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INTRODUCTION BY STEVEN R. WEISMAN

Daniel Patrick Moynihan led a singularly American life, but it was a life unlike any other in modern America.

As a youth in New York, Pat Moynihan struggled with poverty in a family devastated by the disappearance of his father at the height of the Great Depression. Young Pat shined shoes, tended bar, worked the piers as a longshoreman, and stole rides by clinging spread-eagled to the back of the crosstown bus to get to high school in Harlem. He briefly attended City College of New York before joining the Navy as a teenager during World War II. He served as a gunnery officer, traveled the world, returned to complete an undergraduate degree from Tufts, and studied in London, where he sought to define himself at the age of twenty-three. He wandered almost accidentally into campaign politics in New York City. And he then rose to become perhaps the most influential public intellectual of his time.

Moynihan was a pathfinder in John F. Kennedy’s New Frontier, a commander in Lyndon Johnson’s War on Poverty and Great Society, and an enabler in many greater and lesser moments of Richard Nixon. He was a renowned professor at Harvard well before becoming a successful politician. He was an outspoken envoy and challenger of shibboleths and of anti-Semitism while serving as ambassador to India and the United Nations. In four terms in the Senate—working with (or against) Presidents Carter, Reagan, Bush, and Clinton—he made a decisive impact in the areas of welfare reform, public works, transportation projects, international law, congressional prerogatives in the cold war, and the challenge to the cult of secrecy in Washington. He achieved these goals while setting a standard of bipartisanship sorely missed today. Determined that a nation’s public spaces should reflect the legacy of its ideals, he was instrumental in the effort to revive some of America’s greatest urban environments, from the Custom House in Lower Manhattan to  Union Station and Pennsylvania Avenue in the nation’s capital. The span of his history was such that upon Moynihan’s retirement in 2000, President Clinton bestowed on him the Presidential Medal of Freedom—the very honor that Moynihan had himself recommended be established under President Kennedy.

Above all, Moynihan, who died in 2003, was the originator of powerful ideas that were also powerfully argued—ideas that actually helped transform how Americans think about their country, its internal fissures and its place in the world. He understood early on, based on his studies and his own experience, that the breakup of poor black families contributed to the spread of crime and unrest in the cities—and he was attacked as a racist by some who a generation later admitted that Moynihan had been right all along. He recognized that ethnic and nationalist identities were far more powerful than ideology, religion, or politics in tying cities and nations together—and splitting them apart. As early as 1979, he predicted the fall of the Soviet Union, saying it would crack up from economic stress and ethnic conflict. Less well known, Moynihan was an early champion of automobile safety in the 1950s and is the one who brought Ralph Nader to Washington, jolting General Motors and causing a national uproar in the 1960s.

“Everyone is entitled to his own opinion but not to his own facts,” Moynihan famously said, in one of many comments that entered political lore and that, if applied, would make for a healthier national discourse today. There were many other memorable turns of phrase, each distinguished by its surface elegance and underlying thought. He deplored the tendency to wish away society’s ills—“defining deviancy down,” as he put it. Criticizing the misguided social engineering of antipoverty programs, he declared: “The role of social science lies not in the formation of social policy, but in the measurement of its results.” “The iron law of emulation” was the phrase he used to describe how the bureaucracies of groups in conflict (like the United States vs. the Soviet Union) tend to become more and more like each other over time. “Tangle of pathology” was the way he summed up the tragedies of poor black families. “The time may have come when the issue of race could benefit from a period of ‘benign neglect,’” he wrote to Nixon, advising him to lower the rhetorical temperature on race—and employing two words that haunted Moynihan for years. One of the most important axioms of Moynihan’s career, from his book  Family and Nation, based on the 1985 Godkin Lectures at Harvard, sums up a basic internal conflict of Moynihan’s calling as a scholar and advocate—his belief that government policies can make a difference, combined with skepticism  toward the limitations of government programs and bureaucracies. “The central conservative truth is that it is culture, not politics, that determines the success of society,” Moynihan wrote. “The central liberal truth is that politics can change a culture and save it from itself.”

Moynihan’s ideas live because of this evocative, candid, pungent, and sometimes dangerously pellucid style, which he applied to the eighteen books that he wrote or edited, and in countless speeches, interviews, and essays.

Less well known, he brought that same style to the private letters and journals he wrote from his earliest years in public life. The purpose of this book is to bring that important part of Moynihan’s life to light—to offer “a portrait in letters” of someone who turns out to have been a man of letters in every sense of the word. In this volume, Moynihan’s ideas, achievements, and quarrels—and the sheer joy and outrage he derived from political combat—can be savored for the first time by the public beyond the circle of friends and acquaintances to whom he vouchsafed his inner thoughts in private correspondence. The ideas highlighted here, moreover, can be applied in new ways to the personalities and issues of today.

Not only did Moynihan write letters. He saved copies, voluminously so, of even the most trivial among them. More than 10,000 pages of letters, journals, and personal memoranda repose in the Library of Congress, to which Moynihan bequeathed all of his papers. Indeed, they are the largest single collection of personal papers that the Library possesses. The fact that Moynihan saved his letters demonstrates the importance he must have attached to them as his way of processing the events of his life and the evolution of his thinking. He no doubt intended them for historians, which is why he left them to the Library of Congress. That we have these letters also indicates that from his earliest years he possessed a distinctive sense of himself and his destined place in history.

I first met Pat Moynihan in the early 1970s, shortly after he left the Nixon White House staff to return to Harvard, and I followed his career closely after that as a correspondent, editor, and editorial writer for the New York Times. What I found in editing these letters is not so much a different Moynihan, but a Moynihan more passionate, intimate, vulnerable, combative, and perhaps more self-absorbed than the one seen by the public.

There are moments that almost take your breath away. His memorandum to himself, for example, following the JFK assassination—the news came at a meeting with some Kennedy loyalists in Georgetown—is unforgettable. “Oh no! Killed! No!” he writes. Then the “dead silent” scene later in the hallway  outside the Cabinet room: “Someone said, ‘It’s over.’” There is an acutely ironic letter advising Robert Kennedy on where he might live in New York when running for the Senate in 1964 (Moynihan leans toward Long Island), foreshadowing Hillary Rodham Clinton’s awkward house-hunting when she prepared to run to succeed Moynihan in the Senate. There is a painfully honest letter to Senator Ted Kennedy after Bobby’s assassination in 1968 (though never sent), worrying about the racial divisions sowed by the campaign that had just been cut down. “I loved Bob,” he writes to Ted, even while lamenting that RFK’s drive for the black vote had alienated working-class whites. “Those are your people,” he adds, referring to the whites. “They were Bob’s people before he got religion, they have been abandoned, and our politics are very much the worst for it.”

Because he was a Kennedy man, Moynihan’s relationship with Johnson was uncomfortable. There is a striking letter from Moynihan to Johnson summarizing the findings of what later became known as the “Moynihan Report,” about the importance of broken family structures among the poor. Johnson’s labor secretary, W. Willard Wirtz, forwarded this letter to the president, describing it as “nine pages of dynamite about the Negro situation.” Moynihan writes to LBJ: “You were born poor. You were brought up poor. Yet you came of age full of ambition, energy, and ability. Because your mother and father gave it to you. The richest inheritance any child can have is a stable, loving, disciplined family life.” In this message, Moynihan seems to be clearly thinking about his own upbringing and yearning for what he never had himself.

Moynihan’s communications with, and about, Nixon must surely be counted as among the richest literary trove of that toxic era of war protests and racial violence. Nixon, unfailingly gracious to the other Harvard professor (besides Henry Kissinger) on his team, called for the wide internal distribution of Moynihan’s lengthy private memoranda, which backfired when someone leaked Moynihan’s memo recommending a policy of less overheated rhetoric, or “benign neglect.” Moynihan’s letters include his searing analysis of race, the war and student radicals, and his pleas to the president to let the Vietnam War be Johnson’s and not Nixon’s war. Imploring Nixon not to reescalate the conflict after the failure of the Vietnam peace talks, Moynihan wrote at the end of 1972: “I know there is an authoritarian left in this country, and I fear it. . . . Only in the last few months have I begun to feel that the advantage was turning to us and that, while it would take all of the 70s and more, the manner and the principles of democratic republicanism would now prevail. I say to you that all this is risked if the war is resumed.”

Some months later, in Nixon’s second term, Moynihan wrote painfully from distant India, where he was ambassador, watching in agony as Watergate consumed the Nixon presidency. After defending Nixon’s record to liberal friends—citing the importance of welfare reform, the environment, and aid to education—Moynihan suddenly must admit that he too readily accepted Nixon’s defense that lower-level aides had carried out the break-in and cover-up. “Have I been a fool or a whore or both?” Moynihan writes his close friend Nathan Glazer. “Or perhaps something quite different: something perhaps to be forgiven.”

Moynihan’s letters as senator are more businesslike, but always revealing. Included here are his lengthy confidential pleas to the first President Bush not to go to war with Saddam Hussein, but to invoke sanctions instead. In the post-cold war world, Moynihan promoted the idea of a new global order based on international law, much to the irritation of his old conservative friends. Having foreseen the end of the Soviet Union, he became preoccupied by the intelligence establishment’s failures in overestimating Soviet economic and military power. There are rich communications with both Hillary and Bill Clinton about health care and what reads in part like a vivid travelogue reporting to Clinton on his visit to the Balkans, which was plummeting into ethnic conflict. “What is to be done?” he asks in this letter. “Probably not a great deal.” But in studying the future of such conflicts he tells Clinton: “I beseech you not to ask the CIA. It is brain dead and should be honorably interred.”

Beyond presidents, Moynihan had an astonishing circle of correspondents. He wrote to famous intellectual friends like Glazer, Kissinger, George Kennan, Irving Kristol, John Kenneth Galbraith, Lionel Trilling, James Q. Wilson, and William F. Buckley Jr., challenging them in a friendly way about disagreements, defending his views, and recounting his frustrations. He wrote to journalists, columnists, and editors, often in indignation over a project overlooked or misunderstood. (Woe to any writer who abused the phrase “benign neglect” or called him a neoconservative!) He wrote to politicians, intellectuals, and authors (Alexander Solzhenitsyn, Saul Bellow, Eric Hoffer, and John Updike), famous people (Jacqueline Onassis, Woody Allen, Yoko Ono, the cartoonist Herblock). And of course he wrote to constituents, collectively and singly. He wrote limericks and doggerel, scurrilous and innocent. And he wrote candid memorandums to himself about his conversations with presidents and prime ministers, including his testy dealings with the Clintons over health care and welfare. You can see the tribal nature of his Democratic politics, his love of  old-line party organizations and disdain for Democratic “reformers” in such letters as the one to the Tammany Hall boss Carmine De Sapio, then serving time in federal prison for corruption, inviting him to Harvard when he gets out. (“I never got to know you fellows very well.... But I never for a moment doubted my fondness for you all.”) Moynihan wrote notes or letters to publishers, doctors, tailors, shopkeepers, and the caretakers of his upstate farm, asking about money, ailments, the holes in his socks, and the latest efforts to clear a stream near his farmhouse. And finally he wrote to the secretary of the navy asking to be buried in Arlington Cemetery.

In the age of emails, it is common to lament the lost art of letter-writing, but Moynihan’s letter-writing seems almost self-consciously of the nineteenth century. He could be simultaneously profane and elegant, with a sense of history and of literary trivia. You can actually picture Pat in his office, or in the one-room schoolhouse on the grounds of his farm in upstate Delaware County—his favorite place to write—pounding on his Smith Corona and apologizing for the typing errors.

But the letters also feel utterly contemporary.

At one level, they provide a unique and wide window into the tumultuous politics, debates, and social upheavals—not to mention the major actors—of the second half the twentieth century. At another, they shine a light on the dramas and conflicts of our era at the second decade of the twenty-first century. They entertain us, of course, with his wit and sparkle, his foibles and feuds, his acerbic criticism and gift for flattery. But they also bear a lasting relevance, because they bring Moynihan’s clarity, understanding, and farsightedness toward the intractable questions and cultural conflicts with which the nation struggles today. It is perhaps not unusual for academics to see and delineate the longer term implications of contemporary battles, as Moynihan did, on such enduring issues as climate change, health care, welfare, the federal budget, the uses and misuses of intelligence, national defense, global ethnic and sectarian conflict, race, and family strains. But for a politician to embrace this kind of long-term thinking is extraordinary. Moynihan’s solutions did not always match his vision. Indeed he was tentative about some proposals because he understood the limits of what government can do. But he avoided bogus solutions for political gain, and he insisted that facts not be ignored, especially those relating to lingering poverty and social deprivation. By maintaining friendships with leading Republicans and Democrats, he also tried to transcend the corrosive partisanship of Washington. In that sense, ironically, he  used his status as a kind of misfit in politics to become a uniquely successful and beloved politician.

Finally, by living out loud through his correspondence, Moynihan left behind his distinctive voice and vision in these pages. The result in this book is what one might think of as the memoirs Moynihan never wrote. If we need a Pat Moynihan today, in this volume, at least, we have him. How the book happened is a story itself.

 



My first encounter with Pat Moynihan was unpromising. In the early 1970s, I was a newly minted reporter for the New York Times, exiled to the night shift and sent off to hear him speak at the American Irish Historical Society, at its elegant Fifth Avenue townhouse. I had read a couple of Moynihan’s books. I knew also that Moynihan had made a forgettable foray into New York politics years earlier when he ran for City Council president and lost to another Irish-American politician named Frank O’Connor. It turned out not to be Moynihan’s best evening. Carefully reading from a text about obscure aspects of the Irish experience in America, he put his audience to sleep, and that included me and a Daily News reporter who kept addressing him as “doc.” No doubt he was an unusual presence, peering down from the podium at the puzzled audience. But it was inconceivable that within a half decade he would be representing New York in the Senate.

I caught up with Moynihan again in the late 1970s as a Times correspondent in Washington. By then he was comfortably settled on Capitol Hill, a rangy and already graying presence with his droopy bow tie, elaborate courtesy, obscure allusions, and syncopated speaking style. He could be painfully formal one moment and hilariously sarcastic the next. His press briefings were inevitably like seminars. (“Class dismissed,” he would say at the end.) He had one of the most brilliant staffs on Capitol Hill, including Tim Russert, famous for his uncanny popgun-like imitations of the senator and later responsible for inviting him on Meet the Press dozens of times.

