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            Prologue

         

         Play ball!”

         Umpire Jocko Conlan, known for his cheerful command of the game and the bow tie behind his chest protector, inaugurated the 1960 baseball season in a brand-new park by a sparkling San Francisco Bay.1 The sky was open and blue, the seats gray and framed with orange, the bay choppy and bright. Sailboats skittered across the horizon.

         The crowds made their way to Coyote Point, south of San Francisco, drawn to the city’s proud new edifice, the $15 million stadium known as Candlestick Park. Fans poured across the landscape, arriving by “land, sea and air,” the San Francisco Examiner reported. Cable cars were enlisted—this was San Francisco, after all. Special buses departed from one of the city’s juiciest landmarks, Trader Vic’s, at 10:00 a.m.; cocktails were served aboard. Bay Aviation Services, brainchild of a local entrepreneur, charged passengers $10 to hop on a helicopter at the Ferry Building, whirl around the Bay Bridge, and land at Hunters Point, where a station wagon covered the rest of the trip to the ballpark. And as for arriving by sea? Hilary A. Belloc, a “socialite, lecturer, real estate investor and erstwhile crab fisherman,” piloted his thirty-six-foot ketch, the Signe, to the waters off the point. Dropping anchor, Belloc caught his ring finger in the anchor cable: the finger was cut clean off, but he made it to the park anyway, sealing his place in history as Candlestick’s “first casualty.” Meanwhile, well-dressed fans—men in coats and ties, women in furs—loaded up at the St. Francis Yacht Club, thirty or forty to a craft. And still more groups were delivered by ferry; high heels clacked over the gangplank.

         “Normandy,” grumbled Sidney Keil, secretary of the Great Golden Fleet, “was never like this.”2

         It was a busy week in California. Authorities in Petaluma arraigned a woman and her handyman in connection with a string of arson fires; the handyman ratted out his boss. A swimmer discovered the skeleton of a skin diver in the waters off Catalina Island in Southern California; authorities puzzled over it, the latest diver disappearance in the area.3 The House Un-American Activities Committee laid plans for a meeting the next month in San Francisco; critics took note. And in cultural news, a young actress named Jane Fonda opened in her first movie, Tall Story, with Anthony Perkins. He played a basketball player, she a freshman cheerleader “eager to snare a tall husband.” The Examiner described Fonda as “reserved” and remarked on her “shapely legs.”4

         In Los Angeles, the state’s flagship paper made news of its own. A day before the San Francisco Giants debuted their new diamond, Norman Chandler took the stage at the Biltmore Hotel. At his invitation, 725 of the region’s luminaries gathered for a luncheon, where the senior Chandler promised a “special announcement.” The Los Angeles Times publisher kept his remarks and reminders of his family history brief. “A newspaper,” he said, “must be the image of one man, whether you agree with him or not.” For fifteen years, that man had been Norman Chandler—and his father before him and his grandfather before him. They had forged their family enterprise as an engine of growth, a bulwark against organized labor and a stalwart of the Republican Party. But those men were gone or going. Now the Times was to receive its fourth leader. Said Chandler: “I hereby appoint, effective as of this moment, Otis Chandler as publisher of the Times.”5

         Otis Chandler, Norman’s thirty-two-year-old son, had learned of his father’s intention just an hour earlier and still was recovering from the shock. When Norman made his announcement, Otis was sitting at his father’s elbow. Broad-shouldered and barrel-chested, Otis, a former shot-putter, rose to his feet, smiled, and said: “Wow!”6 It was a childish remark, one he would always regret. In the ensuing decades, however, he went on to greatness, converting a woebegone excuse for a paper into a publication of national note, one worthy of the state where it was headquartered.

         Back at the ballpark, San Francisco took its turn. Completing their journey to the stadium, fans filled the stands and took their seats, voices raised with the excitement of a moment, of participating in more than a game. It was a happening, a tick in history. All told, 42,269 fans made it to the park that afternoon.7

         Candlestick hummed with promise and hinted at conflict. Women donned scarves to fend off the breeze and bundled against the possibility of a Bay Area chill—“The coldest winter I ever spent was a summer in San Francisco,” as Mark Twain did not say but as generations grew up believing he did. A heralded new heating system to counter foggy evenings at Candlestick was supposed to supply relief. Sadly, it never worked. Candlestick was cold at night, but it could put on a show in the afternoon.

         In the audience that sparkling day were California’s present and future. Governor Pat Brown, “burly and ebullient,”8 builder of aqueducts and monuments, strode onto the field just before the game and winced at the response. There were some cheers for the governor, but there were boos, too. Brown had just postponed the execution of Caryl Chessman, the notorious red-light bandit and rapist whose case had become an international cause célèbre and a dividing point for Californians. The crowd let Brown hear its displeasure. The boos would haunt Pat Brown for the rest of his life.9

         It was Brown’s second comedown in two days: the night before, at the city’s “civic send-off” for its new team, Brown had remarked that he hoped to be in the stands when “the Giants and the Los Angeles Dodgers meet in the World Series next fall.”10 Teams in the same league can’t meet in the series, so Brown was forced to explain his mistake. As they say in politics, when you’re explaining, you’re losing.

         And, in politics, for everyone who’s losing, another is winning. Sitting near Brown at the ballpark was Richard Nixon, vice president of the United States and a candidate for president. He had been a California congressman and, briefly, senator before joining the presidential campaign of Dwight Eisenhower in 1952. Ike never knew quite what to make of Nixon—appreciating his work ethic and devotion, suspicious of his partisanship and edginess, wary in a way that tore at Nixon’s insecurities. In their eight years together in Washington, Ike and Nixon never played a round of golf. Nixon nursed hurt feelings along with powerful ambition.

         On that sunny afternoon in 1960, Brown was an embattled governor, Nixon a potential president. Nixon mugged in the locker room with Willie Mays, the greatest of all the Giants, perhaps the greatest player of all time. The crowd that booed Brown welcomed Nixon with a “tremendous cheer.”11

         Joining Nixon and Brown among the dignitaries was another Brown, Pat’s only son, Edmund G. Brown Jr. They did not, at least then, have much in common beyond their disdain for their given names. Edmund senior was Pat; Edmund junior was Jerry. Jerry was twenty-two years old, just emerged from three and a half years in seminary and charting a new course for himself at the University of California, Berkeley. His mother and father had picked him up at Berkeley en route to the ballpark, so together they endured the crowd’s displeasure.

         For Jerry Brown, the boos that greeted his father had special personal meaning. Pat Brown had been prepared to allow the Chessman execution to go forward until his son, in an appeal to politics and faith that would become a trademark, caught his father at home alone one evening and convinced him that their Catholicism did not permit this act. The jeers at Candlestick were aimed at the father, but they struck the son, too. Reflecting back on that moment decades later, Brown wondered if it might have been the first inkling that Nixon could challenge his father for dominance of California.12

         The crowd cheered Nixon as he threw out one of the ceremonial first pitches. The vice president shook the hand of the governor’s son. He did so limply. Nixon had a hot dog in one hand and mustard on his chin. Young Jerry Brown had grown up with royalty, particularly of a political stripe, but on that day, in the new park, he got a full dose.13

         At 2:21 p.m. on April 12, 1960, Sam “Toothpick” Jones—nicknamed for the twig he rolled around his mouth while on the mound and sealed in the history books as the first black pitcher to throw a no-hitter—took a short look at St. Louis Cardinals right fielder Joe Cunningham and brought his first pitch to the plate. No one was cooler than Jones. His other nickname was Sad Sam. He rarely grinned.

         Cunningham fouled out to third base.

         The Giants batted in the bottom half of the first inning, the debut appearance of their offense in the new park. They did not waste time. Leadoff hitter Don Blasingame, the Giants’ second baseman, reached first on an error and was bunted over. Mays, batting third, drew a walk. The powerful, lanky Willie McCovey fouled out, then Orlando Cepeda, a whirlwind of an outfielder, tripled to center, scoring two. The home team won the first game in its new park by a score of 3 to 1. Mays, McCovey, and Cepeda would all find their way to the Hall of Fame.

         Sad Sam smiled. San Francisco basked.

