
dominate Miami politics.

There was, however, an augury of the turbulent years to come,
in the unanticipated flurry of domestic protest. Members of the
“Fair Play for Cuba™ committee — including many individuals
who had supported Kennedy’s election — organized to denounce
the American “‘aggression.” The violent Cold War rhetoric of John
Foster Dulles, the destruction of our U-2 spy plane, had elicited
little more than muted cocktail-party dissent. Now people — white,
middle-class people — were in the streets. They had expected
something more, something different, from Kennedy and, fueled
by the anger of damaged illusions, carried placards, made speeches,
marched. The protesters were small in number, their actions mar-
ginal, their organization quickly dissolved. But they were the first
faint tremor of a shift in the foundation. The suppressing fears of
McCarthyism, the muting complacency of the Eisenhower era were
disintegrating, liberating new energies of discontent, a refusal of
resignation; a change which — ironically in this instance — had
been an important source of Kennedy’s appeal. ““Every man could
make a difference,”” even in opposition to presidential power itself.
It was an early symptom — insubstantial and isolated — of a time
when millions would begin to feel that their futures, the shape of
life in America, the decisions of remote Washington potentates,
could be influenced, perhaps decisively, by the shared purpose,
the united energies of aggrieved, determined individuals.

Meanwhile Kennedy acted to salvage what he could, to put the
event behind him, to reshape his government and reexamine his
own inward failures of analysis. “We’re not going to have any
search for scapegoats,” he instructed a meeting of the National
Security Council; and swiftly made a public declaration (ungram-
matically) that “the final responsibilities of any failure is mine,
and mine alone.” The president’s assertion — no reference to Ei-
senhower’s “plan,” no veiled hints of staff inadequacy or agency
misrepresentation — was received with relief, thought courageous,
began the restoration of confidence. It was a wise decision. And it
was absolutely true. He had listened to the briefings, heard all the
arguments, and given the order that was his alone to give.

Why?

The literature of the Kennedy years is replete with justifying
explanations. When he took office, the attacking forces were trained
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and ready to go. He and his stafl, new to government, were told
by leaders of the CIA and military — men of long experience and
high reputation — that the operation would probably succeed in
getting rid of Castro. (“One cannot be certain in this business,
Mr. President, but this is as close as vou come.”) He was reas-
sured that the Cuban people would rise against Castro, the Cuban
militia would not fight, the U.S. identification kept secret. All wrong.
Probably not lies, but the product of wishful thinking by arrogant
men, intoxicated to the point of delusion by their command over
the arcane mysteries of “‘covert” war; their judgment distorted by
the intensity of their desire to prove themselves, to cut away this
communist growth that had been insidiously intruded upon the
chaste body of the Americas. To protect both secrecy and cer-
tainty of judgment, analysts familiar with Cuba — within our own
government, and from allies — were excluded from deliberations.
(“In spite of . . . alienation of the middle class,” the British Joint
Intelligence Committee informed the CIA before the Bay of Pigs,
“the hard core of fanatical support for the regime, backed by an
efficient propaganda and security apparatus, is likely to be able to
resist attempts, from within or from outside Cuba, to overthrow
the regime.”)

Still, beneath the assurances, the distortions, the grotesque mis-
calculation, was the fact that twelve hundred men were to attack
an army of two hundred thousand, with no evidence that anything
but armed hostility would greet them. That fatal, decisive reality
could have been exposed had Kennedy more forcefully probed,
questioned, analyzed the expositions of his advisers; had he talked
to those outside the operation who were not blinded by emotional
commitment or professional hubris. Yet he did not do so. He
abandoned his characteristic method of operation: the search for
divergent views, the forceful challenge of expert opinion, the re-
fusal to be restrained in interrogation by either the reputation or
record of those he confronted.

How can it be explained? Kennedy himself didn’t have the an-
swer. “How did I ever let it happen?” he asked rhetorically, “I
know better than to listen to experts. They always have their own
agenda. All my life I've known it, and yet I still barreled ahead.”
Then, turning to Arthur Schlesinger and referring to his memo in
opposition, he said, “Well, Arthur, at least you've got a good piece
of paper for your book on ‘Kennedy — the Only Years.” That 1s
if you dare publish it while I'm sull alive.”
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But I don’t believe it was simply bad advice or some inexpli-
cable mental lapse that led Kennedy into the Bay of Pigs. Years
before, as an army private stationed in southern France, I had
visited a casino in Biarritz to try my luck with the dice. After an
hour or two I had won several hundred dollars, a huge sum to
one of my meager means, and departing with my winnings —
imagination fired with images of purchasable pleasures — I passed
the roulette table. With a single bet 1 could double my winnings.
I placed all my money on the black, and the ball came to rest on
the red.

From his survival in the Solomons when the Japanese had split
the PT boat in two, John Kennedy had been on a roll. Against all
the odds — in defiance of expert political opinion — he had chal-
lenged and defeated Senator Henry Cabot Lodge, the titans of the
Democratic party (Humphrey, Johnson, and Stevenson), and, fi-
nally, Richard Nixon, chosen successor to one of the country’s
most popular presidents. “They said it couldn’t be done, and he
did it.” Now it was Castro’s turn. What difference did odds make,
if you were fortune’s child?

Kennedy would not make that mistake again. He continued to
believe in himself — capacities, judgment, goals — but the fates
could not be counted on.

It would be absurd to pretend that the Bay of Pigs was some-
how a “blessing in disguise,” an inexpensive lesson in the limits
of newly acquired presidential power. The first adventure of the
New Frontier had been a failure, and not an ordinary failure, but
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