After covering the White House during Reagan’s first term, I became bureau chief in New Delhi. Through that adventure my relationship with Moynihan and his family deepened. Before we left, Pat, who had served as ambassador to India from 1973-1975, had my wife, Elisabeth Bumiller, and me to dinner at his townhouse on Capitol Hill with his wife, Elizabeth, and daughter Maura. The senator himself came late, but we had an uproarious evening of stories about India. “Is it true you were constantly sick in New  Delhi?” my wife asked him. “I was only sick once!” he replied. “It lasted two and a half years!”

The Moynihans introduced us to many friends in India, and these friends became our friends. We also frequently saw Liz and Maura, who visited almost every year. I remember Liz in India juggling her interests in archaeology and history in South Asia with part of her mind focused back on New York—and how Pat was going to raise funds or campaign in Dutchess County. Maura, who had fallen in love with India the moment her family arrived in 1973, became a scholar of Hindu and Buddhist culture, a fluent Hindi speaker, and an organizer for the “Festival of India” in Washington in 1985. Once, my wife came home for lunch and found Maura relaxing with an entourage of street musicians, dancers, and jugglers sitting on the floor of our living room.

In the late 1980s, before we went off to my next assignment, Elisabeth and I had drinks with Pat in Washington. There was a lot of speculation then about who the Democrats would choose as their vice presidential candidate. “Why isn’t anybody mentioning me?” Pat demanded with an ironic smile. But as near as I can tell, he loved the Senate and always rebuffed suggestions that he run for national office.

After moving back to New York in the early 1990s, we visited the Moynihans at their upstate farm. From their white clapboard house, Pat guided me in the pale afternoon sunlight up a hillside, past a meadow and a stream to a wooded area with two big cedar trees next to a little one-room schoolhouse with wild roses growing in front. This was the nearly sacred hideaway that he used for writing and reading. Inside it was crammed with memorabilia, pictures, and maps. I remember him pointing on the map to the network of New York’s watersheds—and barking out in staccato how the drainage systems of the Susquehanna, Mohawk, Hudson, and Delaware Rivers shaped George Washington’s strategy in the Revolutionary War. To visit Pat in that tiny room at Pindars Corners was to experience the vast range of his intellect, curiosity, and heart.

Liz Moynihan persuaded her husband not to run for a fifth term in 2000 so they could enjoy his retirement together. Sadly, that was not to be for long. Following his death, Maura came up with the idea of a book of his private correspondence. The problem was that Pat’s papers are spread through more than 3,000 boxes at the Library of Congress, where a team of specialists took years to catalog them.

When my friend Peter Osnos at PublicAffairs asked me if I might edit the letters and journals into a book, I was intrigued. I was leaving the Times after  a career of writing and editing in New York, Washington, and overseas, moving to a new life at the Peterson Institute for International Economics, but I hesitated. I frankly feared the job would be overwhelming. Then Liz suggested that we ask for research help from the Maxwell School at Syracuse University, where Pat held his first teaching job after serving Governor W. Averell Harriman in New York—and his last teaching job as a visiting professor upon his retirement. The school’s dean, Mitchel Wallerstein, who has since left to become president of Baruch College in New York City, generously agreed to fund the work of a dozen Syracuse students and graduates to go through the boxes and photograph the letters under my direction, which made it possible to produce this book.

 



To understand the arc of Pat Moynihan’s life, it is important to know, first, that he came from a broken home of the kind he wrote about in the famous “Moynihan Report” in 1965 about poor minority families in the cities (“The Negro Family: The Case for National Action”). Moynihan’s grandfather emigrated as a teenager to the United States from County Kerry in Ireland in the 1880s. His father, a journalist and advertising copy writer—and a drinker and gambler once beaten by gangsters to whom he owed money—walked away from the family in 1937, when Moynihan was ten. The father went on to acquire a new wife and family—never to see Pat again—though in the early 1950s Pat’s brother, Michael, tracked him down in California, where he was a reporter for the San Jose Mercury. Pat’s mother struggled through two more marriages, many jobs, and constant moves, mostly around the New York area. Moynihan’s odd jobs helped the family make ends meet.

The earliest personal papers in the Moynihan collection are the documents that deal most extensively with his family’s particular “tangle of pathology.” They are from a journal he kept when he was a graduate student at Tufts but living in London with a Fulbright grant at the London School of Economics. It was there that he struggled to write his doctoral dissertation from the fall of 1950 to the summer of 1953. The topic was the history of the International Labor Organization, or I.L.O., and he did not complete the dissertation until 1961.

Moynihan humorously entitled his journal: “An Intellectual History of Our Times: Being a Descriptive Journal of Adventures and Meditations Having Occurred to the Author During a Grand Tour of Great Britain, Ireland and the Continent of Europe.” You might therefore think that he intended even these writings to be made public some day. But they contain  many private annotations about his family and his prodigious romantic and sex life, in part because he used the diary to recount his lengthy sessions with a psychoanalyst. The diary entries are fragmentary, but illuminating and often explicit—probably the most introspective writing that he produced. Many entries were private and should remain so. But other parts are extraordinarily revealing about who he was, and who he wanted to be. They tell us much about the evolution of a young and ambitious student trying to establish the identity that came to fruition in his later work.

To begin with are the troubled reflections about his father and mother, no doubt the psychological basis for his deep lifelong commitment to defining family stability as a key to a society’s success.

“My relations are obviously those of divided allegiance,” he wrote in that journal. “Apparently I loved the old man very much yet had to take sides.... I must think it out more clearly—I have from an early age been called upon to choose between mom and pop—choosing mom in spite of loving pop.” At another point: “Both my mother and father—They let me down badly. The interesting thing is that I have almost no memory of dad—and no emotions—on the other hand I find thru the years this enormous emotional attachment to Father substitutes—of whom the least rejection was cause for untold agonies—the only answer is that I have repressed my feelings towards dad—Now then we have inductively established the emotions about the father, but have not as yet come up with them ourselves in the analysis. I’ll try. ...” And still another entry, reporting that he was making progress in his free-associating sessions with the psychiatrist: “As when I left Tuesday full of sudden and warm feeling for my father—we’d been talking about how much I liked him, I’d be going over old memories—all of them good. That night at Everyman I was literally overwhelmed by simple tender childish emotions. . . . I am getting somewhere I know it.”

Moynihan’s ambitions (lofty and otherwise) are clear. “If I can sit down and do this I shall not only greatly advance myself socially but I shall improve myself personally—I want to advance socially because only in so doing will I have a chance to do the work I want to do and that is important—In a sense I want to improve personally because only then will I really feel up to picking myself a wife—today I’m still out for delicious sex or a mother. ... A wife and a job—simple enough.”

But he did not seek merely to climb the rungs of society. He wanted to be witty, erudite, and charming like the people he met in the parlors and pubs of  London and the common rooms of Oxford and Cambridge. “I never like the first impression I make—maybe it will be a big obstacle for me,” he wrote in 1950. And then later: “God I wish I were more entertaining. I am never up to sustaining a real conversation with anyone. I would like to be an English novel character—full of stories and odd bits of fascinating info.”

He wanted to become. . . . Daniel Patrick Moynihan!

As two of his biographers, Godfrey Hodgson and Douglas Schoen, have shown, Moynihan discovered his political center in these years. It was defined by sympathy for the working class, the labor movement, and the British Labour Party—but revulsion toward Communism in unions, and also the kind he encountered in complacent upper-class drawing rooms, where anti-Americanism was rampant. He immensely enjoyed defending his country in public. “I was hot in my subject, knew it well and gave a damned good talk,” he said of one of his appearances. “Figured I had my audience with me. First question from an anchor: Did I think Roos. [Roosevelt] started the war. . . . I fumed and fulminated . . . whilst they shot one asinine absurdity after another. Loved it tho—loved arguing for something bigger than myself which I thought was right.”

London certainly posed its frustrations. (“The weather is shitty. I am not reading the great books and am not getting laid.”) But he wandered its byways, studied its architecture, and took in its many charms, from debates at Parliament, where he found Churchill disappointing (“He is old now and apparently never was very quick”) to a pageant-filled concert at Royal Festival Hall where the conductors Malcolm Sargent and Adrian Boult led symphonic works by Handel, Purcell, Elgar, and Vaughn Williams. The audience, Moynihan gushed, included the prime minister, the king, and the archbishop of Canterbury. “The great personalities everywhere . . . the wonderful aristocrats be-plumed with medals and ribbons and sashes—very much a medal evening.... The English women utterly handsome . . . smacking of Empire, etc. . . . Midway, Sargent did a real thundering, booming, storming, stomping, stand up version of Rule Britannia and believe that crowd went wild!”

Moynihan also relished his travels in France, where he further developed his love of history, art, architecture—and the pleasures of food, drink, and female companionship. “Off to Blois and the great Chateau of the Orleans Regime,” he wrote in one entry. “Pretty exciting—most of all the aile Gaston d’Orleans 1635 which is Mansart [the architect] at the greatest. So perfectly beloved it seemed to float. The Francois I wing was good with the Duc de  Guise death dramatized by the guard whose French I somehow managed to understand. Loved the monsignor of Henry II, Catherine of Medici his wife and Diane of Poitiers his mistress. . . . H everywhere even on the prie dieux at Chambord. Set out walking down to Tours but by the time the drivers began thumbing their nose at us we were getting disheartened when we [ran] ...into an Auberge de Jeunesse at the Blois-les-Grouets. ­...Communist posters in German. . . . Trekked into the village for shopping—huge pork chops, butter, wine, bread, etc. and gorged. . . . ” Another entry describes “the most perfect picnic ever by a wide rippling stream in soft green grass and hot sun.Wine bread and cheese and am I happy. ...”

In London Moynihan seems to have acquired his distinctive British linguistic tics, such as “whilst,” “of a sudden,” and starting sentences with the word “mind.” At times he had writer’s block, distracted as he was by the partying, drinking, and serial romantic liaisons. (Mind, this was years before he met Liz.) He also struggled with doubts about whether he really was suited to be an academic, as opposed to someone more engaged in public life. Ultimately, of course, he found a way to incorporate both. He continued his love of teaching in numerous settings—at the university, as an advisor to presidents, as an envoy, and finally, as an elected official. “What bullshit I write—just reading Edmund Wilson—even his deliberately [fourth] rate characters talk better than I,” he says in 1952. His friend Frank Fenton, later a steel industry executive, shares Moynihan’s career doubts. “Frank thinks teaching is a mistake for me: I am not quite smart enough to get by without working and I simply do not like academic work. If I liked it I would long ago have done my thesis etc. etc. He’s right, isn’t he?”

Around Christmas time of 1952, as Moynihan began preparing to return to the United States, he revived the conversation about his livelihood with Fenton, with whom “once more with his great lucidness we discussed my career and my increasing distress with the idea of becoming a half-baked academic who’s growing more and more bitter at being deprived of the fruits of the great wide world beyond and being increasingly unsatisfied with the bitter fruit of the withered vines of my ivory tower. I just do not have the stamina for a professor. I can’t study like that and that’s all there is to it.”

Moynihan gave some thought to journalism, perhaps to writing books. One idea for a book appears to have come from a conversation in late 1952 with Theodore H. White, then a young writer for Time magazine (“wonderful guy—Boston Jew”) who had covered the Communist revolution in China (and who later transformed political journalism with his “Making of the President”  series and an article in Life magazine that described the brief Kennedy presidency as “Camelot”). They talk about how the Irish used politics to integrate themselves into American culture. “Good idea for a book,” Moynihan wrote in his journal. A decade later, he was writing that very book (Beyond the Melting Pot) with Nat Glazer, to whom he had been introduced by Irving Kristol, then editor of the magazine The Reporter. It was to become a road map for much of his later work. (“I would be delighted to try to do the Irish essay for you,” Moynihan later wrote Glazer in 1960, at the beginning of a wonderful lifelong friendship, which is brought to life in their correspondence.)

The decade of the 1950s, following Moynihan’s time in England, is unfortunately little revealed by Moynihan’s letters, however. In this period he fell into politics at the suggestion of a friend, first as a speechwriter in the successful mayoral campaign of Robert F. Wagner Jr. in 1953 and then as an aide to Averell Harriman, the wealthy patrician diplomat and cabinet member under Roosevelt and Truman, who was elected governor of New York in 1954 and who harbored presidential ambitions throughout the decade. While working for Harriman in Albany, Moynihan met Elizabeth Brennan, whom he soon married. The letters show deep affection for Wagner, who much later tried to recruit him to City Hall, and a friendship tinged by occasional difficulties with Harriman, whose single four-year term in Albany was plagued by political missteps. (Nelson Rockefeller defeated him in 1958.) In one letter, Moynihan says that after serving the imperious Harriman in the state capitol, Harriman continued to treat him as an “indentured” servant for years. It did not help their relations when Harriman’s third wife, Pamela, campaigned for the liberal feminist Representative Bella Abzug and spread stories about Pat’s drinking during the Democratic primary for Senate in 1976. (After Averell died, Pamela Harriman became a doyenne of the Democratic Party and an ambassador to France, but no friend of Pat’s. Indeed he tried, as noted in a letter in this book, to blackball her from the Century Club: “It is depressing to say this, but I would find it difficult to enter the Century were there any prospect of this person being there.”)

In 1961, Moynihan eventually finished his dissertation—“The U.S. and the I.L.O., 1889-1934”—and got his PhD from Tufts, just as he was also writing the Irish chapter for Beyond the Melting Pot. His letters from the 1960 presidential campaign, meanwhile, reflect his close ties to the Democratic kingpins in New York and his passion for Kennedy. Like the Kennedy enthusiast Arthur Schlesinger Jr. at Harvard, Moynihan disdained the liberal reformers of the university world who clung to the former Illinois governor Adlai Stevenson,  who had lost twice to Dwight D. Eisenhower. (“Thus my argument comes to this: Kennedy can win,” he wrote to a Tufts colleague.) But for Moynihan, Kennedy—the dashing Harvard-educated war hero, Pulitzer Prize-winning author, son of the business buccaneer and New Dealer Joe Kennedy, and grandson of the mayor of Boston—was the beau ideal of Irish Catholic Democratic politics. The letters also show although Moynihan loved teaching, he made strenuous efforts after the election to get a job in the Kennedy administration—followed by letters to colleagues explaining that he had not sought such a position but that the Kennedy team wanted him and, after all, duty called.