         Play ball.
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            1

            Two Californias

         

         The San Francisco of Jerry Brown’s childhood was normal. Sort of. Few cities have defined themselves more enthusiastically around change—migration, disaster, boom and bust, sleaze and glamour—and the war years were typical in a city where tumult was the norm. On the day of Edmund G. Brown Jr.’s birth, April 7, 1938, the local papers carried news of strikers commandeering a sugar plant, Hitler gaining influence in Germany and strengthening his hold on Austria, and a local nurse stabbing a woman—a crime blamed on the nurse’s use of “mad weed.”1

         Brown was born in a city that had been turned into a battlefield in a country on the cusp of war. In 1934, a general strike, the largest in American history, brought labor and law enforcement into fierce San Francisco combat after a confrontation that left two dead and scores wounded.2 The state called in troops to force open docks; labor mounted barricades and tossed bombs to shut them down. Struggling to recover and with an eye toward the grand, city leaders set out to hold an international exposition and plunged into the task of building a man-made island in the middle of San Francisco Bay. Its name: Treasure Island. The Golden Gate International Exposition opened on that whimsical piece of landfill in February of 1939, but sputtered, closed, then reopened in 1940, when exhibits such as Sally Rand’s Nude Ranch, featuring half-naked women playing sports, did the trick.3

         It was a city of grand gestures and discreet enclaves. Lofty homes in Pacific Heights peered down through the fog into the military base at the Presidio—and the Golden Gate beyond. The Tenderloin teemed with vagrants, their desperation leaking into the nearby Financial District, still reeling from the collapse of the stock market and its slow recovery. San Francisco attracted the early glimmerings of the beatniks, soon to take root in North Beach beneath the city’s tribute to its firefighters, Coit Tower, and later to congregate at City Lights bookstore. Newly constructed bridges linked San Francisco to Marin County (via the Golden Gate Bridge) and to Oakland (via the Bay Bridge). As the 1940s opened, the Bay Area was bustling and busy, worried about war but removed from the troubles of Europe and Asia.

         That changed on December 7, 1941. Bombs fell on Hawaii, and Americans recoiled at the duplicity of Japan’s surprise attack. Franklin Delano Roosevelt declared war against Japan the following day. Germany followed by declaring war on the United States. The America First Committee, the leading isolationist group of the period, folded its opposition and retreated into what would prove a protracted state of remission. States of emergency were declared in most American cities. Schools closed along the West Coast. Military recruiting limits were lifted, and recruitment centers stayed open twenty-four hours a day to keep pace with enlistments. The Customs Service blocked departures of all vessels attempting to leave the United States. Authorities called for the distribution of one million gas masks, then asked for more.4

         Racial tensions moved up the dial. “Jap town is under strict surveillance,” San Francisco police announced.5 In Washington, the Justice Department announced that it had “seized” 2,303 “enemy aliens,” including 1,291 Japanese.6 In Tokyo, Japan’s Home Ministry announced that it had taken 1,270 American and British nationals into custody.7 In defiance of those actions, some sounded a call for unity. “We are fighting,” the Oakland Tribune declared in a front-page editorial. “We must now put to one side all of the petty differences among us. We must mobilize every last resource.”8 Pleas for unity and common sense would soon become vanishingly rare.

         As America plunged into war—two wars, really, on opposite sides of the planet—San Francisco became the operations center of the Pacific theater and, along with San Diego, emerged as one of two major disembarkation points for sailors, soldiers, marines, and airmen headed into combat against Japan. The Bay Area was anchored by the army’s Presidio but also included major air corps installations in Marin County and San Francisco. Fort Mason bordered the Presidio, and the East Bay included major facilities in Oakland and to the north, where Mare Island trained sailors and pumped out vessels. One million soldiers were processed through Camp Stoneman, a little-known base northeast of San Francisco, where as many as thirty thousand men lived at any given time.9

         The navy ruled Southern California, though it had a major presence in the north as well. Treasure Island, in fact, served as the navy’s western command. To the south, the hastily built Camp Pendleton, with its main entrance at Oceanside, straddled an enormous stretch of the Pacific coast between Orange and San Diego Counties.10 A few miles north, Marine Corps Air Station El Toro shuttled troops and equipment, while to the south, the San Diego harbor hummed with America’s growing fleet of carriers, battleships, destroyers and submarines.

         California would never be known for its calm, and war only exacerbated the state’s tendency to flail and blame. More than 110,000 Japanese and Japanese American men and women lived along the West Coast of the United States, and though two-thirds were American citizens—many having never even seen Japan—their loyalty came into question. No less a champion of fairness than California attorney general Earl Warren surveyed Japanese landholdings and imagined suspicious patterns—farms near rail yards and airports and other sensitive installations. Maps prepared by Warren’s office became some of the most convincing, and absurdist, evidence of sinister intent. “Such a distribution of the Japanese population appears to manifest something more than a coincidence,” Warren testified before the US House of Representatives’ Tolan Committee on February 21, 1942.11 Never mind that Japanese people owned those parcels because they were cheap and because the owners were prevented by racial discrimination from acquiring more desirable property: in the dim light of fear, Warren saw subversion. It was not his best moment.

         Nor was he alone. The removal of the Japanese from the West Coast was ordered by FDR in February of 1942 and upheld by the United States Supreme Court twice. Their absence left a hole in the life of the region, a vacuum temporarily filled by the arrival of thousands of young men, most of them volunteers, clamoring to fight the Japanese forces in the Pacific while dreading it as well. Those men swarmed into San Francisco, swelling the city’s bars and brothels, both of which it boasted in abundance: indeed, this migration was in some ways reminiscent of California’s first, when gold miners, almost all of them men, stopped over in San Francisco for a last taste of women and booze before heading to the Sierras. Then it was for fortune, later for country, but 1940s San Francisco would have been familiar to a forty-niner.

         It was there that a young family was setting out on a life that would shape California as abruptly as any earthquake, as profoundly as any migration. Pat and Bernice Brown were compatible but different—he a gregarious, Catholic, ambitious, and outgoing young man, she a more intellectual, Protestant, and retiring young woman. They met in high school and, once their quite different educations were complete, were together the rest of their lives.

         Born in San Francisco in 1905, Pat hawked Liberty Bonds in World War I and was so spirited that his friends took to calling him Pat, short for Patrick Henry. The name stuck, and when he took to politics, he recognized the political value of it in San Francisco, where it didn’t hurt to be thought of as Irish. In fact, his ancestors were half-German, too. The family patriarch, August Schuckman, first arrived in California in 1852. A few years later, he returned to Germany, where he married his wife, Augusta, and the couple immigrated yet again to California in 1863. They settled northwest of Sacramento, buying a stagecoach stop in Colusa County, tucked into unnamed foothills at a modest crossroads. August established himself as an innkeeper.

         Bernice Layne was the daughter of an honest cop and a quietly Episcopalian mom. She was born in San Francisco in 1908, when the city was still recovering from the ruin of its 1906 earthquake and fire, and she was raised there with her four brothers and sisters. Bernice was a solid student, accomplished in math and intoxicated by reading. She plowed through her young studies and entered Lowell High School early, before age twelve. The following year, Pat, a few years older but still at Lowell as well, asked her out. Her parents would not allow her to go. Pat persisted.12

         Thus began the pattern of their lives—Pat dogged, eager, and open-faced; Bernice angular, incisive, and quietly determined.

         After high school, Pat went to work—first at his father’s photo studio, with a dice game in the back, and later as an apprentice to a local lawyer. He skipped college and moved directly to San Francisco Law School. Bernice, true to her form, crossed the bay and attended the University of California, Berkeley. Pat and Bernice courted across the bay, no small feat in the days before the Bay Bridge. Still running ahead of her age, Bernice graduated in 1928, not yet twenty, and took a job as a schoolteacher. One condition of her employment was that she remain single. She defied it.

         Bernice and Pat eloped to Reno, Nevada, and were married there on October 30, 1930. She was twenty-one. He was twenty-five.13 They complemented each other. He loved people and crowds and parties; she preferred family and travel and quiet. But he appreciated her calm, and she learned to love more garrulous company. Bernice even came to enjoy politics. Still, they retained their essentials: when the two took up golf, Pat began playing immediately with friends. Bernice took lessons for eighteen months before playing with anyone else. Once she did, she regularly beat her husband.14

         Pat and Bernice eventually would live in Sacramento and Los Angeles, but their early years were set in San Francisco. They rented an apartment on Fillmore Street, then moved to Chestnut Street, both in the Marina, then to the Twin Peaks neighborhood, and then to the corner of 17th Street and Shrader Street—on the edge of Haight-Ashbury, which was then far different from what it would become. They settled there with their two daughters, Barbara, born in 1931, and Cynthia, born two years later. Bernice was pregnant with their third child, and the Shrader Street home had an extra bedroom.15 Jerry was born in April of 1938, and a few years later, the family moved one more time, to 460 Magellan Avenue, where the youngest, Kathleen, was born. That neighborhood, known as Forest Hill, would be the Browns’ home for the rest of Jerry’s youth.

         Pat Brown was excited by politics early and for good reason. His combination of intelligence, engagement, and genuine compassion made him a natural for public service—and, specifically, for elected office. Many politicians resent campaigning—the showmanship, the grubbing for money, the pleading for attention. Indeed, although those aspects of politics would later irritate Jerry, once he sidestepped into his father’s business, the demands of vote getting did not bother Pat. Pat loved the rub and hustle.

         Pat Brown started his political life as a Republican and made his first stab at elected office at the age of twenty-three, when he ran for the California state assembly. He got walloped, but defeat did not deter him. After switching his party affiliation in 1935, he supported Democrat Culbert Olson for governor only to be disappointed by not landing a job in the administration. He then took aim at San Francisco’s district attorney, Matthew Brady, a veteran with a reputation for losing cases and prosecuting union activists. Brown lost again, but this time he made an impression on the electorate. In 1943, Pat Brown was elected district attorney for San Francisco. His son, Jerry, was five years old.

         Given their common careers, Jerry would most often be compared to his father, but he was more his mother’s son. They looked alike, for one thing. Jerry inherited his mother’s profile and her incisive eyes. She read for pleasure, unlike her husband, who devoured newspapers and reports but was never much drawn to books. There, too, Jerry followed after his mom. Pat was so extravagantly extroverted that it would be difficult for anyone to resemble him there: Jerry was less shy than some assumed, but he found greater succor in close company, again resembling his mother.

         Finally, and perhaps most relevant to Jerry’s career, Bernice Brown was studiously frugal, a coupon clipper from the earliest days of her marriage into her husband’s governorship and beyond. Pat never got the hang of counting pennies, but Jerry did. Once grown, he would elevate government parsimony to a near-moral command, and his devotion to balanced budgets and limited government would set him apart from his Democratic colleagues and rivals for most of the rest of his life. He had his mother’s example, reinforced by later vows of poverty and a general inclination toward cheapness, to thank for that.

         At West Portal Elementary School, the kindergarten class assignment one day in November was to draw. Jerry, not destined for a career in art, sketched a colorful but uninspired clown. To his surprise, the teacher gathered all her students’ work into a book and presented it to Pat Brown, the newly elected district attorney, to congratulate him on his victory. Naturally, the teacher put Jerry Brown’s work on the cover: Jerry sensed the favoritism—he knew his picture was not the best and did not deserve the special attention it received—and he was mortified, the first of many instances when he drew extra, sometimes unwanted, praise for being his father’s son.

         Bernice Brown ran the family home. She cooked, often with assistance from her daughters. When things broke—a hinge twisted or a light burned out—her brother, who lived down the street, came to lend a hand. Pat Brown, at least in the memory of his children, did not change a lightbulb or boil a pail of water. He responded with a flash to the problems of his constituents, but he did not help around the house.16

         The family often skipped breakfast—Bernice liked to sleep in—but gathered for dinner.17 They would wait for Pat to return home from work and then would sit down together. There were “big, volatile conversations,” Kathleen Brown recalled. “You were expected to have a position and defend it.” Not everyone enjoyed it. The oldest, Barbara, was entering high school and was enchanted by literature and learning; the dinner table conversation didn’t have much place for Chaucer. Her aversion to politics started early.18

         As young Jerry grew older, he and his father often clashed, as fathers and sons will, especially when both are as strong-willed as Edmund Brown senior and junior. The two would remember these conversations differently over time. To Pat, they were exciting and provocative. Jerry sometimes regarded them as oppressive, forcing him under rather propelling him upward.

         Jerry veered from his father’s approach to debate. Pat stirred the pot, urging his children to join in boisterous disputes. Jerry staked out more cerebral ground. Pat was in the world; Jerry somehow beyond it. Even their Catholicism was different. Pat was culturally Catholic but hardly devout. It was not until Barbara was seven years old that her mother and father were married in the church. Until then, they were bound by the civil ceremony of their elopement, without any religious blessing.19 But Jerry, whose study with the Jesuits began in high school, absorbed both the order’s intellectual and spiritual commands, energized by its love of learning and drawn to the exploration of the infinite and the mysterious.

         If Pat and Jerry had their differences, they had their bonds as well. One was Pat’s enthusiasm for the outdoors, particularly California’s vast and varied landscape. Family vacations were almost always in California and usually outdoors—the valleys and peaks of Yosemite National Park, the gurgling waters of the Russian River, beaches and deserts, arroyos and redwood groves. Some of Jerry’s earliest memories are of camping in Yosemite, of sloshing through streams and gathering in campgrounds, of cold baths and bracing morning air. Many years later, he would discover an intellectual and spiritual kinship with the environment, and he would connect with it on that level. It is worth noting, though, that his earliest appreciations of it were more primal and offered a rare opportunity for him to connect with his father entirely outside the distracting business of politics.

         Meanwhile, there was a war to win. California did its part, and the Brown family adjusted its patterns, meals, and travels to suit an all-consuming conflict. Little Jerry followed the war in the newspapers and was left with images and fleeting memories. MacArthur evacuated Manila, and that stuck because it sounded like vanilla. Ration stamps doled out meat and butter and gasoline. When the family traveled to Palm Springs for a vacation, the train passed through orchards draped in camouflage.20

         
              

         

         California’s other major center, Los Angeles, enjoyed a far different history and midcentury status. Conservative cousin to San Francisco’s counterculture, Los Angeles was unlike its northern “relative” in other ways as well. San Francisco was compact, stuffed onto the tip of a peninsula, its city and county consolidated into a single government. Los Angeles was vast, “seventy-two suburbs in search of a city,”21 more than four hundred square miles, straddling a small mountain range and stretching from barrio to beach.

         Los Angeles created itself as anti–San Francisco. The city to the north was home to dockworkers and labor, strikes and, later, beatniks, and, even later, hippies. Los Angeles was an “open” city—open to businessmen, that is. Los Angeles cultivated its reputation for hostility to labor and did so under the enthusiastic leadership of its puckish and parochial newspaper, the Los Angeles Times. Under a succession of owners—the founder, General Harrison Gray Otis, followed by his son-in-law Harry Chandler and grandson Norman Chandler—the Times of the mid-1900s dedicated itself to two things: the expansion of Los Angeles and the cabining of organized labor. It was largely successful at both, though not without cost.

         Culturally and physically, Los Angeles was anti–San Francisco as well. San Francisco came to life in the gold rush, which affected every aspect of its existence. Its immigrants were needed to build rails, to make and maintain camps. So it attracted miners and campers—Chinese, especially, and a large number of Chileans. As the gold petered out, many of those migrants went home, but others stayed, settling into familiar fields. Chinese ran laundries and restaurants and eventually built the transcontinental railroad. Japanese entered landscaping and truck farming. Chileans scattered in search of other ores. All centered in San Francisco, they gave northern California its early experience of multiculturalism.

         Southern California, meanwhile, grew up in farming, ranching, harvesting—and, later, munitions and defense. At first, that meant seasonal work—harvesting crops, driving cattle—and those who came to do it largely arrived from Mexico, often returning at the end of a season, though sometimes settling down. Despite state laws prohibiting Japanese from owning land, Japanese immigrants and their children managed to acquire parcels, often as leases. As California historian Kevin Starr notes in his seminal history of the period, by 1940, Japanese farmers “maintained a 50 to 90 percent position in such crops as celery, peppers, strawberries, cucumbers, artichokes, cauliflower, spinach, and tomatoes.” The total value of Japanese agricultural land in California in 1940 was approximately $65.8 million.22

         Finally, there was the look and feel of the two cities. San Francisco was tall, compact, and grand. The Golden Gate Bridge, its signature monument, was built more for aesthetics than transportation (there weren’t many people living in Marin County or other areas north of the city when it was complete). Los Angeles, meanwhile, was sprawling and residential. Its great works of architecture were homes, while its center was spongy and uninviting. Sprawl suited a city whose leaders were landowners and developers, so Los Angeles reached over the Hollywood Hills into the San Fernando Valley. It was a land of suburbs and all that flowed from that.

         
              

         

         Those were the poles of California politics in Jerry Brown’s youth—the politics of the state he would come to master and that would coalesce again during the years of his governorships and the long gap between them. Successful politicians found a way to unify the state’s disparate instincts—liberal San Franciscans could exist under the same tent as urban Angelenos, mustering enough votes to overcome conservative Orange County, moderate San Diego, and the state’s Republican interior. Or sometimes that Center-Right coalition would dominate: San Diego, Orange County, and suburban Los Angeles would band together to block Northern California liberals and Los Angeles minorities, with the Central Coast splitting its vote. Through the early twentieth century, as California grew, its politics oscillated as those coalitions formed and reformed.

         For the most part, however, until 1934, California’s center of gravity resided largely within the Republican Party. Individual districts and regions moved back and forth between columns, but the state as a whole hewed to the right or center-right. That was aided by the way California, and most of the rest of the country, parceled out voting power. In California, the state assembly and governorship were seized by one faction or another, but the districting system of the day—one state senator per county—ensured that rural areas had influence in excess of their populations (much the same way as small states have outsize authority in the US Senate and Electoral College). In California, rural, mostly Republican legislators controlled the state senate, a system that allowed Butte County or Imperial County, for example, to have the same number of votes as Los Angeles or San Francisco. That system would persevere until the United States Supreme Court, with Reynolds v. Sims in 1964, struck it down as a violation of the principle of one man, one vote. “Legislators are elected by voters, not farms or cities or economic interests,” the chief justice, writing for the majority, memorably asserted. The chief justice who wrote that decision was Earl Warren.23

         In statewide elections, San Francisco offered up liberals, but the Los Angeles Times hewed a strict line in Southern California, and its free-market conservatism helped elect a series of moderate to conservative Republican governors, in varying degrees controlled by the state’s business elites.