It was logical for the ambitious author of a dissertation about the I.L.O. to go to Kennedy’s Labor Department. There he became a protégé of Labor Secretary Arthur J. Goldberg, later a Supreme Court justice and (like Moynihan) U.N. ambassador. (Moynihan edited a volume of Goldberg’s papers in 1966.) But Pat was not about to let a policy job in the Labor Department restrict his reach. With brilliant bureaucratic ingenuity, he leveraged his power to become a policy maker on urban affairs, poverty, race, and federal architecture. (He also served as the labor secretary’s representative on a presidential commission to plan for new office space in the nation’s capital, from which post he launched a lifelong campaign to revitalize Pennsylvania Avenue.) How Moynihan came to the war on poverty is portrayed in the letters. He seized on a report by the Selective Service, about the weaknesses of draft-age youth, to write a report entitled “One Third of a Nation,” which called attention to the general problems of health, unemployment, family structures, and “manpower conservation” in urban and rural America. His findings led to a role in drafting the anti-poverty program that Kennedy planned and Johnson continued.

It is clear from the letters that President Kennedy’s murder shattered Moynihan. Everyone of a certain age knows exactly where he or she was when the news first flashed. Moynihan took the trouble to write that note about where he was to himself. But for him the event would also be enshrined in his famous conversation with the columnist Mary McGrory, then of the Washington Star, and a close friend and neighbor. She wrote about it in the newspaper. He went further, obtaining a transcript from radio station WTOP and keeping it in his files, as if he knew it would be recalled for the rest of his life: “I don’t think there’s any point in being Irish if you don’t know the world is going to break your heart eventually. I guess we thought that we had a little more time . . . heavens, we’ll laugh again, it’s just that we’ll never be young again.”

Johnson’s presidency was a testing time. Moynihan had become a semi-famous intellectual after the publication of Melting Pot and was writing memos, included in this book, about poverty, the African American family, and job training. The problem, however, lay with those around Johnson who thought Moynihan was getting too much publicity. For years, Moynihan sought to explain in letters that he never intended for the “Moynihan Report” to become a big story, and that it was Bill Moyers, LBJ’s press secretary, who provided it to journalists. The furor predicted by Labor Secretary Wirtz forced the Johnson White House to disassociate itself from Moynihan, a bitter pill for many years. (“I am now known as a racist across the land,” he wrote the civil rights leader Roy Wilkins.) To make matters worse, there was also a dispute over Moynihan’s role in doing a first draft (later reworked by Richard Goodwin) for LBJ’s important Howard University address in 1965 proclaiming the goal of achieving “not just equality as a right and a theory but equality as a fact and as a result.” Moynihan later wrote to Johnson and others that despite what many thought, he never sought credit for the speech. “I was sorry that my name somehow got into the papers. ...” Moynihan wrote LBJ. “I should tell you that I left for a U.N. conference in Yugoslavia three hours before you gave it. Someone told someone, but it wasn’t me.” One does not need Freud to come from the grave to recall the diary entry from his London years about Moynihan’s “enormous attachment” to—and fear of rejection from—“father substitutes.”

Notwithstanding LBJ’s suspicions, Moynihan had never been close personally to JFK. He was much closer to Bobby Kennedy when, five years after Dallas, history cruelly repeated itself. In 1968, Moynihan campaigned for RFK in the Democratic presidential primary in California and stopped off at his hotel to wish him good luck before flying back to Cambridge. But the candidate was napping and so he never said goodbye. Then Bobby too was felled. Again and again in these letters, Moynihan recounts to the Kennedy clan, with a mixture of anguish and attempts to ingratiate himself, that he had missed this final opportunity to swear his fealty. You can feel how membership in that tribe was as demanding as it was rewarding. It was all the more painful for Moynihan, then, to see the Kennedys moving away from their white, working-class constituents who loved them. Sometimes he even felt that Bobby had abandoned that base, as he suggests in the draft of the letter to Ted, mentioned above. Other times he tried to convince people that Bobby actually was more aligned with Moynihan on domestic issues than many supposed—as when he writes Schlesinger, who was researching a biography of  RFK, that Bobby told someone else that a Moynihan article reflected his own views.

One of the themes of Moynihan’s writings and letters was his disdain for social engineering measures. He explained in correspondence that in analyzing the problems of African American families, the solution lay not in social work but money and jobs. He thus derided the “community action programs” and “maximum feasible participation” of the poor in the War on Poverty, the theme of his book Maximum Feasible Misunderstanding in 1969. As a political scientist, Moynihan was skeptical about government-sponsored social work. As a party politician, he understood that establishing rival power bases of poverty bureaucrats in big cities would threaten local mayors and political organizations, producing conflict and paralysis. This is exactly what happened in the anti-poverty programs in New York City.

The cleverness of Moynihan was that he was able to take this prescient critique to a Republican administration, as illustrated in his letters. The idea of simply making sure that poor families had more money, and were not punished if the father left the family or got a job, was in many ways conservative, he argued all along. Thus while backing Kennedy and then Hubert Humphrey in 1968, Moynihan also quietly reached out to Nixon on the side, writing the Republican nominee from Harvard: “If you are ever in the Cambridge area, we should be enormously honored to have you as a luncheon speaker. . . . This is a forum which is not without advantages for you, but of course the greatest benefit would be to the faculty and graduate students here who would be fascinated to learn more of your views. . . .” What we also see in the letters is that later in the White House, Moynihan sold Nixon on the guaranteed annual income, which became the Family Assistance Program (FAP), as a Republican idea. “It will be the center piece in your domestic program—truly an historic proposal,” Moynihan wrote the president in 1969. In another letter he told Nixon that his administration would be “moving away from a services strategy in dealing with the problems of social inequality, toward an income strategy.” Translation: FAP would provide resources to the poor but not empower the liberal do-gooders distrusted by Nixon.

While working for Nixon, Moynihan tried to hang on to his Kennedy ties. Hence his letters to Ethel Kennedy, Robert’s widow, and his attempts to convince Ted Kennedy of his closeness to Robert and of the genuine interest that Jackie Kennedy had in the Pennsylvania Avenue renewal project. He even asks Jackie to reach out to Teddy and tell him that Nixon was more supportive of Pennsylvania Avenue than Johnson had been.

He pleads also in these letters for Ted to support the FAP—painfully, without success. Kennedy tells Moynihan that the income floor for poor families was too low and that Massachusetts, New York, and other states would see their own federal welfare budgets cut. Liberal distrust and conservative concern about federal giveaways killed the plan in 1970, permanently reducing Moynihan’s influence in Nixon’s inner circle and hastening his departure. The Democratic opposition wounded him the most, however. A deeply hurt Moynihan urges Kennedy to stop abusing the phrase “benign neglect” by invoking it against Nixon. Ted Kennedy is polite but not especially warm in return. Much later in the 1980s and 1990s, Moynihan forged a closer working relationship with the last of the Kennedy brothers, and there is a warm letter of gratitude to Ted for standing with him against President Clinton’s signing legislation ending welfare as an entitlement in 1996.

There was simply nothing more complicated in Moynihan’s career than his relationship with Nixon. It is important to recall, first, how it was buffeted by the chaos of the times—the race riots in the cities, the campus rebellions, the poisonous distrust across generations, and between liberals and working-class conservatives. Much of it was fomented by hot rhetoric from the administration. From his early days as a Communist hunter, Nixon had been one of the most divisive figures of his era. In his letters you can feel Moynihan trying at times to appeal to Nixon’s better angels, advising him to keep cool and embrace liberal reforms by following the example of the “Tory men and Whig measures” of the nineteenth-century British prime minister, Benjamin Disraeli. At other times Moynihan tries to mount the ramparts with Nixon and stoke his venom toward crime, black militants, student uprisings, and antiwar protests. Uneasy about the Nixon White House from the start, Liz Moynihan declined to move with the family to Washington. They remained in Cambridge. This was the period that turned many onetime liberals into conservatives—or neoconservatives, a term Moynihan detested. (He regarded it as a left-wing slur.) The letters repeatedly show Moynihan amazed and outraged that his liberal friends could not appreciate Nixon’s support for the poor, not to mention health care reform, revenue sharing with the states, establishment of the Environmental Protection Agency, and federal aid to schools. After Nixon resigned from office in 1974, Moynihan kept up his correspondence, and Nixon generously returned Moynihan’s loyalty. (“Keep swinging!” Nixon wrote Moynihan when he was an embattled envoy at the U.N. “Don’t let that Irish temper of yours drive you into resigning.... After all if you could get along with me as long as you did, when I know you were disappointed in  some of my decisions on the war as well as in the domestic area, you can get along with anybody!”)

For me, Moynihan’s letters in the era of Nixon and his successor, Gerald Ford, are among the most powerful documents of their time. It is in these writings that one sees Moynihan growing alienated from the liberal world and the ivory tower, but still feeling some solidarity with that world, trying to understand it, and yearning for its approval. His writing bristles with resentment toward those he viewed as pampered liberal elitists who lacked appreciation of the white, working-class families like his own, but still seeing universities as the great promoters of equality in American society. He cannot believe his eyes and ears as he sees the leftist hatred from campuses and former allies in the civil rights movement. His letters to civil rights leaders and fellow academics are painful, poignant, and sometimes blunt, as when he tells a member of Harvard’s board that “you need a man with balls” as president to stand up to the protesters.

Letters to those friends usually described as neo-cons are among the liveliest and most honest in this book, starting with Nat Glazer, with whom Moynihan had earlier corresponded about the drinking and sexual traits of the Irish and Jews. Moynihan confesses in his letters that his best friends were always Jews, but that Jews disappointed him because of their antipathy toward Nixon. When the 1973 Yom Kippur War broke out, Moynihan noted acidly from India that the same Jewish critics of Nixon and the Vietnam War were suddenly asking him to help Israel, as in this letter to Lionel Trilling: “I watch with pity and terror the antics of those who helped destroy the American Presidency—and it has not needed much external help—demanding that we put an end to our military role in the world, now demanding the very opposite and in terms that could impose a fearful cost.”

Parallel to Moynihan’s relation with Nixon is his rivalry, not always friendly, with Kissinger, his fellow Harvard professor at the White House. Seeing Kissinger (however implausibly) as a kindred spirit, Moynihan tried to draw him into his concerns about ethnic conflicts at home and overseas. Once Moynihan lost influence after the failure of the Family Assistance Plan, Nixon and Kissinger asked him to serve as envoy at the United Nations. Moynihan demurred, returned to Harvard, and instead went later to India. (He agreed to the U.N. job under Ford.) Moynihan’s mission in New Delhi: to improve relations with Prime Minister Indira Gandhi two years after they had hit bottom as a result of the American “tilt” to Pakistan during the Bangladesh war  of independence in 1971. Moynihan is dazzled by Kissinger’s brilliance in helping him negotiate a crucial financial agreement with India, and he writes cogent letters to Kissinger analyzing the Indian political scene, especially its Marxist leanings and interplay of caste and ethnic conflicts, all of which played into his lifelong interests.

Glazer and others have pointed out that throughout his career, Moynihan traversed from domestic ethnic concerns in Melting Pot to his analysis of ethnicity in totalitarian societies (like Russia) and democratic ones (like India). His internationalization of the topic of ethnicity culminated in his 1993 book, Pandaemonium, about the post-cold war eruption of sectarian wars across the globe.The letters and journals from India in 1973-1975 make up, in their entirety, a remarkable exploration of the Asian subcontinent, as Moynihan reflected on whether India’s socialist economy, which kept it mired in poverty, was nonetheless essential to keeping its fractious society intact. (He was also a terrific travel writer, as the journal of his marvelous trip to a coronation in Bhutan demonstrates.) In a different vein, Moynihan also warned the State Department—with chilling prescience—not to rearm Pakistan lest it “start pushing around the Pushtoons and the Baluchi . . . pretty soon there will be a full scale insurgency going, and in time the further partition of Pakistan.” The current American and Pakistani war against the Taliban, which has its bases in the same Pushtun and Baluchi areas, is playing out exactly as he predicted.

Moynihan’s aversion to the third world America-bashing he found in India led to his important 1975 article in Commentary, “The U.S. in Opposition,” which called for the United States to push back. But it was when he tried to translate those ideas into policy as U.N. ambassador that Pat’s difficulties with Kissinger crested. The problem arose as Moynihan waged a highly publicized campaign to defeat a General Assembly resolution equating Zionism with racism, stirring accusations that he was using the issue to pave the way for running for the Senate from New York. Moynihan responded by renouncing any interest in the Senate. Still he became convinced that Kissinger stood with the critics, and his suspicions were confirmed in January 1976 when the columnist James Reston wrote in the New York Times that both Ford and Kissinger deplored their ambassador’s tactics “in private.” Moynihan knew a telegraphed message when he saw one. In this book are three resignation letters from Moynihan prompted by Reston’s piece: a formal one to Ford, a cold one to Kissinger, and a white-hot angry one to Dick Cheney, then the White  House chief of staff, making clear that he felt stabbed in the back. (“It wasn’t working, and it won’t work. . . . God knows I tried.”)

Years later, Moynihan wrote to one of his successors at the U.N., Jeanne Kirkpatrick, that contrary to what she had heard from Kissinger, he had never thought about using the U.N. envoy’s post as a stepping-stone to the Senate. But of course he eventually was persuaded to run for the Senate in 1976, despite his earlier disavowal, squeaking by Bella Abzug in the Democratic primary, in large part because of support from Jewish voters who remembered the Zionism-is-racism fight. Kissinger wrote Moynihan denying that he had ever tried to oust him from the U.N., as Moynihan charged again in an interview with Playboy magazine after he got into the Senate. Moynihan then offered the former secretary of state “a measure of apology” but continued for years to suspect him of underhanded tactics.

Missing from the letters, unfortunately, are any communications from Moynihan during his turbulent 1976 Senate campaign. The reason is simple. His campaigns (then and always) were run quietly and efficiently by Liz Moynihan, while Pat raced across the state.

Once in the Senate, Moynihan’s relations with presidents, and his correspondence with them and others, changed somewhat. Now Pat had a major political base, a constituency to represent, and a powerful and prestigious new megaphone at his disposal. No longer an intellectual dabbling in politics, he was a major politician himself. Suddenly media appearances and speeches (on Capitol Hill and at commencements and other forums) were the focus of attention, though his letters embellish details and behind-the-scenes maneuvering.