         The Depression rattled that. Dispossessed and disheartened, California’s poor rallied in 1934 around a campaign so unlikely and a candidate so outlandish that it is difficult to comprehend in retrospect. Upton Sinclair—novelist, vegetarian, Socialist, anti-Semite, oddball—had run unsuccessfully for governor before on the Socialist Party ticket. Now he reemerged as a Democrat and tapped the anxieties of a careening state. “End poverty in California” was his slogan—EPIC, as it became known. Sinclair presented himself as a man for his time.

         Gaunt, devoted, and driven, Sinclair campaigned for governor but set out to change the world—a dual sense of purpose that some of his successors, including Jerry Brown, would emulate. “We plan a new cooperative system for the unemployed. Whether it will be permanent depends upon whether I am right in my belief about the permanent nature of the depression,” he wrote, full of vigor.24 At first dismissed, Sinclair grabbed the cognoscenti by their throats when he secured the Democratic gubernatorial nomination, in August of 1934. He polled 436,220 votes, 51.6 percent of the Democratic ballots cast in the primary, and faced off against a colorless incumbent, Frank Merriam, who had only recently ascended to the office upon the death of his predecessor.25 For the guardians of order, certainly Republican order, the devil was at the door.

         The Los Angeles Times framed the debate in terms its readers expected. Merriam, it said as its editors sifted through the devastating election results, “represents sound, liberal, broad and thoroughly proven leadership.” Sinclair, by contrast, “is a visionary, a consorter with radicals, a theorist. Whether deluded by his own doctrines and schemes, he has succeeded in deluding thousands of persons into giving him their support and confidence.”26 In the view of the Times, the recently converted Socialist was “a political opportunist” to boot.

         The powers of California gathered against Sinclair that fall. Hollywood, the Times, the San Francisco Chronicle, the state Republican Party, big business, big agriculture, and even a young Earl Warren mounted a campaign to defeat Sinclair and wipe his influence from politics. Daily newsreels included one infamous spot featuring fake vagrants flocking to California to sign up for Sinclair’s promised benefits. “They keep coming,” the narrator intoned, a theme that would return to California under another guise some sixty years later, proof that demonizing immigrants was neither new nor novel but rather time-tested and effective. By the fall of 1934, voters may not have been persuaded to think much of Merriam, but they were at least terrified of Sinclair. That was enough. A third-party candidate, Raymond L. Haight, ran on the Progressive Party ticket and carried nearly 13 percent of the vote, enough to deny Merriam a majority but not the governorship and enough to keep Sinclair far away from the levers of power. Merriam’s 1.1 million votes handily topped Sinclair’s 879,537. The establishment held.

         But not for long. Four years later, Merriam had lived down to his potential, and the Depression remained in control of California. Sinclair himself was no longer viable as a candidate, but one of those drawn to the EPIC campaign picked up where his mentor had left off. Culbert Olson, born and raised as a Mormon in Utah before migrating to California, was a dedicated pacifist and devoted atheist. Upon winning the November election, the distinguished, nattily dressed Democrat became the first representative of his party in forty-four years to seize the California governorship, which he assumed even as Pasadena’s annual Rose Parade opened under gray skies four hundred miles to the south. When Olson took the oath of office as California’s governor, in 1939, he raised his right hand and put his left hand in his pocket rather than atop a Bible, refusing to swear to God. Warned that the oath might not be valid without a Bible, Olson took a second oath a few days later, this time smiling impishly and crossing the fingers of his right hand.27

         For Olson, the joys of governing were short-lived. In his first week on the job, he presided over the pardon and release of Tom Mooney, a labor activist and political prisoner, an icon of California’s Left. Just hours later, at the state fairgrounds to attend a barbecue in celebration of Mooney’s release, Olson began to speak, faltered, and fell into the arms of his son. A statement by the governor’s office explained that he was rushed to Sutter Hospital, where he was recovering from “nervous exhaustion.” Olson would be bedridden for weeks, recovering just in time for his wife to fall ill and die. His administration never again found its footing, and, with the outbreak of war on December 7, 1941, his pacificism would seem naively out of place.

         Four years after Olson’s triumphant swearing-in and dramatic pardon, he would turn the office back to the Republicans. This time, however, it would take on a different cast.

         Earl Warren began the study of law in awe of the man who would become California’s first great governor. Then a young prosecutor, Hiram Johnson took over a corruption case against mob boss Abe Ruef when a dismissed juror, furious at what he perceived as the insult of not being seated, arrived in court with a loaded pistol and shot Johnson’s senior colleague. The lawyer, amazingly, survived, but Johnson was elevated to first chair and took on the senior prosecutor’s duties. The electrifying case launched Johnson on his political career—he would be elected the first progressive Republican governor of California, in 1910. Warren, elected in 1942, could be said to be the second.

         As it was with Johnson, Warren’s progressivism was both reformist and sometimes blindered. Warren joined with the vast majority of Californians in enthusiastically—and tragically—supporting the internment of Japanese and Japanese Americans during World War II, a position for which he never entirely or adequately apologized. It was, he often reflected, a sad but understandable expression of wartime necessity. Indeed, necessity was a watchword for Warren and the progressives, whose pragmatism could be limiting—confining adherents to problem solving rather than indulging grand imagination—but also liberating from partisan bonds. Warren did not accept the view of many of his fellow Republicans that government was suspect and required containment. On the contrary, Warren believed that government should ease the burdens of the governed but that it should do so practically, within sensible limits.

         Warren assumed the governorship in 1943 and held it longer than any other person until Jerry Brown surpassed him during his return to the governorship in the twenty-first century. Warren’s tenure was significant in many respects: he expanded the state’s highway system (with a model that Dwight Eisenhower copied for his interstate highway act), added to its university system, and presided over extraordinary growth, including the reintegration of Japanese Americans after the war. He quietly advanced the desegregation of its schools and pursued, though unsuccessfully, universal health insurance for Californians. Perhaps his most lasting contribution, however, was to reorient the politics of what soon became the nation’s largest state. Gone, at least for a time, were the teeth-gnashing gyrations between voracious conservatives such as Merriam and ethereal liberals such as Olson. In their place arrived Warren’s particular brand of progressive Republicanism, an alternative to partisanship that countered ideology with common sense and a fusion of activist government and fiscal restraint that would skip a generation with the Browns—Pat was a more conventional Democrat and loved to spend, but Jerry would come to embrace much of Warren’s worldview.

         In practice, that helped to create a Center-Left consensus in California, open to taxes so long as they produced discernible public benefits and averse to deficits and government handouts. After his disastrous support of the internment, Warren—and, with him, the state—would quietly overcome progressivism’s racist history and appeal to a grander sense of inclusion and equity (in Warren’s case, some of his growth would only become visible during his consequential tenure as chief justice of the United States). In the meantime, California’s parties bent around the force of his popularity. In 1950, seeking his third term—something no predecessor had ever achieved—Warren defeated FDR’s son Jimmy Roosevelt by more than one million votes. Big as the victory was, it surprised no one, given the results from his reelection in 1946. In that campaign, Warren took advantage of his stature and the state’s Progressive-era election rules, filing for both the Republican and Democratic nominations. He won both. No governor before or since has ever registered such a triumph.

         Warren unsuccessfully sought the presidency in 1952 but left the campaign on good terms with Eisenhower, who promised Warren the “first vacancy” on the Supreme Court.28 Following the sudden death of chief justice Fred Vinson, in 1953, Eisenhower produced, after a brief hesitation, the promised nomination, and Warren accepted. He delivered his farewell address to California on October 2, 1953. A recess appointment, Warren donned the robes as chief justice three days later, on October 5. The transition was so abrupt—he would not be confirmed by the Senate until March 1, 1954—that Warren had to borrow a robe for the occasion. As he strode to the bench to take the oath of office, he tripped and nearly fell.