Moynihan’s ties to President Jimmy Carter in this period were not especially warm. One letter shows Moynihan disagreeing with Carter over the senator’s bill to ease the welfare cost burden on New York, which the White House argued was undercutting the larger cause of welfare reform long championed by Moynihan. Reagan, after ousting Carter in 1980, brought Moynihan back to his liberal roots in many ways. Though Moynihan voted for Reagan’s tax cuts in 1981, he later told correspondents that he eventually understood Reagan’s plan to be a cynical one of tax reductions so drastic they were intended to “starve the beast,” i.e. leave no money left for vital domestic programs. The Iran-Contra episode in Reagan’s second term led to a thorough breach with the administration and with some of his conservative friends, including Podhoretz, Kristol, and Buckley. He defends himself in letters against charges that his dispute with the administration over Nicaragua was undermining the crusade  against Communism in the western hemisphere. The senator argued that he could not fail to challenge the Reagan administration over its misleading of the Senate Intelligence Committee in the mining of Nicaraguan harbors—and its refusal to submit its actions to international courts.

President George H. W. Bush, by contrast, was a good friend from the Nixon years whom Moynihan wanted to support any way he could. Moynihan had stayed with Bush in Beijing on the way back to the United States from India and—as Pat noted in his journal—Barbara Bush even did his laundry. The last throes of the cold war in Bush’s term were a moment of exquisite significance for Moynihan—historically and personally—and for the politics of the American left, which he always felt had flirted irresponsibly with Communism, especially in the 1930s. Moynihan knew and debated with many of those intellectuals of what he called “the authoritarian left” in his note to Nixon, and so vindication at the end was sweet. Perhaps his most heartfelt expressions of joy are in his letters to his constituents, in which Moynihan cannot resist playing the professor, recalling the early debates about Communism and Socialism that he used to hear in Union Square. “I am now a man in his sixties; my first political memories are of New York City in the thirties,” he wrote as he reminisced about those old rallies. “I’m going to ask you to be patient with me and let me walk you through some of those times and places.” Equally penetrating are his thoughts expressed in memos to Senator George Mitchell, the senate majority leader, and memos to himself about his conversations with President Bush on the challenge posed by Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait in 1990. Moynihan argued against a military response and favored economic sanctions instead. Bush tells Moynihan, according to Pat’s memorandum: “I know you are committed the other way but wanted to talk with you anyway.” The President then speaks of his concern over the coming loss of life. Moynihan responds: “Marines do not sign up for summer camp.”

The Clinton era, coinciding with Moynihan’s last term and greatest influence in the Senate, ironically produced more tensions than cooperation. These were spurred by a magazine article quoting an anonymous Clinton aide saying that the incoming White House, if necessary, would “roll over” Moynihan, who had just become Senate Finance Committee chair. Clinton was livid and apologetic, Moynihan records. But the wound didn’t really heal. The letters record how both Pat and Liz Moynihan got their friend Senator Bob Kerrey of Nebraska to provide the crucial yes vote that led to approval of Clinton’s budget in his first year. But there remained a fundamental disagreement between the senator and the White House on other priorities.  Moynihan records that he tried to convince both Hillary and Bill that they should set health care reform aside and push for welfare reform—to no avail. The Clintons were meanwhile irritated that on the eve of the president’s big speech on health care, Moynihan appeared on Meet the Press, deriding the administration’s “fantasy numbers” and declaring that there was “no health care crisis.” They clearly viewed Moynihan as a gadfly scoring intellectual points without offering solutions. In a letter to Hillary in 1992, Moynihan called the breakup of families “the most important issue of social policy” facing the country but added, perhaps a bit self-importantly: “I picked up the early tremors, and have followed the subject for thirty years now. But haven’t the faintest notion as to what, realistically, can be done.”

On health care, the letters show Moynihan’s somewhat pedantic side. The senator kept writing Hillary Clinton, urging that she consult William Baumol, a business professor at New York University, who had argued that rising health care costs were driven by factors beyond the government’s ability to control. (“He has not heard from anyone, and still hopes he might.”) Liz and Pat later got Hillary to meet with Professor Baumol at their apartment. But however interesting she may have found Baumol’s analysis, Hillary obviously did not want to hear that little could be done to restrain costs. In the end, although Moynihan held hearings on health care and got the Finance panel to send a flawed bill to the floor, he wrote in his letters that he found the Clinton approach of elaborate cost controls and government regulation “coercive” and harmful to New York’s teaching hospitals.

Moynihan remained bitter that Clinton supporters portrayed him years later as an obstacle to health care reform—note the angry letters to the New York Times for its article in 2000 endorsing that view. His irritation flared also in 1996, when he proudly and defiantly opposed the Republican-sponsored welfare “reform” that Clinton felt politically pressured to sign into law. That measure ended welfare as an entitlement, and Moynihan predicted that millions of children would soon be sleeping in the streets. He had memorably ridiculed Clinton’s promise to “end welfare as we know it” as “boob bait for the Bubbas,” a term he later said he regretted. But Moynihan did loyally stick with Clinton during the impeachment trials and other battles. And of course in 2000 he turned around and anointed Hillary as his successor in the Senate, without which she might not have won. Hillary responded that year by writing Pat: “If I had listened to you about health care in 1994, I would be far better off today—but more importantly—so would the nation’s health care system.”

The letters from these Senate years are replete with Pat’s roving intellect and interests. He helped Bill Buckley with one of his spy novels. He tried to get into the Guinness Book of World Records for the longest word in the English language, just as he had earlier tried to get himself named for having written the biggest check in history (to India in 1974). He proudly persuaded the  Fontana Dictionary of Modern Thought to run an entry by him on the definition of “ethnicity.” He wrote about secrecy, “cop killer” bullets, human rights in the Soviet Union, and the science of acid rain. He wrote about his hard-luck upbringing, New York politics, and the need for government aid to parochial schools.

He wrote to the Vatican about its misuse of the word “liberal,” to the New Republic about misusing the word “neoconservative,” and to a Clinton cabinet member for incorrectly describing Social Security as an “entitlement” program. He wrote fundraising appeals and about his distaste for fundraising. He wrote sometimes self-indulgently about how few people appreciated his efforts to bring billions of dollars in aid to New York; that no one listened when he warned that someone might try to kill JFK’s accused assassin; that no one understood earlier and better that minority families were breaking up under economic and social pressure; and that Communism was headed for collapse in the 1980s.

A powerfully-recurrent theme of Moynihan’s letters and journals, finally, is his commitment to architecture and public and private spaces as the embodiment of American history and values. In his diary from the early 1950s, Moynihan recorded how he climbed to the top of the dome of St. Paul’s Cathedral for its view of London. In a crypt at St. Paul’s, its architect, Christopher Wren, is buried with the famous inscription, “Lector Si Monumentum Requiris, Circumspice,” or, “Reader, if you seek his monument, look around.” One could easily say the same (in Latin or English) for Moynihan’s legacy in Washington and New York. In 1962, Moynihan wrote the “Guiding Principles for Federal Architecture,” which remain in use by the General Services Administration. They call for architecture to reflect “the dignity, enterprise, vigor, and stability” of the national government and to embody “the finest contemporary American architectural thought” while eschewing “an official style.” His subsequent efforts led to the renovation of Foley Square and the saving of the neoclassical Custom House in Lower Manhattan, the revitalization upstate of the Erie Canal, and the establishment of the Women’s Rights museum and park at Seneca Falls. Hectoring letters to Governors  Cuomo and Pataki, and Mayors Koch, Dinkins, and Giuliani to get these projects under way attest to his persistence. The one unfinished project, of course, is the building of a new Penn Station in the beaux arts home of the old post office building on Eighth Avenue. When completed, it will deservedly be called Moynihan Station.

In Washington, Moynihan presided over the construction of the modernist Hirshhorn Museum, a part of the Smithsonian complex, and stopped the destruction of the old neoclassical Post Office, the beaux arts masterpiece that is Union Station, and the Pension Building, with its vaulted interior reminiscent of a Roman palace. All these projects had many champions, but without Moynihan’s leadership they very likely would not have happened. It was a lifelong irony for Moynihan, as he tirelessly wrote in his letters, that he was attending a meeting in Georgetown on the Friday of November 22, 1963, to discuss plans for renovating Pennsylvania Avenue—then a squalid thorough-fare scarred by parking lots, pawn brokers, tourist traps, and sex shops a stone’s throw from various nondescript government buildings. Their intention was to present their plans to President Kennedy upon his return from a political trip to Texas that weekend. After Kennedy’s death, Jackie Kennedy asked LBJ to continue the project, but Moynihan wrote the architect Nathaniel Owings that Johnson seemed not to be following through. He pleaded with Owings not to abandon hope and wrote Jackie endlessly that he would persevere. The letters continued through the late 1980s, and when the project was just about completed, Jackie wrote Moynihan: “Twenty-five years is a long time to not give up on something. . . . I think that the completed Pennsylvania Avenue will be a monument to your dedication. I hope that Americans realize that. I will be forever grateful, dear Pat, for your messages to me all along the way, for the spirit you brought to something Jack cared about so deeply, and for this happy ending.” Fittingly, a lovely plaza on the avenue has been named Daniel Patrick Moynihan Place in his honor.

In editing and preparing this book, I have often wondered whether these letters may also serve as a kind of monument to Moynihan, or at least a substitute for the autobiography he never got around to writing. My hope is that this legacy in letters, unlike any other in contemporary American history, reflects the plenitude of the man and his loyalties—without exaggerating his achievements or leaving out his foibles. It is fitting, in the end, that when Moynihan said farewell to his constituents and told them in his valedictory newsletter of his gratitude for the Presidential Medal of Freedom, he said it was a moment of joy and melancholy—in part because of the connection to  the first president he served. He included in the newsletter a copy of the memorandum he had sent to President Kennedy in 1963, recommending that such a medal be established. Till the very end, Kennedy remained for Moynihan, as for many of his generation, the political leader who had pulled the sword from the stone.

Almost exactly forty years after that memorandum to JFK, Moynihan died and was buried in Arlington Cemetery, as he asked in one of the letters included in this book. His closing words in his last newsletter, written from the little schoolhouse in the woods, near a meadow and a stream in Pindars Corners, were: “So there it is. Outside the goldenrod mixed with blue aster is gleaming. And signaling time to go. And so again, Liz and I are ever grateful.”

The country can be grateful, too.
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A note on the text: Spelling errors, resulting from mistyping or other factors, have been corrected in the letters in this book.






CHAPTER ONE

“I Think We Are Going to Make History”

After a tour in the Navy and three years in graduate school, Daniel Patrick Moynihan found himself in London on a Fulbright scholarship, studying at the London School of Economics while completing his dissertation on the International Labor Organization. The letters in this chapter trace his career concerns there to his time in the state capitol in Albany working for Governor Averell Harriman, and later at Syracuse University, and finally to his deepening interest in the campaign of Senator John F. Kennedy for the Democratic presidential nomination. In this period, he forms a partnership with his lifelong friend and coauthor Nathan Glazer, which in turn leads him into ethnicity as a scholarly subject. From there he serves President Kennedy first as an assistant to the secretary of labor and then as assistant secretary. The shattering event of Kennedy’s assassination thrusts him into an uneasy relationship with President Johnson, whom Moynihan suspected distrusted him as a Kennedy loyalist. Nevertheless, Moynihan pursues the explosive subjects of poverty, unemployment, and race, which came to define his career.
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This first job application by Moynihan was submitted to the International Labor Organization in Geneva shortly after he arrived in London on a Fulbright to prepare his dissertation on the history of the I.L.O. It suggests that he was at least thinking about a career outside the academic world. The job did not materialize.


29 MARCH 1951 
W. CALDWELL 
HEAD OF PERSONNEL OFFICE 
INTERNATIONAL LABOR OFFICE 
GENEVA, SWITZERLAND



Dear Mr. Caldwell,

I am accompanying my application for the post of Member of Section in the Legal Division with a personal data sheet that should assist you in assessing my qualifications. For convenience I will here specifically refer to the categories enumerated in the Notice of Vacancy.1. Nationality: United States of America

2. Age: 24

3. University Degree:
Bachelor of Naval Science 
Bachelor of Arts (cum laude) 
Master of Arts





4. Technical qualifications: My best legal training is in the field of international law to which I have devoted much of three years of post-graduate training as well as five years of under graduate work. Having taught American Government, I have a good knowledge of American constitutional law and a fair knowledge of the subject as a whole. My general legal training has derived primarily from my studies of labor law which has been extensive, particularly since beginning work on my Ph. D. thesis “The United States and the International Labor Organization.”

5. Languages: English is my native language. I have a good working knowledge of French, a fair reading ability in Spanish, and some German.



In closing I should like to point out that the position for which I am applying represents, for me, more than just a good job—it represents a career for which I have been preparing many years. The International Labor Organization is something I believe in; I want to work for it and with it. For my part I am certain that this is a job I can do and do well. I sincerely hope that I will be given the opportunity to do so.
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While on his Fulbright, Moynihan became interested in Labour Party politics and met a number of left-wing intellectuals, giving rise to suspicion of Communist sympathies  by some in the armed forces. This letter to the commander of the “Office of Special Investigations” in the U.S. Air Force in London indicates his concern that suspicions of that he harbored Communist sympathies were not only misplaced—they could derail his career ambitions.

 



 



21 MAY 1953 
COLONEL KIRBY M. GILLETTE 
COMMANDING 
OFFICE OF SPECIAL INVESTIGATIONS—U.K. DETACHMENT 
UNITED STATES AIR FORCE 
KEYSIGN HOUSE 
421-429 OXFORD STREET 
LONDON W.I

 



Dear Colonel Gillette:

I would like to thank you for the courtesy and understanding with which you received me on the 13th; throughout this unfortunate business you have been an unfailing source of reassurance and confidence without which I should be far more disturbed than I am. I deeply appreciate it and want you to know how grateful I am.

One thing remains. As you know, Captain Brown went over my “file” as you requested and afterwards pointed out to me a matter of such importance that I must bring it to your attention. When I was called in by Mr. Segal and told that I was suspected of communist sympathies, I was given to understand that this suspicion was based on two things: my having been seen reading the “Daily Worker” and having been seen at the Unity Theater. These of course are entirely circumstantial matters which of themselves indicate nothing whatever. Knowing of nothing else, I was appalled to think that so fantastic and potentially disastrous an allegation could rest on such meaningless trivia. It insults my intelligence to ask why I read the “Daily Worker.” Besides, the Air Force buys it and posts it on our bulletin board, etc. That is why I came to you, explained my concern, and asked if there was not something else behind all this. If there was I wanted a complete and exhaustive investigation of every allegation made against me. If there was not, I wanted an apology. I repeated this request to Major Jaynes at some length, but I was not told of any other allegation. Now I understand, from Captain Brown, that there was another. An allegation of an entirely different order than the insignificant nonsense I  was originally told about: some person or persons have alleged that during 1951 I made statements evidencing a sympathy with communism. This is not true. But it is an allegation of substance and importance which gave you every reason to pursue the matter. I feel everything is a lot clearer to me now, but I am also confirmed in my original impression that I was not given a full opportunity to defend myself for the simple reason that I was not told about the only meaningful and serious allegation that was made about me.