         As the 1950s closed, California rested comfortably in the grasp of its leading Republicans—Governor Goodwin “Goody” Knight, Senator William Knowland, and Senator Thomas Kuchel—all of whom owed their jobs to Warren, whose politics they reflected. California was hardly tranquil. Any place as big and diverse as California would always have crises. But the state’s politics seemed to have settled into equilibrium. Modeled on Warren’s leadership and populated by his appointees and allies, Republicans held sway but did so by cooling partisanship and emphasizing progress. True, for many that was an act, but it worked. The 1958 elections seemed an opportunity to solidify and extend that reign.
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            Faith, Politics, and Death

         

         If it’s possible to be a precociously devout Catholic adolescent, that was Jerry Brown. Serious, meditative, and religious to an uncommon degree, he recalled that “my grandmother Ida used to read me Bible stories.” They were illustrated, and Brown’s attention was riveted on the images—Joseph and his multicolored coat, Moses surrounded by bulrushes. “That world interested me. I was drawn to it.” Something struck deep within the little Brown. He saw the pictures as more than entertainment. “It was important,” he realized.1

         As a boy, Brown challenged the nuns at his Catholic schools. If stealing a penny was a venial sin, was stealing two? How about three? “When does a venial sin become a mortal sin?” Jerry Brown asked one nun after another. The nuns, with a patience and befuddlement that California’s future leadership would someday come to appreciate, wondered at what they had. One, responding to Jerry’s inquiries, asked a question of her own: “Do you stay up nights thinking about these things?”2

         Like his older sisters, Jerry Brown began his schooling in San Francisco public schools. As he grew older, he asked to attend Riordan High School. His father urged Lowell. They settled on St. Ignatius, one of San Francisco’s premier Catholic high schools, whose curriculum was built on Jesuit practice. There, he excelled as a debater—no one who knew him as an adult was surprised to learn that—and enthusiastically marshaled arguments for and against the Electoral College, free trade, and capital punishment.3 And, in a decision against type, he tried out for and secured a spot as a cheerleader. To Brown’s relief, his parents never attended any of his games.4

         Young Jerry Brown devotedly attended Mass. His friends arranged a surprise birthday party for him one year, but he missed most of it—the party fell on the same night as Holy Thursday, marking the Last Supper, and Brown followed his religious curiosity to St. Brendan’s to observe its services (Brown arrived at the party two hours late, insisting he could hardly be blamed for failing to realize a surprise had been planned for him).5

         Upon graduating from St. Ignatius, he was determined to become a priest, but his parents, simultaneously supportive and slightly mystified, urged him to try a year of college first. Still seventeen, he heeded their pleadings and enrolled at Santa Clara University, then an all-men’s school considered “quiet and conservative,” with a lights-out rule at 10:30 p.m.6 Brown’s year at Santa Clara was uneventful save for his incessant questioning and tendency to absorb classical music and plunge into deep thought, often at the same time. At the end of that year, Brown, then eighteen and able to decide his future for himself, transferred to the Sacred Heart Novitiate in Los Gatos, south of San Francisco.

         On August 14, 1956, the day before the Feast of the Assumption, Brown and two friends said goodbye to loved ones and drove from San Francisco to Los Gatos, tossing loose change out the windows in order to arrive penniless. Pat Brown was away when his son left—a parting he later regretted missing.7 Jerry Brown felt his father’s quiet disapproval, compounded by his lack of understanding. The senior Brown could not comprehend why anyone, much less his son, would choose to live quietly in isolation when so much action beckoned outside.

         For Jerry Brown, the decision was deep but also obvious. “If eternity is the goal and Catholicism is the path, why not go first class? Go with the Jesuits,” he said in 2015, a reflection that is both true and glib, deflective in the way Brown could be in matters of spirituality and religion.8 It is important to note that Brown devoted himself to his faith in an era that preceded Vatican II and its liberalizing influences. Jerry Brown entered a liturgical tradition of Latin and mystery, of regalia and powerful vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience. Though he would come to embrace Catholic social doctrine, that is not what drew him to the seminary. It was the search for God and the spiritual, not social justice, that first motivated young Jerry Brown.

         There were elements of rebellion in Brown’s decision. He was, to begin with, rejecting the ephemeral world of politics. The seminary, he noted later, was “the exact opposite” of the life his father had chosen.9 Growing up the son of a politician meant interruptions, following and reacting to news, reaching out, bearing witness to the raising of money and trading of favors. It meant being singled out in kindergarten for a drawing that didn’t deserve it. “It kind of embarrassed me,” Brown recalled. “I rejected this backslapping world.”10 At the Sacred Heart Novitiate, he was ushered into a period of prayer and contemplation. He shared a cubicle with three others, without running water, his mattress on a wire frame. He rose at sunrise and meditated for much of the morning. He practiced mortification. The goal, he recalled, was “to try to overcome the self-indulgent, weak part of human nature.”11 Novices were not sworn to silence, but idle conversation was not permitted. Work consisted of chores—sweeping and tidying the grounds, cleaning toilets and washing dishes. In the fall, Brown and his fellows picked grapes in the seminary’s forty-acre vineyard, laying the foundation for Sacred Heart’s award-winning wines, most notably an acclaimed black Muscat. Some of the work was routine; some was invigorating. It was all to be undertaken with resolve and purpose.

         Reading was restricted to the New Testament and the lives of Jesuit saints. “If you wanted to read about a Franciscan, you had to get permission,” Brown said later. “Even reading the Old Testament required permission.”12 The son of one of California’s leading politicians had no newspapers, radio, or television and thus almost no sense of the world outside.

         Brown was moved by the order’s rules and its enforced contemplation. The Jesuits, according to the eleventh rule of Saint Ignatius, as taught to Brown and contained in the “Summary of the Constitutions” consulted at Sacred Heart, “abhor completely and without exception all that the world loves and embraces” and “accept and desire with all their strength whatever Christ and our Lord loved and embraced.”13 That meant the rejection of conventional honors and prestige in favor of the modest garments Jesus wore and the simple joys he experienced. Rule 12 was no less demanding. The “first and foremost” duty of the Jesuit in pursuit of spiritual perfection was “abnegation and continuous mortification.” As governor, Jerry Brown would point to those two rules and suggest that critics understand them in order to understand him. They would explain his rejection of opulence and ceremony—underscoring his refusal to occupy the governor’s mansion or travel in a limousine, his rejection of gifts and skepticism of campaign contributors. And they would place Brown’s power and achievements in a certain context—subservient to God and mindful of nature and its immutable commands. Brown learned as a Jesuit that he was subject to truths that were beyond his capacity to alter. It was a lesson that he would draw upon for the rest of his life.

         As was discipline. “It was called the life of perfection,” he remembered. “We were living the life of perfection that included vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience…We examined our conscience at 11:45 and nine o’clock in the evening every day, seven days a week.” Searching their consciences, the novices would identify a flaw and resolve to correct it, a process that could take months or years but that was pursued with relentless determination.14

         Against such resolve, movements to perfect mankind—whether through civil rights or the Great Society or the New Soviet Man—would seem both inspiring and small, a vantage point few politicians of the era would share with Brown. From those days hence, he would regard human impatience, even his own, with a cocked eyebrow.

         He thrived in the seminary. “I liked the intensity…the focus on religious, ascetical practices…the lives of the saints, the doctrines, the practices, the solidarity of the community, this clarity of being on the same path,” Brown said. “It had meaning to it; it had purpose. We were there to prepare to be a Jesuit priest, to do the work, the important work of a Jesuit priest.”15

         It was work that contained none of the relativism of politics: “If you feel you’re called by God to do something, that’s different from saying, ‘Should I go to UCLA?’…That kind of random, trivial choice is different from [the one you make] to save your immortal soul [for] all eternity. Those are much bigger stakes.”16

         As he grew older, Brown’s incorporation of his Catholicism into his politics would deepen. He would, beginning with his years away from politics and his reentry in the early 1990s, speak with concern about the tendency of Americans to reduce all values to those of the marketplace, to raise the accumulation of capital above all other ambitions. “We’re seeing in the disruption of families, the rise of crime, the growth of inequality, that we need an offsetting idea to the market,” he said in 1992 and often thereafter. “And that’s the moral idea of social and economic justice. I come out of a Catholic social tradition that in encyclicals and in bishops’ letters says there is a moral imperative of justice…there has to be a living family wage and a way for every family to prosper.”17

         On a more basic level, Brown infused his politics with a Jesuitical appreciation for structure and limits, ideas that he would expound on when he later discovered Zen Buddhism. “Age quod agis,” the Jesuits say. “Do what you are doing.” The earth and worldly pursuits have their place, and man must find his within it. That suggests modesty in the face of truth or God. Doing what one does rejects doing for show or attention; it is not the catchphrase of many who enter politics. It does not, for example, suggest unbounded optimism—a political disease in modern life—much less false hope or grandiosity. It does, however, capture an essential aspect of Brown’s approach to the world and its organization.

         As did the notion of “discernment.” An essential component of Ignatius’s teachings, discernment asks that believers consider God in evaluating choices in daily life. Predicated on the notion that God speaks to each person individually, discernment involves evaluating choices based on what is best, what “better leads to God’s deepening life in me.” That suggests the application of reason, though founded within a moral structure. Once Brown entered politics, applying that principle would be both profound and commonplace.