I consider this a matter of the highest importance. Things being how they are in the world, it is not possible for an organization such as yours to inform persons such as myself who are their accusers, what information is known about them, and so forth. I regret this, just as you regret it, but I also recognize that it is necessary and inevitable if you are properly to do your job. However, because of this it is doubly important that a person in my position be given every opportunity to defend himself by being told exactly what he is suspected of. Because this was not done originally, I would like now to make a statement which I request you to place in my “file.”

During the first eight months of 1951 I was studying at the London School of Economics on a Fulbright Fellowship. Afterwards I was employed by the U.S. Air Force. I was not then nor have I ever been a communist sympathizer. During the year, as part of my activities with the American Students Association I spoke in defense of American foreign policy before local political organizations of the Labour or Conservative Parties. Late in January, in reply to an attack by Professor G.D.H. Cole, I wrote a letter defending American foreign policy to the “New Statesman & Nation” which received some attention. During the first half of the year I was continuously in the company of Mr. John E. Barry, a young but distinguished Member of the Oklahoma Bar. My tutor at L.S.E. was W. Pickles, Esq., a well known authority on European socialist thought. During the year I met and came to know Mr. Howard K. Smith, European Director of the Columbia Broadcasting System. These are men of competence and position who know me and know what were my political sympathies at that time. If any question exists, I ask that they be consulted. I do not know whether the person or persons who accused me did so out of maliciousness or out of stupidity, but they were wrong and I want it clearly established that they were wrong.

I am sorry to have troubled you yet again in this matter, but you have made it clear how concerned you are about this subject and I have not hesitated to do so. I wish once more to thank you, Major Jaynes and Captain Brown for your great consideration.

[image: 005]

Following his defeat for reelection, Governor Averell Harriman gave his papers to Syracuse University and enlisted Moynihan to use them to write a history of his years as governor. The history was never published.

 



 



14 JANUARY 1959

 



Dear Governor:

You will be pleased and no doubt relieved to learn that in a scant week and a half I have so far mastered the rudiments of University bureaucracy as to have persuaded them to buy me a typewriter and find me a place to use it! This is the only visible sign of progress on our project to date, but I attach to it the greatest symbolic importance.

As Dean [Harlan] Cleveland [of the Maxwell School at Syracuse] has written, the papers have arrived in great quantity and reasonably good order. The Dean of Libraries, Wayne Yenawine, is really quite delighted with your generosity and is taking great pains with the rearrangements that the arrival of the papers entail. To begin with he moved 17,000 books down from the top floor, a sort of oversized attic, in order to provide a spacious and well defined area in which to house the collection. This room is now being entirely refurbished. It is to be repainted, equipped with fluorescent lights and air-conditioned in order to provide the necessary humidity control for sulphite paper as well as to make the area livable in the summer. All of this will take some time, and will delay us a bit, but I consider it absolutely essential if the Harriman papers are going to invite research in the years to come, rather than defy it, which is most often the case with such collections. The Dean is now in Washington looking for an archivist. If he is successful, I think we have the makings of an important research center. We certainly hope you will come up to see the arrangements when they are completed.

I have received 4-year reports from Civil Defense, Correction, Health, Insurance, Labor, Military and Naval Affairs, Public Service, Social Welfare and State Police. I don’t really expect to get any more except from Jack Bingham who is editing a draft he finished a few weeks ago. The only thing I will really miss is an account from Dean [Paul] Appleby [of the Maxwell School]. I mean to write him about coming to Syracuse, etc., and indicate I hope to talk with him about the early years. However, if you were to ask him to put  something on paper I am sure he would be happy and indeed pleased. His address for the rest of the winter is Kings Ranch Resort, Apache Junction, Arizona.

I would like to talk with you about our project now that I have some ideas about it. Perhaps you will have some time next week? I will call Mrs. McCray early next week to enquire. . . .
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Margaret (Peggy) O’Donnell, a Moynihan family friend and executive assistant to the governor of Massachusetts, tried to help Moynihan after he was stopped and arrested at a police roadblock in the Berkshires. The police were looking for a bank robber who wore an Irish hat and tweed jacket. She tried to enlist a local Democratic notable, Bill Goggins Jr., for which Moynihan was grateful.

 



 



17 MARCH 1959

 



My dear Pagean,

A word only to tell you I am once again a free man and ever more your slave. The fact that I really did appear to know you and that you would refer me to Bill Goggins had an, if anything, alarmingly magical affect on the assembled constabulary of Pittsfield. They called chez Goggins only to find everyone out of town save a younger brother named Anthony. He very kindly and without hesitation agreed to come over and cash a check for me. However, before he had left the house I managed to get the money through some people at the Shaker settlement outside of town and was able to save him the trip. As I do not have his address, could I ask you the final favor of expressing to him my very sincere appreciation for his unhesitating courtesy. It was a fine thing to do.

On the other hand, you can keep Trooper White! There I was of a soft Saturday afternoon in March driving along a tiny country road in the Berkshires—not speeding—when I found myself entering a hamlet. From nowhere a trooper suddenly steps out into the road and orders me to halt. Which I did, only to find myself under arrest and being treated not like a speeder so much as an escaped criminal. Unhappily, and wouldn’t you know, I did not have my automobile registration papers with me. However, I had official plates on my car (I am a lame duck Commissioner) and all manner of identification, in addition  to my license. I urged the Trooper to call the New York State police who would identify me and while they could not at a distance guarantee that I was not driving a stolen car, could at least vouch for my character and verify the fact that I would be entitled to official license plates. I would have thought this was an elemental courtesy to be afforded an official of a neighbor state. If I turned out to be lying, well, so much the worse for me. But surely there was no harm in doing what I asked. Trooper White would have none of it, but rather took the attitude that my simple request made me even more suspicious and hauled me off to jail, having first suggested that the fact that I was using a safety belt when stopped was a sure indication that I was a professional speeder, if not indeed a fugitive from justice.

On arrival at Pittsfield I pleaded not guilty to the charge of speeding—on the grounds that the Trooper had not followed me one foot, but had only seen me coming down the road towards him, and then could only have watched me for two or three seconds, that being a twisty, country road. As you may know, I became something of the office expert and I know that no New York State Trooper would dare arrest a man for speeding on the basis of such wholly and utterly unreliable evidence. ... The fact seems to be that there was an accident in the village some time ago and White was making a show for the local citizenry. Unfortunately I was the victim. When I got to the police station I found I was charged not with violating some specific speed limitation, which I would have argued, but rather with driving at an “unreasonable” speed. Or perhaps it was not driving at a “reasonable” speed. At all events it was the kind of charge in which my word against a police officers would not count for much, so I pleaded guilty and gave them $18.00.

Upon learning that I knew someone who knew Bill Goggins, Trooper White became quite solicitous, indeed anxious. I have nothing against him, but will not recommend him for preferment as he seemed to expect I might!

Once again, I am glad I found you. It is a source of great comfort to have friends in high places. I shall be in Boston before very long and will stop by to see you in all your glory.

The blessings of this day on you.
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After publishing an article about auto safety in THE REPORTER, Moynihan discussed with Henry Robbins, editor of Alfred A. Knopf, the possibility of writing a book on that subject and also a book about the Harriman administration in Albany.


MAY 14, 1959

 



Dear Mr. Robbins:

I was afraid I would get a letter such as yours. The fact is I wrote The Reporter  piece in an almost frantic effort to get the subject of traffic safety out of my system and so get on with my “real” work. Without ever intending or expecting to, I found myself getting more and more involved with this problem during the latter years of the Harriman administration and when I left the government it followed me. I then got the idea that stating what I knew in print would have the effect of turning the problem over to my successors, as it were. Instead I find myself more than ever involved: in a small way publicly, but primarily as a personal concern. I have received letters from first rate physicians throughout the nation actually pleading with me to write a book telling what we all know on the subject (through all the letters of the older men the theme keeps pounding: The Jungle). I have received all manner of publishing offers—although none from a firm of Knopf’s stature and seriousness. But most of all, I suppose, I find myself beginning to react, much as have some of the doctors I wrote about, to the plain arrogant indifference in Detroit to what I had to say. Not a sound, not a shrug, has issued from the mid-West. I honestly believe I could get the article enacted as the 26th Amendment to the Constitution and the attitude at General Motors would be “Who reads law books?” . . .

(I came around to my present position only by way of the idea that this was, after all, a cultural problem; introducing the concept of safety, with its association of pain and loss would impair if not in fact destroy the personal and social symbolism of the American automobile which is as precious to those who manufacture them as to those who buy them. Hence their opposition. After all GM had averaged 24% net profit after taxes on its gross investment during the decade 1948-57. How could they be concerned about a few pennies for padded dashboards? I have since, however, come to modify that Idea.) . . .

I am utterly convinced traffic safety is an idea whose time has come. I would incline to think we were not ready for it as little as ten years ago—but there has since been a profound change of attitude, not unconnected, I should think, with the downgrading of the automobile as a status symbol. People don’t put statues of the Virgin Mary on the dashboard of automobiles that represent worldly affluence and success to them. The public is deeply, if inarticulately, troubled. 1,400,000 people have died tawdry, painful, meaningless  deaths. They were young mostly, and they are remembered. 5,000,000 people a year are seriously hurt. Tens of thousands of police, government officials and service organization members have been working on the problem with the greatest earnestness but now are beginning to realize they are not getting anywhere because, in a sense, they have been misled as to what is the problem.

I must not go on like this, however, as the point of my letter is to say that I simply could not consider doing such a book at the present time as I am committed to the University to finish the Harriman project within a year or so. If you feel you can wait, however, I would be interested in taking this up next. There would be one advantage in such a delay: a number of extremely interesting and significant research projects on this subject, the first of their kind, have just got underway, financed by the Federal Government. . . . On the other hand, if you get in now, you are sure to get in first. Let me say, however, that I am utterly convinced a book must be written and I have no hesitation to plead with you, as men like Horace Campbell have pleaded with me, to do something about it and will be pleased to do what I can to help.

It was characteristically good of Editor Bingham to mention my Harriman administration book. The working title is “Government in the Empire State.” I hope to produce a volume somewhere in between Warren Moscow’s  Politics in the Empire State and V. O. Key’s American State Politics: a description of the government process as it actually works in New York State, but related to some general propositions about State government as a national problem. The Governor has turned over the entire files of the Executive Chamber, including his personal papers, to Syracuse University for my exclusive use. Good or bad, I believe this will be the first descriptive account of State administration by someone who was part of it and subsequently had full access to its records.The Governor has put up the money for the project, but he has made it clear I am wholly on my own. He is much too big a man to have any interest in an apologia and may I say his performance has no especial need of one. On the other hand the record of the four years shows the desperate limitations of State government in our time. Either we should make it work or we should abolish it. I have not yet given any real thought to the problem of publication, but I should be most interested to talk with you about it, particularly as you published both Politics in the Empire State  and American State Politics.

I get to New York regularly and, if you like, will let you know next time I am to be there. And again, thank you for your encouragement.
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Moynihan’s work on the Harriman book project went slowly. (It was never published.) Harriman also wrote Moynihan saying he thought his approach to auto safety was “too single-minded” and filled with “curious omissions and implications,” including the failure to give Harriman more credit for being on top of the subject.

 



 



JUNE 23, 1959

 



My dear Governor,

... Our project has been moving along well. After six months of exasperating delay, I have finally got the Executive Chamber to provide me with a set of your press releases—all of which were kept behind, unbeknown to any of us. I have been doing a fair amount of traveling, gathering information and conducting interviews. I was in Washington last week for several long and most valuable discussions with Dean Appleby. He and Mrs. Appleby are in thriving health and spirits and send you their warm good wishes.

I can report a truly enormous response to the Reporter article on traffic safety. Thousands on thousands of reprints have been ordered, from all over the world. The insurance industry has sent copies to a mailing list of ten thousand executives. The Cornell people have sent two thousand to physicians and public health officials around the country. It is going into the Congressional Record and will be used as a discussion paper at a forthcoming meeting of the Council of Europe. All in all I think we have established the fact that the Harriman administration was “First” in the scientific approach to this problem, and I think you will find in years to come that it wins us a place in American history.

Politics are more discouraging. I find Rockefeller has completely neutralized our “liberals” leaving the opposition to the State Committee mentality whose entire notion of what’s wrong with our Republican Governor is that he is “a radical and a spender.” . . .
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Moynihan shows increased interest in education issues, including the requirement of loyalty affidavits for teachers, in this letter to Helen Rowan, education specialist at the Carnegie Corporation.

 



 



OCTOBER 27, 1959

 



Dear Helen:

I was much taken by the account in yesterday’s Times of the 54th Annual Report of the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching. I am dimly aware you and they are not the same, but I assume there is some sinister form of interlocking directorate which would enable you to obtain for me a copy and I should be grateful indeed were you to do so.

Throughout my four years in quandary one of the things I found most curious was the ease with which we obtained money for the education of children formally denoted as “uneducable,” while I could not interest the most wild eyed, radical, give-a-way, spender in the notion of a program of special state aid to provide “enriched” programs for the smart kids. The fact is, I believe, that the only new education program begun in New York State under Harriman was a system of state aid for the education of morons. Had we not been relieved of our burdens, I am sure we should now be working on visual aids for idiots. I ought not to sound cruel, but the faintly distasteful fact behind this is that the allocation of resources in education, as elsewhere, reflects the political power of the interests concerned, and where the parents of backward children were organized parents of the bright ones were not. . . .