         At the seminary, Jerry Brown was mostly beyond his parents’ reach. He inhabited a world unfamiliar to either and particularly mysterious to Bernice. They exchanged letters—Jerry supplied updates on readings and routines, and his father replied with caring, sometimes impatient responses, interested in his son’s progress but eager for him to move beyond the seminary’s initial detachment and to engage with more conventionally intellectual pursuits. “Two years of virtual silence,” Jerry Brown said later. “That didn’t grab him.”18 Still, despite Jerry’s isolation and their uncertainty about it, the Brown parents often visited on Sundays, going for walks with Jerry in the hills of Los Gatos, returning with admiration and bafflement. Bernice would sometimes cry on the way home.

         But Jerry was still his father’s son. Neither the seminary’s distance from home nor its isolation was enough to break him entirely from worldly things, and when his father turned to the next step in his political career, Jerry was ready with advice. The questions for Pat Brown in 1957 were twofold: whether to run for reelection as attorney general, a job he enjoyed and was in no hurry to leave, or seek another office. If the latter, the next question was which office, as two tempting possibilities would be open the following year: the United States Senate seat held by William Knowland and the governorship of Goody Knight.

         That calculation was complicated by a strange wrinkle in that year’s campaign season. Initially, Knight had planned to run for reelection and assumed Knowland would do the same. Then, at the end of an interview with CBS Radio on January 7, 1957, Knowland startled his interviewer, Griffing Bancroft, in response to what he thought was a routine question: “Do you plan to seek reelection to the Senate in 1958?” Knowland answered, “I do not plan to be a candidate for reelection to the United States Senate,” adding that he did not know what he planned to do instead.19

         SHOCK WAVES REVERBERATING FROM KNOWLAND’S DECISION, the Daily Independent Journal of San Rafael, California, declared the following day.20 Knowland disingenuously suggested he wanted to spend more time with his family or devote himself to the family newspaper in Oakland. No one bought that. Some speculated that Knowland was aiming to challenge Nixon for the Republican presidential nomination. Among those whose fortunes were potentially affected, the report noted, was “Atty. Gen. Edmund G. Brown, the state’s No. 1 Democrat.” Brown incorrectly read Knowland’s announcement as a retirement and predicted it would clear the way for electing a Democrat to the Senate. Others—correctly, as it turned out—wondered whether Knowland might instead be eyeballing a challenge to Knight for the governorship.21

         With those calculations in play six months later, on July 3, 1957, Jerry Brown sat at a typewriter and composed a long letter to his father—a notable departure from their routine correspondence. “I’ll start by first saying that I think you have already made your choice,” Jerry began, “Governor.”

         Having said that, Jerry Brown then presumed to try to talk his father out of it. He began with a smart appraisal of the tactical situation. Republicans coveted the governorship only partly for the office itself, Brown observed. The real appeal was as a launching pad to the presidency or at least to control the Republican delegation at the 1960 national convention. That would make them fight harder, and dirtier, to win it, Jerry Brown predicted, especially since Knowland would run with the backing of his father, Oakland Tribune scion Joe Knowland: the Knowlands, Jerry noted, were “pretty powerful boys.”

         The Senate seat, by contrast, was the more “stable position.” Moreover, with Knowland’s announcement, it was now vacant and there for the taking. As he said, “If you run for Senator, you will not have to meet so much opposition.” And if Pat Brown won the Senate seat and Knowland won the governorship, Brown would still be the state’s top Democrat and thus in position to control its delegation at the Democrats’ 1960 national convention.

         Jerry Brown’s arguments were tactically sound and bravely presented, given his youth and singular remove from the state’s complicated and fast-moving politics. What is most striking about his letter, however, is its dual reliance on the grittiness of politics and the loftiness of faith. “God has endowed you with certain talents and abilities and has given you opportunities to make use of them,” Jerry, now the Jesuit, remarked. “He has put you where you are for certain definite reasons.”

         Concluding, Jerry noted: “When you come right down to it I can’t say much about your political future except that you have a duty to God and your religion, upon which your decisions ought to be much in accordance.” Not even twenty and isolated from news, Jerry Brown already was demonstrating some of what would later make him a unique figure in American politics: a pragmatic liberal deeply committed to faith. It also says something about Pat Brown that he ignored his son’s advice.

         
              

         

         Given the seminary’s remove from worldly intrusion, Brown was surprised on a November evening in 1958 when he was invited to the fathers’ recreation room to watch television. What external event could possibly warrant the distraction of ephemeral life? That night, the priests yielded to the temptations of politics, bringing out the television set in time to watch a profound change in the leadership and direction of California. Two “right-to-work” bills that had antagonized the state’s labor movement were defeated, voters gave Democrats majorities in both houses of the state legislature, and “a genial, 53-year-old Irish Catholic,”22 as one newspaper described him, ended more than a decade of Republican occupation of the governor’s mansion. Pat Brown defeated William Knowland in a landslide. “This election is a mandate for progressivism in our public life,” Pat Brown said triumphantly.23 Jerry quietly registered his father’s achievement and joined him for a family photograph when Pat moved into the governor’s mansion, in Sacramento, soon after the inauguration—Pat and Bernice smiling, Jerry more serious in his cassock.

         
              

         

         While Jerry Brown removed himself from the world, Pat Brown leaped to change it. His election opened a new era—though one with some echoes of the not-so-distant past—in the politics of California.24 Brown was the first Democrat to hold the office since Culbert Olson’s underwhelming service ended in 1942, throttled by the rise of Republican Earl Warren. Brown, himself a former Republican, brought the zeal of the converted to his tenure, championing New Deal democracy in the form of civil rights, public works, and unbounded faith in growth. And yet he brought some of Earl Warren, too, relying on bipartisanship and expansion. Warren and Brown, not coincidentally, were close friends, so close that Warren lent subtle political support to Brown even during Warren’s time as chief justice, when he was expected to abjure politics.

         Brown took the oath of office on January 7, 1959, and unambiguously asserted his intention “to bring to California the forward force of responsible liberalism.”25 To Brown, that meant “a reasonable, rational, realistic” program to protect the dignity of individual conscience, to uphold “justice and fair play,” and to establish bulwarks against “economic abuse and selfish threats.” Brown’s twelve-part plan to achieve that ranged from the establishment of a minimum wage to a new approach to crime to a gigantic investment in education (“5,000 new classrooms a year, when we now build 2,500”). He harked back to national and state progressive heroes, including former governors Hiram Johnson and Earl Warren, both Republicans but of that peculiarly California stripe. Overarching Brown’s politics was his personality: he bragged that California’s leadership was “one of the ablest legislative bodies in the United States.” He thanked the outgoing governor, Goody Knight, and offered to work with any and all, “together in harmony.”

         What followed was not an unmitigated success, but it was significant and lasting. Pat Brown set out to lead and to build. And he did. Within weeks of his inauguration, he had proposed a state budget and a host of taxes to support it. By summer, his program had been enacted.

         In his diary, Brown recorded his triumph with telling calm: “Budget passed,” he wrote simply. “All tax bills passed.”26

         Brown’s tenure would be marked by the strains of growth and then by the challenges of maturity. He was overjoyed by California’s ascendance: when, in 1962, census numbers suggested that California had at last passed New York as the nation’s most populous state, Brown exuberantly laid plans for a statewide celebration. They were mostly a bust.

         More concrete signs of progress were warmly received. An essential aspect of California’s appeal was its fairness—its escape from the racist history of the East and South. Brown, less than a year into his governorship, lent his support to the Fair Employment and Practices Act, whose mission was to combat racial and other discrimination in employment and housing, prohibitions that were later updated to protect against discrimination by “gender, gender identity,” and “gender expression.”27 The proposal also limited the use of a person’s criminal history in making judgments about housing and employment. It passed on September 18, 1959, nine months after Brown became governor, even as Soviet premier Nikita Khrushchev stormily threatened to call off his visit to America after being insulted by the mayor of Los Angeles. (The mayor, Norris Poulson, had the temerity to suggest that the Soviets would not, contrary to Khrushchev’s boasts, succeed in “burying” the United States.) The act provided for the creation of a commission to enforce its edicts, and the five-member board was seated in October, with Brown proclaiming that it would become a “real instrument for obtaining voluntary compliance with the law.” For those who were less enthusiastic, the governor warned that the commission would enforce the law “without restraint and without fear.”28 The commission was chaired by John Anson Ford, a respected member of the Los Angeles County Board of Supervisors, who said that Brown urged him not to “exact reprisals” for past discrimination but rather to “administer a law so that all men, regardless of race, color, religion, national background, would have an equal chance with employers.”29 Joining Ford on the original commission were four other members, identified in the Los Angeles Times as a “Roman Catholic,” a “Jew,” a “Negro,” and a representative of business.30

         Despite wily and determined efforts by the commission, discrimination was a stubborn foe, and the coming years would be marked by setbacks as well as progress. In the meantime, Brown would press “the forward force of responsible liberalism” across issues as varied as school construction and the death penalty, sometimes stepping nimbly through California’s divided politics, other times vacillating in ways that disappointed his admirers. Brown was open-minded and good-natured, hard qualities to dislike in any man but ones that left him with a tendency to be agreeable and easily swayed. His son would learn those lessons and would never, once he reached power, be accused of glad-handing—deal making, yes, but out of pragmatism, not uncertainty.

         
              

         

         As 1959 ended, Jerry Brown was coming to the end of a long, slow, and difficult-to-describe loss of enthusiasm for the life he had boldly chosen as an eighteen-year-old. In one sense, his changing heart was consistent—he remained driven by a search for meaning and stimulation and a frustration with the question of how best to pursue those.

         Pat Brown tried his best to visit his son every month, and when he arrived in early December, he found Jerry wrestling with doubt, deep in reflection and consideration of how best to fulfill his purpose. Pat Brown was impressed. “He is a fine, wonderful boy,” he noted in his diary.

         The governor and the seminarian walked together, as they often did, comparing notes on their vastly different lives. “He told me that he would probably leave his studies for the priesthood,” Pat Brown wrote. “He felt it had been a wonderful 3½ years, that his Catholicism was stronger than ever,” but that he had come to the conclusion that he no longer benefited from its “rules of obedience” and rather believed he could put its teachings to better use outside the priesthood. Pat Brown was not a perfect father, but he knew his son’s instinctive resistance to parental direction. Realizing that to push his son would be to risk Jerry pushing back, Pat remained quiet: “I didn’t advise him one way or the other.”31 Jerry Brown interpreted his father’s silence as disapproval: “Disapproval on the way in, disapproval on the way out,” he said years later.32

         But Jerry Brown’s mind was made up. He was celebrating Christmas with a few of his fellow novices—third-year students—and was reading Sigrid Undset’s Kristin Lavransdatter at the time. “It’s so vital and intense,” he recalled decades later, remembering themes of tension and the Church and the life of a medieval woman. “And then the seminary seemed so denuded of—there was not romance, money, sex, success, failure. You know, it’s all proscribed. And every hour they ring the bell and you go from one thing to the next. It’s very regimented.”

         Brown’s decisions to join the priesthood and then to leave it preoccupied him for decades thereafter. One afternoon in 2015, fifty-five years after he left the seminary and embarked on his worldly path of law and politics, he sat in his Oakland office. Aides ambled about, and shelves heaved with a wildly eclectic collection of books—campaign biographies, works of history, and a recent papal encyclical that he was then reading in preparation for a trip to Rome. Old campaign bumper stickers were haphazardly posted on the walls, along with a sign from an earlier campaign for president. His two corgis, Colusa and Sutter, playfully misbehaved. Brown was in light spirits, animated and talkative. And yet when the conversation turned to the question of why the priesthood had not held him, he paused and thought hard. “At some point,” he said, softly, “it wears off.”33

         When it came time to leave, a friend picked him up from the seminary, and they headed straight to San Francisco. They drove to a gallery in North Beach and caught a poetry reading, then dropped in at the Co-Existence Bagel Shop, headquarters of the underappreciated poet Bob Kaufman (cofounder of the journal Beatitude), smoky and full of coffee and sawdust, wine and talk (but no bagels: the shop did not serve bagels, just beatniks).34

         Brown returned to the temporal and turbulent life of California beyond the walls that had, for three years, contained him in Los Gatos: “I tried that,” he said later. “Now I want to try this.” For Brown, the priesthood was no longer his future, but the question that had impelled his study remained. He was, he said, “still looking for beatitude.”35

         
              

         

         Jerry Brown enrolled at UC Berkeley, joining an educational institution that his father oversaw though keeping himself at a distance from him physically and emotionally. He found a place to live at the university’s International House, where he met Rose Bird, later to secure important positions in Brown’s universe, and, among others, Kenneth Reich, a future Los Angeles Times reporter who would dog Brown in office. Jerry majored in classics, a natural after his time at the seminary, but found satisfying courses in history and political philosophy as well. Decades later, he could still quote professors—notably, Sheldon Wolin—from those days and could recite from memory his answers to questions on Berkeley exams.36

         Jerry no longer wore a cassock, but as a Berkeley student he carried his principles and devotion close to heart, and he remained more of a counterpart to than a chip off the block of Pat Brown. Though just twenty-one, Jerry was unafraid to voice his views and draw on his time of reflection—even, perhaps especially, in conversation with his father.

         That was most apparent on February 18, 1960. California’s attention was divided that day: at Squaw Valley, near Lake Tahoe, the 1960 Winter Olympics were opening, a triumphant and joyful recognition of California’s place at the center of the sports universe. Pat Brown was scheduled to preside over the opening ceremony that night, but he elected to pass, feeling instead the obligation to tend to California’s other riveting event: the pending execution of Caryl Chessman. Bernice Brown took their youngest daughter, Kathleen; they, along with Richard Nixon, opened the games.

         Chessman was a violent thug who was arrested in 1948, at the age of twenty-six, already having done more than his share of damage. But the crimes for which he was convicted—and the death sentence imposed—created political and legal complications for Chessman and those involved in his case as well as genuine cause for moral reflection. These were amplified after Chessman’s initial date with the gas chamber, in 1952, was delayed, and at the urging of San Quentin’s warden he wrote a memoir that displayed surprising intelligence and drew international demand for his clemency. The same warden who encouraged Chessman to write forbade him from penning a sequel. He wrote one anyway.

         Chessman used his fame to plead his innocence and demand justice for himself. He was not contrite. On the contrary, he taunted those who confined him and judged him, including Brown. By the time Pat Brown became governor, he already had signaled his lack of compassion for Chessman, upholding the warden’s ban on Chessman’s writing after the first book was such a success.

         Now that Brown was governor, he held Chessman’s fate in his hands. Rather than plead for mercy, Chessman derided Brown’s authority over him. “I wonder if Mr. Brown has not brought his politically advantageous prejudices with him to the Governor’s chair,” Chessman asked in a letter to the governor’s clemency secretary. “Will you kindly ask the Governor and then inform me in writing if he does not consider himself wholly disqualified from acting on the case?”37 Brown called such outbursts evidence of Chessman’s “heckling his keeper” and professed to do his best to ignore them. He may have protested too much: he thought enough of Chessman’s letters to save them for the rest of his life and pass them down to his son.38

         Tempting though it was—politically, at least—to let the Chessman execution take its course, Brown labored over the question of whether to do so, in part because the legal situation was murky. Chessman was convicted on eighteen counts in connection with a series of rapes and robberies—prosecutors alleged that he had accosted couples in their cars, robbed the occupants, and forced the women to perform oral sex on him. Under California’s so-called Little Lindbergh law, criminals who transported a victim and inflicted “bodily harm” on that victim were subject to the death penalty. Chessman was alleged to have dragged one woman from her car and driven another from the scene of the robbery. By the time he was scheduled for execution that law had been repealed, but the repeal was not retroactive, so Chessman was facing a sentence that would not have been handed out had he committed his crimes, which he denied, under the current state of the law.

         Was Chessman improperly convicted? Perhaps. He defended himself at trial and did so poorly, passing up advice to take a plea and ham-fistedly mishandling witnesses. He had requested and been denied, without explanation, a daily transcript of the proceedings, an error that bothered the officials and judges who later reviewed the case.39 And Chessman was so candid in his memoir about what he had done wrong that he seemed believable when he denied the charges against him.40 Then there was the question of punishment. Even if he was guilty, did Chessman deserve the death penalty? Under today’s standards, certainly not, and even the standards in place at the time of his crimes feel stretched by the circumstances. Dragging a victim from her car is undeniably brutal, but it is hard to regard it as “kidnapping” in the manner of the Lindbergh case.

         However one answers these questions, they are certainly difficult. When Chessman’s case came to him the previous fall, Brown confessed his angst to his diary. Deciding Chessman’s fate, Brown wrote, would be the “toughest decision I will make,” and though he leaned toward clemency at that point, he was determined to keep an “open mind.”41 Then Brown attended Chessman’s clemency hearing and thought again. On October 19, four days after telling his diary he leaned toward clemency, he announced publicly that he would let the law run its course. “I have searched the record, and my conscience, for some sufficient basis for resolving this issue in favor of clemency,” he said in a statement released by his office while he was in Chicago. “I have been unable to do so.”42 Brown mentioned the psychological damage to one of Chessman’s victims, and Chessman, true to form, sneered. “He has now emerged not only as Presidential timber, but as a psychologist,” the inmate told reporters.43

         But that did not end the matter, and Brown was still torn the following February, alone in the governor’s mansion, when the phone rang. It was around 9:00 p.m., and it was his son on the line.