Finally, let me get to the real point of my letter which is to say that I am thinking of making an effort to test the constitutionality of the loyalty affidavit—not the oath, which is a lost cause—in the Defense Education Act. I think I can raise the money and make a case on the basis of the First Amendment. I wonder if somewhere along the line Carnegie has not sponsored some studies of this question which you might direct me to. I need grounds. I genuinely think that the present Court would be receptive to an argument that the constitutional government of the United States is not competent to inquire into the question of “belief.” The Government has the right to determine in what way a citizen intends to act, and may properly require a citizen to state his intentions in this respect. However a man’s beliefs cannot of themselves constitute any threat to the Republic. A Fortiori, as the lawyers say, in that belief cannot be demonstrated it ought not to be alleged. It is my thought  that if a case could be got to the court the Judges themselves could think up reasons why the damn thing is unconstitutional. In the meantime I would like to know if Carnegie has had any thoughts on such subjects. . . .
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Irving Kristol, editor of THE REPORTER, introduced Moynihan to Nathan Glazer, and suggested they team up in writing the study of ethnicity that later became BEYOND THE MELTING POT. Note the salutation, “My dear Glazer,” which indicates that the two did not know each other well yet. Later letters are addressed to “Nat.” (In his reply two days later, Glazer appended a postscript: “So it’s Pat Moynihan? I am so parochial I didn’t even know that Daniel might equal Pat!”)


 



 



APRIL 7, 1960 
MR. NATHAN GLAZER 
309 WEST 90 STREET 
NEW YORK, NEW YORK

 



My dear Glazer,

... I am fascinated by your project. It happens at this very moment I am trying to explain in writing how the political appointments of the Harriman administration reflected the ethnic groups and dynamics of the New York City democratic party, with particular attention to the Irish-Italian-Jewish triangle, or triumvirate, if you will. All of this makes sense to me, or at least it seems to, but I am finding it difficult to state the process in terms that will be acceptable to political scientists reading a book about the government of New York State. A book put together by you on the whole subject would be a marvelous thing to read. I may be wrong, but my experience of fifteen months in a university suggests to me that such a book might also help considerably with the education of some of our political scientists.

I would be delighted to try to do the Irish essay for you. The subject has absorbed me for a number of years, for the usual complex of reasons. I grew up on a neighborhood so completely Irish I didn’t really learn I was Irish until I joined the Navy. For a good while I was interested in the subject only as it provided an explanation for the things that were wrong with the way I was brought up, but time, a long visit to Kerry and a decade of Tammany politics,  have given me a somewhat more detached view. I think. At all events it would be a subject on which I have a fair number of misconceptions.

This would be the problem in accepting your offer. I am not a sociologist and know nothing of the literature. This would present a genuine danger for you. Moreover, I am very weak on immigrant history. I will admit membership in the American Irish Historical Society, but you will not be surprised to learn this has little to do with history. In fact about the only thing I have to offer is a reasonably good knowledge of the Irish role in the current political-economical life of the city, and some doubtless distorted notions about the role of the Church in the life of the city. (I ought to say in candor that while I am reasonably strict in my observances, I am like Lord Melbourne, more a buttress of the church than a pillar, in that I support it from the outside.)

These are the shortcomings I know of and will admit to. There are others you will be quick to discern. But if you still want to talk about it I would be delighted for any opportunity to meet you. . . .

With many thanks for your kind offer and for a decade of good reading, I am,

Cordially,
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Moynihan thanks Kristol for introducing him to Nathan Glazer.

 



 



MAY 3, 1960

 



My dear Irving,

I have just returned from a trip to New York undertaken for the curiously conjoint purpose of attending the Tammany dinner and talking with Nathan Glazer about his project on the nationalities of New York.

He has asked me—on your recommendation—to do the chapter on the Irish. For the usual jumble of reasons, this is an enormously important thing for me. I have agreed, perhaps too eagerly, certainly with too little thought to the other things I shall have to do before the year is out, but I couldn’t turn it down. It is necessary, however, to write to you to tell you how truly grateful I am and at the same time to warn you of the risk you have taken! Yet I shall  be doubly concerned, lest dishonor touch we ‘Sons of City College’ as the old refrain has it.

Glazer is a lovely man: and so damned smart. It will be a great experience working with him—and that is but the least of the things for which I thank you.

I trust your children are restored and plans for Europe are abuzzing.

[image: 012]

Moynihan responds to an effort by Albert Imlah, dean of the Fletcher School and Moynihan’s former professor, to rally academics behind Adlai Stevenson for president in 1960. His mention of Catholic resentment over what was done to “Al” by “that snot nose from Groton and Harvard” refers to Al Smith and Franklin Roosevelt.

 



 



JUNE 26, 1960 
MR. ALBERT IMLAH 
FLETCHER SCHOOL OF LAW & DIPLOMACY 
MEDFORD 35, MASSACHUSETTS

 



Dear Dr. Imlah:

Any letter,1 howsoever public, from a former professor commands a reply. The obligation is the greater if the reply is to be negative. I will therefore ask a moment of your time to explain why, as a member of the New York delegation to the Democratic National Convention I will not, at the outset, support Adlai Stevenson, despite the fact that I completely share your feelings as to his unique greatness as a leader of our party.

A word of personal history is necessary here. After finishing my second year at Fletcher I went to England on a Fulbright fellowship to the London School of Economics in the late summer of 1950. I remained in Europe for three years. These were bad years for America and particularly bad for an American in Europe. Not having the confidence in my own knowledge of our country to oppose with any vigor the European view of events, I watched the perils of the Korean war, the emergence of [Senator Joseph] McCarthy and   the debate over foreign policy through English and French eyes. It was, you know, a troubling sight.

Then Adlai Stevenson emerged from all the mess and, along with all of Europe, I was stirred by his vision, his understanding, and the great courage that underlay his high spirits. Then, I with the rest, was startled by his defeat. The last journey of my wanderjahre was to Berlin and Vienna to observe in the one what Russian tanks did to Europeans who believed in the doctrine of liberation and in the other to see what Cohn and Schine did to Americans who shared the same confidence in the pronouncements of their leaders. . . .

My eye opening had just begun. Personally I had a comparatively easy time of it. I managed to get to Albany with the Harriman administration and in time got to be Secretary to the Governor, the youngest person, I might say, ever to hold the post. After we went out in 1958 I was made secretary of the policy committee of the Democratic State Committee and have generally served as one of the organization eggheads, a lonely eminence but one not without rewards and which, in particular, provides an opportunity to keep in touch with the rank and file of this giant working class party. It is in this connection that I have been kept in a state of permanent dilation.

I found to my shock that it was not the Republicans who had rejected Adlai Stevenson, but the Democrats. The working class and the lower middle class in New York State—that is the only state I claim to know anything about, and in as far as my remarks extend, although I doubt things would be much different in, say, Massachusetts—had profoundly lost confidence in the principles of foreign policy, even of public and social policy which most liberals regard as essentially self-evident and substantially unquestioned. Stevenson had in fact attracted a significant vote from the professional and upper elements that normally vote Republican. But he lost Brooklyn and the Bronx in droves. The hard truth is that much of this resulted not from the attractions of Eisenhower but from plain hostility towards Stevenson and the Democratic national leadership. . . .

Now what is the point of all this, which you know well enough anyway? The point is that Jack Kennedy, who stands for everything Stevenson stands for, and is if anything a bit more decisive about it, produces just the opposite reaction among these people. They trust him, they like him, they agree with him. They want him to win. Again, I can’t explain it fully. His being Irish and Catholic explain much of it, of course. The Democratic Party in New York is still Irish and Catholic and the memory of Al Smith is still cruelly alive. (So  much of the ruthless attack on the institutions of the White Anglo-Saxon Protestant establishment, for Foreign Service officers, the Harvard professors, the Achesons which gave objectives to the McCarthy movement, was really a kind of hidden, belated revenge for what was done to “Al” by that snot nose from Groton and Harvard). But it is something more than that. Race and religion is not everything in politics. (I would say it was only about 99% in New York!) There is still something left over for things like public policy. In this fraction of the political mind open to reason, I think the realization has spread, particularly in the past two months, that the Republican administration has brought the country to deep trouble, not all of which was inevitable, some of which, perhaps, could have been prevented had Stevenson been elected. Our people are ready to vote for the Democratic national ticket again, but it is too much to ask them at the same time to vote for a man they have voted against twice previously. I think this may be the clue to so much of the enthusiasm about Kennedy in the minds of the right-wing Democrats: he represents on and to the old arguments and the old generation of leaders. Whatever it is, it is something to behold. Our delegation caucused in Albany last week; the feeling for Kennedy was intense. The Bronx delegation came up raging mad at a rumor that the Stevenson forces were going to block an endorsement of their man. If you consider that Roy Cohn, and his father Judge Cohn, are members in eminently good standing of the Bronx Democratic Organization, and that Kennedy only a few days prior to our caucus had made a foreign policy speech Cohn and Schine would have labeled “Communist” eight years ago, you can measure the curiosity of the event. The fact simply is that the Irish Catholics who run the New York organizations were joining the Democratic party again and it made everyone feel good.

Thus my argument comes to this: Kennedy can win. But it is a bit more than just that which concerns me. For seven years now I have been working more or less full-time in New York politics and with each year I have become more concerned with the increasingly rigid, irreconcilable opposition of the catholics to so much of liberal doctrine, particularly in foreign affairs. ... Just as Lippmann urged in 1952 that only a Republican administration could continue the foreign policies of the Truman administration, I now suggest that only Kennedy can give Americans government based on the principles and programs of Adlai Stevenson. If Kennedy can’t get it, I shall of course support Stevenson, but I don’t think we’ll reach that fourth ballot. As for the big one in November, I can report that right along our polls have shown Kennedy  ahead of all the other candidates in the vote he would get against Nixon. For some time he was doing well enough, 51% as against 45% for Stevenson, but the poll taken week before last, he had risen to an astonishing 58% of the vote. Even if this is more or less out of the question, we still have the makings of victory. . . .
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Moynihan reports to Theodore Sorensen, Kennedy’s speechwriter and close aide, on progress lining up support for Kennedy in New York.

 



 



JUNE 27, 1960

 



Dear Ted:

... You would have been enormously heartened by the atmosphere of our caucus in Albany last Thursday. People, who between you and me, abhor as radical and visionary just about everything your boss stands for, were ready to shed blood on his behalf. By the curious magic of leadership they were joining the Democratic Party again after all these dreary years of McCarthyism, and the rest. It was a wonderful sight for us to see and a grand omen for Los Angeles.

Perhaps I will see you there. Count on 110 votes for Kennedy in New York.
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Reporting to Nathan Glazer about the Democratic convention in Los Angeles, where Kennedy got the presidential nomination. Moynihan was a proud delegate from New York.

 



 



JULY 20, 1960

 



Dear Nat:

... Los Angeles was almost worth it. I got caught up running errands and writing second speeches for Harriman (nine drafts!) which kept me away from some of the traditional kinds of fun, but it did give me a chance to solidify  my relations with the Kennedy staff, which will, I hope, turn out to be a useful thing to have done. I must say I came away much impressed by him and, perhaps particularly, by the kind of people he has around him. On my level you never get to know a big man really. I incline to think that no one ever gets to know really big men. On the other hand, I do know a bit about the kind of staffs the different kind of political leaders pick, and I can assure you everything I saw about the Kennedy crowd is flattering to their boss. They are tough, individual, straight and fiendishly free of the blind spots that give a pattern to reality for most of us. They made everyone else look not so much amateurish as antiquated. The era of the filibuster died in that town last week, but so equally did the era of the New Republic.

I think I got some good material for us. In an interesting way it was very much an Irish show. Apart from the South, which seemed so irrelevant, and apart from Adlai, who seemed so unreal, Kennedy plain dominated it, with his staff of O’Donnell and O’Brien plus brothers and sisters. His chief manager was Bailey of Conn., his chief allies Brown of California, Lawrence of Penn., Daley of Chicago, etc. These men ran the convention. On top of it, far the best speech was [Senator Eugene] McCarthy’s tribute to the memory of A.E.S. [Adlai E. Stevenson].

The Jews were noticeably restless with the reports of Kennedy Sr.’s anti-semitism. Either Stevenson or Johnson circulated a planted column of Drew Pearson reporting a captured German document in which some Nazi diplomat recounts a conversation in which Kennedy apparently said it was alright to kill Jews so long as it was not done in public. Ugh. True or not, it will be circulated in widening circles. . . .
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Moynihan thanks Mayor Robert F. Wagner Jr., for whom he campaigned in 1955, for leading the New York delegation in Los Angeles.

 



 



JULY 20, 1960

 



Dear Mayor Wagner:

In the difficulties ahead it may be of some consolation, even some use to you to know how very much it meant to delegates such as myself to have you  as our chairman at Los Angeles. It would not be too much to say that you gave us our dignity back—after too many years of being lumped in with the entourage of hoodlums and shysters that our leaders have surrounded themselves with in the knowledge, conscious or not, that the best way to keep people docile is to keep them ashamed of themselves.

For all I am an immigrant up here, I feel I can speak for many up-staters in saying I confidently expect and hope that this will not have been our last taste of liberty—or leadership.
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Moynihan offers suggestions to Nathan Glazer about their book and thoughts about the presidential race.

 



 



AUGUST 15, 1960

 



Dear Nat,

A few random thoughts which might be worth recording:

... Have you thought of sending an expedition up to the Yale Center on Alcohol or whatever the exact title is? Over the years I have noted reports of theirs to the effect that the Irish have the most alcoholics, the Jews the fewest, etc. This would indicate they have done some good ethnic studies on alcohol use and possibly related matters. There is so little information of this sort—and anyway, attitudes to alcohol are surely of sufficient importance in themselves—that I would think we might be rewarded if we made a general approach. I mention this only because I will want to do this on my own in any event, but it occurs to me that you would find that Irish have the most, etc., and information on negroes et al. in between would also be of interest. As a respectable academic enterprise I should think they would want to help us. I have some friends among the alumni, the rich alumni that is, whom I am sure would put in a word for us if needed. . . .

The way we figure it up here, Jacqueline Kennedy’s pregnancy is going to be the key to the election: the protestants can’t help recognizing and approving it as an example of planned parenthood; the catholics will surely applaud the advent of a large family; the only opposition we’ve heard of came from Nixon himself who apparently figures he’s been screwed out of the election.

[image: 017]


Moynihan expresses concern to Glazer about conservative anti-Communist Catholic opposition to Kennedy. THE BROOKLYN TABLET is the newspaper of the Brooklyn Catholic Archdiocese. McCarthy is Senator Joe McCarthy, the anti-Communist crusader censured by the Senate.


 



 



SEPTEMBER 1, 1960

 



Dear Nat,

I am in a black mood myself, mostly brought on by you. A few months ago, thanks to you, I resumed my reading of the Brooklyn Tablet. Contrary to the impression one might have had from the Europe of the thirties, fascism is a limitlessly dreary avocation and the observation of its proponents is hardly more inspiriting. But in the process I have come to realize that the—the what? nihilism—of the Irish Catholic leadership in the country has gone so far now that we’ve decided not to agree with them about McCarthy, et al., that they are even going to cut Kennedy. The Tablet is filled with correspondence about how could he be a good katlik when he went to all those commie schools. Now today I read in the Times that the Jews are going to cut him because of his old man (good enough reason, granted, but don’t hurt less for being justified). As you would say, these are things I knew anyway—from a month of trying to get Citizens for Kennedy off the ground in Syracuse—but I hate like hell seeing it proved for me in print. I think we are going under, but don’t say I said so. . . .

You seemed to have written about everything I can think of. Your Commentary piece quite fascinating. Although the Irish and Scots developed distilling, I would incline to question whether the medieval celts had enough extra grain ever to distill any significant amount of liquor—we might thus find they are the current victims of their own product which they are only now able to hurt themselves with. (A friend and I have been exploring the possibility that the relatively declining death rate in automobile accidents, which we think we can show is accompanied by an increasing injury rate, is that the death susceptibles are being weeded out of the population. We have already killed about 2 million people in cars in only little more than one generation, so that this might be the case, or rather could be.) However, I know  the Irish drinking is connected with their sexual repression. You will, however, have to supply me with proof of this, as I wouldn’t know what proof looks like in such matters. But one could make the case, could one not, if a people have preserved intact their religion and their drinking pattern from the old country, that there is a strong indication other patterns may be preserved as well.

Incidentally, do we think races are different? Do Chinamen incline to do things differently than Sicilians? Dogs do, don’t they? Almost all the other breeds and species of animals have different characteristics. Are there not such differences among men, or are we essentially of the same stock and therefore of one breed. . . .

Two items of city lore before leaving you in haste to rally the registrants of the 15th Ward. The word “shikker” in your opening of the Commentary article. From way back in my childhood I recall dimly a street song which the Irish kids picked up from the children of the shopkeepers in our neighborhood. It went something like this, phonetically,



Shikker iss a goy  
Shikker iss a goy  
Shikker iss a trinken missa  
Vile eir iss a goy.




[As] I recall it, it was a Yiddish drinking song intent on describing the goyim as drunks while jews drank! . . .

Do not despair. If Kennedy loses we will have a grand time proving how prejudice did it, which will make our book, or rather your book and my chapter, even more important. Asked why he gave all his musicals Irish names, George M. Cohan said “The Jews come anyway.” This way we might sell some Catholic copies too.
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More frustration conveyed to Glazer about Kennedy’s political difficulties. “Editor P. of Commentary” is Norman Podhoretz, who wrote an article in COMMENTARY  saying there was little difference between Kennedy and Vice President Richard Nixon.


SEPTEMBER 17, 1960

 



Dear Nat,

... Much disturbed about Editor P. of Commentary and his outrageous snot nose-ism about Kennedy and Nixon being much of a muchness with nothing to distinguish or recommend either to a cultivated political palate. Let them keep it up. Eight years of government by Normon Vincent Peale may sharpen his appetite if it does not improve his taste.

Outraged by Dr. Dennis Wrong’s article on Liberal Hero Rockefeller. I have hardly ever read such hopelessly wrongheaded blather. Yet there is much to be learned from it. The facts as I understand them are that Rockefeller has not been a good Governor, or rather he has not been in any way a “liberal” one as we have come to associate the word. I know something about this subject and I assure you he has pretty much hewed to a very conservative Republican program, interspersed with speeches about the quest for excellence. Yet he remains the darling of the left of center Democrats. I think this gives us a clue to a momentous movement in American politics: the Liberals are discovering their class interest. For half a century people we call liberals have identified themselves with the class interests of the workers. As they have succeeded in their object, this has brought about a certain impairment of their own interests, while it has greatly expanded their numbers. Today many, perhaps most liberals, the likes of you and me, are penniless, but happily not witless. But we are vulnerable and we do need help from government for various things. Such as college education for our children. In the latter years we have been finding that initiative we have built up keeps the public housing programs rolling somewhat and the minimum wage levels rising, etc., but in the meantime damn little political support can be mastered for issues of interest to the Liberals as a class—again, higher education or health insurance. In the meantime our beloved workers are voting for Senator McCarthy who wants to make things even harder for us. The result is a considerable disenchantment with Tammany Hall and a marked interest for chaps who talk about the quest for excellence and seek it by sales taxes. (Dig Galbraith.) . . .
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Moynihan’s “Impressions of the 1960 Convention” in Los Angeles.

First and last: Never again Los Angeles. The purpose of a national convention is to bring representatives of the state parties together; the effect of Los Angeles was [to] keep them apart.

The delegations were isolated, each in its own hotel, hours away from any other. (Distances are measured in automobile driving time.) There was little of the mingling and exchange of greetings and even, occasionally, ideas that take place in circumstances such as Chicago provides. Once the hotel switch-boards broke down even the party leaders, who normally call back and forth across the country every day, seem to have lost touch with each other. It is well the delegates arrived overwhelmingly for Kennedy: If we had had to make up our minds on the spot, as say in 1952, we’d be there yet. . . .

The National Committee over-organized the distribution and tickets and the like, which is just as bad, and produces far worse tempers than the usual blowzy conspiracy that attends such matters. . . .

There was some talk about a Hollywood casting director hiring us as stand-ins for a musical about the Gay Nineties but the notion of any association with the arts, even at such a remove, was repugnant to our rank-and-file $100,000.00 a year New York City lawyers and the idea was dropped in favor of a general hijera to “Vegas.”

New York would not have looked so much out of it had we been choosing anyone but Kennedy for the nominee. Kennedy does not represent a movement in the Democratic Party: He represents a new era in American political history. The Democratic Party entered that era when we nominated him. Although Mayor Wagner saved our dignity, nothing could save our importance in an age when New York style politics and politicians just don’t matter anymore.

As Gore Vidal told the AP man, he was for Kennedy because Kennedy is an intellectual. What is an intellectual? “A man who deals with concrete problems and solves them.” So much for the Bronx delegate who on nominating day gleefully confided to a colleague that “Jack is gonna disband da study group,” meaning, presumedly, the National Advisory Council.

The question as to who is to be disbanded will be answered later.
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Moynihan seeks help from Myer (Mike) Feldman, a top aide to JFK, in landing a job in the Kennedy administration. Sander Vanocur, a prominent television correspondent and a close friend from London, also lobbied the Kennedy team to bring Moynihan to Washington.

DECEMBER 23, 1960

 



Dear Mike,

Sandy Vanocur suggested I write you about coming to work for the administration. I admit I can’t (daren’t) wait to be asked.

I enclose a resume. As you will see, my experience and interests have been those of a general political executive. I have written in half a dozen fields, all substantially unrelated save that they involve problems of American government. This makes it difficult for me to choose any one job I would wish to be considered for over any other. The sole exception to this would relate to the International Labor Organization. My Ph. D. thesis is on the U.S. and the ILO; I know a fair amount about the subject, have spent considerable time in Geneva, and I am violently of the opinion that we have done a miserable job there, in a field that should be for us one of singular opportunity. I have also written with some success on the subject of highways and traffic safety, but here again I have been only offering a rather sharp generalist’s reaction to the incompetence of specialists. Traffic safety, is, I fear, my avocation. I will send you my basic statement on the matter. In the meantime let me thank you and Frank Sieverts for allowing me to include a reference to it in Senator Kennedy’s statement to the AAA. It has brought a most grateful reaction from the public health schools around the country with which I am in contact.

That’s about all I can really say for myself. As you know, I feel very strongly about Senator Kennedy. I think we are going to make history in the next few years. I would like to be part of it, particularly part of the work of producing the new ideas and putting them on paper.

I was, of course, delighted by your appointment. I do hope that for all the overwork, and frenzy, and, of course, expectation, that you had the time to consider what a great moment had come to you—if only long enough to get it fixed in your memory, to be enjoyed at a later date!

Happy New Year indeed!
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Seeking help from Mary McGrory, the columnist, who was close to the Kennedy inner circle.

ROOM 401, MAIN LIBRARY 
MARCH 1, 1961

 



Dearest Mary Glorious,

... As you will see from my resume, my experience is general—as I have tried to keep it. But this makes it most difficult to state precisely which job I want. I would have liked to work in transportation, but that is not to be, and the President’s message yesterday said everything I have ever suggested in the field anyway. (I fancy I put them on to the ideas, but that is no matter.) My first love is international labor affairs and I have talked to Bill Wirtz about being a deputy to George Weaver, the Assistant Secretary-to-be for International Labor Affairs. I take it Wirtz liked the idea, but the job of director of Weaver’s office has been abolished. It could, of course, be recreated, but such things do not happen easily in government.

I should say I declined a more-or-less offer to be an assistant to [Luther] Hodges for speaking engagements and Congressional mail. If I go to Washington it must be to do something for this country, not for one of its politicians. I love politicians, but I have tired of working for their careers and prefer in that eventuality to stay here raising my family and writing books.

But I bore you. I dare not risk your displeasure and will conclude hastily with the thought that only a person of the uttermost generosity such as yourself would think to do what you have done without ever being told that I happen to be an extremely useful and handy home carpenter, expert in installing insulated fire walls and such like conveniences for friends.
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Explaining to Henry Robbins of Knopf why he must abandon the traffic safety book.

JULY 11, 1961 
HENRY ROBBINS, ESQ. 
ALFRED A. KNOPF, INC. 
501 MADISON AVENUE 
NEW YORK, NEW YORK

 



Dear Henry:

This is a hard letter to write. As you can see, I have been drafted. More exactly, some weeks ago, rather suddenly, I was asked by the Secretary and by the White House to take this job. I had not sought it—I didn’t even know such a job existed—and had arranged my life in an entirely different direction. But suddenly there it was, and for many reasons I felt my responsibility was to do as requested.

This was not easy. I don’t suppose it ever is easy to make an abrupt change of plans once you get to the point in life of really having some plans. It was of course exceeding painful with the University. But the worst for me was the thought of having to put off the traffic safety book. As you know, I have been planning it, and collecting material for it these last two years. I had just come to the point of writing it, and would have been done in twelve weeks time. ...

And so—I feel I have let you down. I know I have done so. This is a more serious matter for me than you might suppose. I enclose a check for the advance I accepted so cheerfully two years ago. I have not given up my plans to write a book on this subject, and propose to use my present position to gather yet more information about it, but it is obvious that I cannot meet my deadline, and I must therefore leave it to you to do what you must.

Again, I feel awful about this. I would be more than willing to discuss it at whatever length you want. I am, as you can imagine, full of the subject. In particular, I should be delighted to turn over my materials to anyone you might suggest.
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Moynihan supports the establishment of a civilian presidential decoration to his boss, Secretary Arthur J. Goldberg. He received the medal himself upon his retirement from the Senate in 2000.

JULY 18, 1961




MEMORANDUM TO THE SECRETARY

At the time you spoke to me about the cabinet inquiry, on the matter of civilian honors, Mr. Leslie had just completed a memorandum for you on the subject. He has shown it to me and asked that I send it on to you.

I think his proposal is eminently sensible. I would make one comment on it, and one further suggestion.


1. Would it not be both wise and proper to propose a revival of the wartime Presidential Medal for Merit, rather than to establish a brand new order? The ways of a democracy should be incremental!



I would suggest that the great value of the Medal for Merit is the rosette. I know one man who would wear it in swimming if he could manage. It is commonly mistaken for the Legion of Honor, but ça suffit; by the time 10,000 persons are wearing them it will in any event be recognized for itself. This, I feel, is important as I very much doubt we should have any success with alphabetical appendages to American names in the manner of the O.B.B. and the K.C.M.G. Even the Congressional M.C. Has not really caught on. It is the austere fashion of the republic to wear our monickers unadorned. Hence the essential role of the rosette.


2. I wonder if we might also propose to establish the Presidential Citation as a form of civilian decoration. Here again we have an existing form, used principally (if not exclusively) for military purposes until now, but clearly adaptable for civilian purposes—perhaps particularly for services in connection with the cold war.



If you agree that the Medal for Merit should be awarded on the recommendation of a non-partisan board (this could be argued) I would then suggest that the Presidential Citation be awarded solely on the initiative of the President. I would suggest that it should tend to be given in recognition of specific services and actions, while the Medal of Merit be given in recognition of long, continued performance of public service of the highest quality.

Do you want me to continue on this assignment? If you like this general approach, we can prepare a presentation for the Cabinet.
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Moynihan’s relationship with Averell Harriman, now assistant secretary of state in the Kennedy administration, continued to be plagued by irritants over the unpublished history of the Harriman administration in Albany and troubles getting his official portrait painted.

 



 



JANUARY 12, 1962 
THE HONORABLE AVERELL HARRIMAN 
ASSISTANT SECRETARY OF STATE 
WASHINGTON 25, D. C.

 



Dear Governor:

I am really very sorry that we seem to have had a misunderstanding about the progress of my manuscript. When I spoke with you in Geneva I had finished the third draft of the first six chapters (some 100,000 words in all) but had not yet given it to a typist. Upon returning from Geneva I undertook to arrange this, but was at first appalled by the prices. Finally in early December I gave the manuscript to a handicapped woman who does such work around the Department. She will have it back to me on January 26th, which is somewhat later than originally scheduled and unfortunately, is the day I leave for Geneva. I will therefore get it to you the week I return, let us say Friday, February 16.

This manuscript includes the chapters on State finances which I said I was anxious to get to Dean Appleby. I gather you understood me to say that I had already sent them to him.

I gather from Clark that you feel I have not interviewed enough members of the Administration. Is there anyone in particular you think I ought to see? This can easily be arranged. I should say that there are a number of people I plan to talk with further in connection with some chapters yet to be finished—particularly on discrimination and housing.

A final point, you indicated to me that you felt the rather brief reference to the 1958 Buffalo Convention in my Commentary article was not accurate. Would it be possible for you to give me an hour of your time to go over those events? I have talked with many of those involved and the picture only grows more obscure.

It is now some two years that I have been holding $1900 contributed by members of your Administration towards the cost of a portrait for the Hall of Governors. There were a number of cabinet members among the subscribers, but on the whole the money came from persons down the line, including quite a few of the secretaries. I fear they are wondering if I did not abscond with the money. Do you think there is any chance that you will find the opportunity for a portrait in the next year? I would like to give the subscribers a progress report as I have done from time to time.
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Advising Secretary of Labor Willard Wirtz on choosing recipients for the Medal of Freedom.

 



 



MARCH 11, 1963




MEMORANDUM TO THE SECRETARY

You may have noticed that on Washington’s Birthday the President announced that arrangements had been made to award the Medal of Freedom once each year to a list of persons who have “contributed significantly to the quality of American life.” Recommendations will come from an expanded Distinguished Civilian Service Awards Board, of which you are a member. The Board meets March 22 with the President. I will be there to answer any questions that come up about the Executive Order.

Hopefully, this marks the beginning of a Civil Honors system. (With any luck, it also marks the end of my Culture assignments.) I think you should know that from beginning to end, this project—one which dozens of committees and individuals have heretofore undertaken without success—was the work of the Department of Labor. I believe the President is quite clear on this point.

The President has indicated he would like Justice Frankfurter and Robert Lovett included on the July 4 list, but has also said he does not want this to be an exclusively octogenarian affair. Adlai Stevenson has written the President urging that Eleanor Roosevelt receive the first posthumous award. We are thinking of having the President propose to Churchill that he accept one on the first list. We do not expect that any nominations will be discussed at  this first, preliminary meeting, but you might want to start thinking about persons from the labor field.

Finally, you might want to glance at the proposal as it was submitted to the President. Section II is a background paper, Section VI is a note on the British and French systems.
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Moynihan invites Ralph Nader to Washington to work on auto safety.

 



 



MAY 16, 1963

 



Dear Ralph:

Thank you for your always fascinating reports on the Connecticut experience. I find myself working closely with Senator Ribicoff these days and mean to take it up with him very shortly.

A serious question. Would you be interested in coming to Washington to work on this subject?
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Moynihan mischievously reports to Mary McGrory, in Rome, that President Kennedy himself wanted her back in Washington.

 



 



JUNE 27, 1963

 



Dear Mary:

It is just as we feared—you won’t ever come back to us. I was about to write you last week to say how absolutely startlingly marvelous everything you have written has been, called the City Desk at the STAR for your address, and was told you were on your way home. Called tonight to learn when you had arrived, only to learn you had not yet left. However, lest you feel this has become a matter of concern to your friends I hasten to assure you otherwise.

In the last hours before leaving Washington the announcement of the Pope’s coronation reached the White House, raising the question whether the  President ought to go to Rome after all. “Out of the question,” spoke the Chief Executive, “I have to go to Rome in order to bring Mary back.” (Honestly.)
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Memorandum seeking support for donations to create a Cultural Center on the Potomac, a cause supported by “the President and Mrs. Kennedy.” It became the Kennedy Center.

 



 



JULY 9, 1963




MEMORANDUM:

I am writing a limited number of persons in the Department of Labor to ask their special support of the campaign now under way to raise funds for the Cultural Center. As you know, this effort has the full and active support of the President and Mrs. Kennedy.

Congress has provided a splendid site for the Center, and, of course, Edward Stone has produced a striking and original design. It is now upon the citizens of Washington to help to build it.

It has become something of an international cliché—not less irritating for being so familiar—that the performing arts barely exist in the capital of the United States of America. This condition exists, in the first place, because there are really no adequate facilities for many activities. The creation of the National Cultural Center would dramatically reverse this situation. It would make all our lives more pleasant and more interesting, and would provide for our families, particularly our children, an important source of new ideas and wider experience.

I would like to ask you, as one of the executives of the Department, if you will not be as generous as the circumstances allow, in supporting the Cultural Center. I know the Secretary would be most appreciative.
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Moynihan seeks medical advice from Dr. Janet Travell, Kennedy’s personal physician.

JULY 17, 1963

 



Dear Dr. Travell:

I hesitate to trouble you with a personal problem but Jim Reynolds assures me you will not mind.

For some years—since Navy days generally—I have been troubled by a ruptured lumbar disc. This Spring I managed to fall off a dais (making room for the President!) and it has since got somewhat worse. I would have no trouble continuing in my present circumstances but I am somewhat anxious about the long-run prognosis which, I gather, to be somewhat gloomy in matters of this kind. I would like to talk to someone who knows something about the subject and could advise me as to what if anything I might do about it.

I understand there are several physicians out at Bethesda who are quite outstanding in the field. If this is so, do you suppose that you might arrange an appointment for me?
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Seeking a refund from the Hotel Madison.

 



 



AUGUST 2, 1963 
HOTEL MADISON 
AT NORTH STATION 
BOSTON 14, MASSACHUSETTS

 



Dear Sir:

I was a guest at the Hotel Madison on July 30, 1963. In checking my receipt I noticed that I was charged for telephone calls that I did not make. Would you mind checking your records to find the error and refunding the $1?
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Apologizing to Frances Perkins, former labor secretary under President Franklin Roosevelt, for not being able to help her on her book about Governor Al Smith of New York.

SEPTEMBER 17, 1963

 



Dear Miss Perkins:

I can hardly begin this letter. It is much more a disappointment to me than it may be to you. However, it would be even worse to delay. I simply must tell you that after a summer of railroads, racial crisis, and the Alliance for Progress, I have come to realize that however much I may hate to think so, there is simply not time or energy left over from my job to work with you on the Al Smith book. I should greatly prefer to do that than anything else I can imagine, except serving the President in the present situation of the nation. The moment I leave this job you will hear from me. You have an absolutely marvelous book there, and it must be published.
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Reaching out: Moynihan invites Theodore Sorensen to a dinner party for Norman Podhoretz and his wife, Midge Decter, both increasingly prominent conservative critics.

 



 



SEPTEMBER 17, 1963

 



Dear Ted:

For some time I have been suggesting to Norman Podhoretz, the editor of  Commentary, that if he really does want to know how the world is run he must come to Washington to meet some of those who help run it. He has at length agreed and we are giving a small dinner for him and his wife Midge on Friday, October 4. You are the one person he has specifically asked be invited: it seems he has just written a colloquy between Podhoretz and Sorensen in which Sorensen wins. He is curious to learn why, as this rarely otherwise happens.

I said I would ask, but with no very great hope of success as you are not much given to these things. But, of course, we would be delighted if you could come.

Nathan Glazer and I share page 3 of the New York Times Book Review with you next Sunday. Tom Wicker is apparently most generous on the subject of Presidential decisions. Oscar Handlin decidedly less so with regard to our musings about the melting pot.
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Cautioning Secretary Wirtz about moving too quickly to integrate schools in the North.

 



 



SEPTEMBER 30, 1963




MEMORANDUM FOR THE SECRETARY

For whatever it is worth, I am persuaded, and find others such as Phil Hauser completely agree, that it would be a serious mistake from the Negro point of view to integrate the Northern school system at this time. The present level of achievement and family support among most Negroes is so far behind that of most whites that any artificial effort to integrate the schools can only have the effect of consigning almost the entire Negro student body to the bottom of the class, with all the psychic injury that results.

Perhaps it is too late to change the direction of Negro efforts. Perhaps not. My understanding is that the preponderant view of Negro parents is that they would like better schools, not necessarily more integrated ones. If it were to turn out that my view is shared by others in the Administration who have some experience in this field, would it be sensible to start looking into possibilities of special Federal assistance for what would, in effect, be predominantly Negro schools?

An object might be to bring Negroes in elementary school up to performance levels where they can compete successfully in fully integrated high schools.

I doubt there will be much integration of elementary schools, anyway. The neighborhood patterns are too dominant. However, if too much Negro energy goes into an effort at artificial integration at this level, an opportunity for upgrading might well be missed.

As you know, I believe in quotas and a lot of other un-American devices. We have four centuries of exploitation to overcome and we will not do so by giving Negroes an equal opportunity with whites who are by now miles ahead.
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Letter to W. Dale Brown, Otsego County agent of the State Agricultural Extension Service, requesting help in purchasing a vacation home.

OCTOBER 10, 1963

 



Dear Mr. Brown:

For some time I have been looking, without great success, for a farm in Delaware County that my family could use for vacations and an occasional weekend. I have assumed that somewhere I could find a house in good enough condition with a fair amount of acreage that had gone out of cultivation. I have particularly wanted a place on a dirt road with, generally speaking, as much isolation as possible.

Recently one of my colleagues in the Department of Agriculture suggested to me that the world’s leading authorities on properties of this kind are in fact the local county agents—authorities I would add on this and many other matters! I am going to be in Otsego County over the weekend of October 18-21 and would very much like to look at anything you might know of. May I take the liberty of calling you in a few days to learn whether you have any thoughts on the subject.
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Announcing to Mrs. Averell (Marie Norton Whitney) Harriman that an artist has been found to paint Averell’s portrait.

 



 



OCTOBER 14, 1963

 



Dear Mrs. Harriman:

I have talked with Bill Walton, who much approves the thought that Marian Schlesinger might do the portrait of the Governor for the State Capitol. If you are still inclined toward the idea, perhaps you would speak with her about it. Alternately, I would be more than happy to do so.

As you recall, we have $1900. More could doubtless be raised now, for reasons not entirely creditable to the contributors, but of no necessary concern to the artist!
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Reporting to his wife, Liz, on a trip to Geneva.

MONDAY, 8:00 A.M.

 



Dearest Liz,

I begin to realize that it is impossible for the likes of me ever to write regularly on an expedition such as this. There is simply not one moment of privacy at any hour of the day or night. Even though I have been getting up regularly at 6:00 A.M. (for some reason I simply cannot sleep on these trips) there are always the cables, the afternoon speech or the 8:00 breakfast meeting to get ready for. I am really quite bored with it all, and for the first time ever, rather wish my two week trip to Europe were at an end!

I find it odd to be saying this of an enterprise which has proved endlessly instructive, and about which I shall bore people for years to come! . . .

My shopping has proved only modestly successful. I have bought for B-Bussy a quite lovely ceramic dove in one of the avant garde galleries in the vieux quartier. She will probably break it, although it is quite thick and seemingly durable, but if she gets it through the next year or so she will have a very handsome objet d’art.

I can’t think what to bring Tim or John Boy. I am considering an enormous Swiss sled for the latter, but I don’t think TWA will put up with it.

This will go on for some time. Today I hope to hear about getting to see the Butler papers at long last. They are very bureaucratic and timid about it all. Heaven help the American caught in the I.L.C., as is Harry Herrick’s brother. Dinner with them tonight, also lunch with Betsy Johnston, whom I ran into Saturday while having a brief call on the Lubins who were passing through en route to Israel.

Am using Harriman’s office, which brings the circle yet another turn.

I miss you so much. Have had some very nice meals and a number of good rambles through the old city which is always pleasing. I think maybe you should come along next time, but we will talk of that later.

Much love to you, Tim, Maura, John, Harry, and Tick Tock.
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In this Memorandum to Secretary Wirtz, Moynihan offers recommendations about organized crime and recalls that he was in Albany during the infamous “Appalachian Meeting” of mafia leaders in 1957.

OCTOBER 22, 1963




MEMORANDUM FOR THE SECRETARY

As you know, for some years I have been interested in and in a small way involved with the problem of organized crime. Both as an academic and as a working government executive I have found myself continually running into the problem. I have come to regard it as one of the most significant, ominous, and least understood aspects of American society. As Assistant Secretary to Governor Harriman at the time of the Appalachian “convention” I was involved in that enquiry, and (although I should doubt he would recall it) I worked with the Attorney General on some aspects of the McClellan Committee hearings. At that time I first sensed that Robert Kennedy was the rare man who took this matter seriously, and not simply as an occasion for publicity or the pleasure of middle class umbrage. I wrote just that in a Reporter article “The Private Government of Crime” (which he may have read, as he has recently cited the title) and everything he has done since has added to my conviction that his being where he is provides an enormous—certainly unprecedented—opportunity to do something about this subject. . . .

I would offer the analogy that our effort to control organized crime today is about where our effort to counter the threat of Communist military aggression was in the late 1940’s. We have awakened to the danger, and we have developed some basic containment measures. That is about all—at least that I know of. This would be about the equivalent point fifteen years ago when those responsible for national defense began to bring new kinds of thinking to bear on a subject that had until then been pretty much a preserve of the military. Men such as Herman Kahn, Thomas Schelling and Henry Kissinger began to work with the Pentagon, and the result, if I understand it, was an immensely creative cross-fertilization which has brought our defense policy to the present high level of sophistication and effectiveness.

I would suggest that something similar could be done with the subject of organized crime. Let me illustrate by means of five propositions which, to my mind, indicate the need for further enquiry of a kind that would not normally accompany even the most vigorous and intelligent processes of law enforcement.

I. Organized crime is a phenomenon of prohibition.

Americans have been singularly reluctant really to dig into the subject of what prohibition did to American society. I could argue that apart from the general impact of technology, it was the most profoundly disorganizing event,  in the sense that psychologists use the term, since the Civil War. (Interestingly, we are still trying to cope with the aftermath of both events, and the Attorney General is the focus of that responsibility.) Prohibition was the final effort of fundamentalist Protestantism to impose an ethic on post-Protestant America. The result was disastrous on many counts, not least the extent to which it discredited the Protestant ethic. One specific result was the organization of bootlegging into criminal syndicates, which have never since ceased to exist, although in general a second generation leadership has now taken over. Typically, the principal activity of these syndicates has been to provide legally prohibited pleasures and outlets—gambling, prostitution, narcotics—to a community many of whose members do not at all share the ethical imperatives on which the statutory prohibitions were based. Of late there is much evidence that the syndicates are looking for new outlets for the capital they have amassed—a familiar enough event in the business world—and that this is causing many changes to take place, as the Attorney General has noted.

2. Organized crime is an Italian phenomenon.

Nothing is to be gained by trying to avoid this fact. At the same time it should be seen as one example of immigrant response to a new environment. The processes by which the Southern Italians have come to control organized crime are not in any fundamental way different from those by which, for example, the Jews came to dominate the clothing industry or the Irish, at one point, to control local politics in the North East. It results from a combination of the advantages and disadvantages which a particular immigrant group faces. The Eastern European Jews arrived in New York bringing with them a thousand years of experience of living in cities as merchants, combined with a similarly urban attitude that held there was nothing unmanly about operating a sewing machine: the result of these, and a number of other factors, was Seventh Avenue. The Irish arrived fresh from the political experiences of the O’Connell era, were fundamentally conservative and spoke English. The result was Ward 8. The Southern Italians, however, tended to be radical, and could not speak English, which kept them out of politics for a long while. They had no mercantile experience, and this kept them out of business. . . .
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