         Full of vim and armed with three years of instruction by the Jesuits, Jerry Brown felt so compelled to speak to his father about Chessman that he called him from a pay phone in Berkeley. He argued strenuously that his father could not in good conscience allow the execution to go forward, that in the “simple and direct world of morality” his father could not sanction such a punishment.44 Their common faith respected life. Ignatius spoke of mercy and peace. “Avoid anything that would cause the shedding even of a drop of blood,” the founder of the Jesuits had offered centuries earlier. Generosity and humility were integral to the spiritual world from which Jerry had so recently emerged.

         Jerry Brown knew his father’s world, too, layering on a political argument. Although both Browns understood that the state supreme court was required to recommend Chessman’s commutation and already had rejected it, Jerry Brown suggested that his father could grant a sixty-day reprieve. In the interim, the governor could lobby the state legislature to overturn the death penalty. That, Jerry Brown argued, would buy his father time and allow him to work the case politically, where he was most adept. True, there wasn’t much chance the legislature would abolish capital punishment on such a deadline. “But Dad,” Jerry persisted, “if you were a doctor and there was one chance in a thousand of saving a patient’s life, wouldn’t you take it?”45

         Pat Brown had been bogged down with Chessman for months, morally and intellectually hamstrung by the demands of the case. Now his son proposed a course that seemed to offer an escape. He grabbed it. “You’re right,” he said. “I’ll do it.”46

         As generations of California leaders would later come to realize, Jerry Brown was a hard person with whom to argue. In political terms, however, his advice that night can at best be regarded as poor—at worst, it was painfully naive. Pat Brown’s staff certainly thought so. His aides were blindsided and convinced that Jerry’s suggestion would prolong and deepen the debate. Nevertheless, Pat accepted his son’s advice. He stayed Chessman’s execution for sixty days and urged the legislature to take the matter up. REPRIEVE! read the eight-column headline in the next day’s Los Angeles Times.47 (Below the headline was a picture of Bernice Brown and Richard Nixon at the Olympics.) Chessman’s prosecutor called the decision a “travesty of justice” inspired by Communists.48 He also foresaw, correctly, that the same state legislature that had upheld the death penalty less than a year earlier would not suddenly reconsider.

         At Brown’s request, the legislature did review the death penalty, but as Chessman’s prosecutor predicted, it refused to overturn it. Chessman died, his mouth twisted into a pained sneer as the pellets were dropped and he gasped for air in California’s lime-green gas chamber.49

         By the time it was over, Brown’s handling of the case alienated just about everyone: advocates of the execution saw him as weak for suspending it; supporters of Chessman blamed him when Chessman was put to death. The boos for Governor Brown at the opening of Candlestick Park came from those who wanted Chessman executed and were outraged by the delay. They would soon be joined by those who saw Brown as a functionary of capital punishment, even the murderer of an innocent man. “The walls of Jericho fell down on me,” he complained.50 For decades, Bernice Brown lamented the fact that she and Kathleen attended the Olympics. Had she been home, Bernice said, she would have intercepted Jerry’s call, and her husband might have escaped one of the worst political moments of his administration.51

         For Pat Brown, the lessons of Caryl Chessman were humbling. He followed his conscience, incompletely, and attempted to navigate politics, unsuccessfully. Chessman would contribute to the nagging impression that he was indecisive, “a tower of Jell-O,” as critics came to deride him. He regretted to the end of his days his handling of the case. In his eighties, Brown remained convinced that Chessman was guilty and that he had contributed to the public sentiment against him. “I also believe,” he wrote, “that I should have found a way to spare Chessman’s life.”52

         For Jerry Brown, the lessons were no less lasting or complicated. He might have seen the damage done to his father in that episode and hardened. It would have been politically expedient simply to abandon the demands of faith and conscience and mercy, to acquiesce to politics’ more reliable standards—accountability and vengeance. To his credit, Jerry Brown did not follow that course. He remained conflicted his entire life about the competing demands on a high official charged with the grave responsibilities of assessing guilt and protecting the public, while acknowledging the human qualities of frailty, capacity for growth and understanding. He argued for Chessman’s reprieve and saw the price his father paid for listening to him. He stayed that course anyway. Like his father, Jerry Brown would confront questions of life, death, and a politician’s power over them into his eighties.

         Pat visited Jerry Brown just a few weeks after he agreed to his son’s pleadings and granted the Chessman reprieve. He was proud of his son and justifiably so. But his note to his diary reflects some of what it was to be young Jerry Brown’s father. Jerry, the elder Brown wrote, was a “fine boy but too intense.”53
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            Quiet Rivers, Rushing Waters

         

         Jerry Brown was still carrying the teachings of the seminary—and by then the more roiling debates at Berkeley—when, in 1961, he attended a symposium entitled “Man and Civilization: Control of the Mind” at the University of California, San Francisco. It was a major gathering held at the medical center’s main auditorium. Joseph Alioto, the soon-to-be mayor of San Francisco and soon-to-be rival of Brown, hosted. The featured speaker was Aldous Huxley, recently diagnosed with laryngeal cancer and confronting his mortality even as he wrestled with grand notions of human potential and capacity. Speaking at lunch that day, Huxley criticized Western education and values, not so much for their deficiencies as for their insufficiencies. There is another part of humanity that needs to be educated and nurtured, Huxley stressed—the affective, intuitive, and spiritual foundation of man, which requires education just as surely as his intellect does.

         Following the lecture, Jerry Brown, all of twenty-two years old, had the temerity to approach the great and fearsome Huxley. Brown stared up at the much taller Huxley, grand but rumpled in an overcoat. “How could I find out more about this other way of educating?” Brown asked.

         Huxley looked down at him. “Zen Flesh, Zen Bones,” he replied without explanation. Jerry Brown left the hall and rushed out to pick up the book, a collection of stories and koans central to Zen Buddhism and Zen practices.1

         Brown read the book. Sort of. “I read part of it,” he said later. “I read enough of it to know that I liked the stories.”2 Mostly, however, its effect was to lure him to others, to seek out the offerings of Zen. That led him first to Zen theory and practice and later to the San Francisco Zen Center.

         Brown’s route to the center was circuitous—he read and considered the ideas that infuse Zen for years before seeking out the center’s California establishments, including mountain retreats and the San Francisco center, in Hayes Valley. But once Brown landed at the center, the discovery proved propitious. Few establishments—save, perhaps, for Yale Law School—would more greatly enrich Brown’s intellect or cultural and political circle than the center, which drew casual and serious adherents from across California and beyond. It hosted retreats, most notably at its spectacular Tassajara Zen Mountain Center, near Carmel, just outside the tiny town of Jamesburg.

         In the early 1960s, when Brown discovered Zen, the center was under the leadership of Shunryu Suzuki Roshi, a thoughtful and hugely influential scholar and teacher who arrived in San Francisco in 1959, establishing the center just as the city’s counterculture, then in the form of the beatnik poets and their admirers, took hold.

         “What I liked about Zen,” Brown said later, “was the freshness. You ask: ‘What is the meaning of life?’ The Zen master responds: ‘Have a cup of tea.’ I loved that surprise. There’s an aliveness about it…the lack of dogma, the lack of ‘You must believe X.’”3

         Those sound like the reflections of a young man fresh from rejecting the strictures of the Jesuit monastery, and in some ways Zen was just that—a fresh, dogma-free alternative to the Jesuit novitiate. But it would be a mistake—one that many observers of Brown would make—to conclude that his fascination with Zen represented a clean break from his Catholicism or that Brown was rejecting structure altogether. That was the route of the hippie; Brown was a student of the priesthood, not a hippie. Zen represented not a rejection of Catholicism but a fresh path of inquiry back into it. For Brown, it was an extension of that faith and an inquiry into the soul and mind, not by abandoning structure but by reexamining it.

         
              

         

         Brown had practiced the discipline of Saint Ignatius, the methodical stripping of attachments—physical, intellectual, and otherwise—for three years in Los Gatos. He had practiced self-denial and mortification as deliberate challenges to excessive worldly attachments. Now, as he delved into the practices of Zen Buddhism, he discovered a parallel command. “In the Zen world, attachment is the central problem…We say: ‘Delusions are endless. I vow to cut them down.’”

         To Brown, practicing Zen meant returning to a familiar grammar, imbued with a fresh vocabulary. The Jesuits meditated on the life of God and Christ. Zen Buddhists sought to erase images from their meditation. But both sought liberation from the limitations that blocked their connection to a larger spirituality.

         “From the nonattachment of Buddhism to the ‘inordinate attachment’ of Ignatian exercise,” he said, “I found great similarity.”

         As he considered the question further, those similarities enchanted Brown: “Our lives are routinized, full of distractions, allurements, pleasures, pains, melodrama. That’s a very active movie in which we play our part,” he said. “In Catholicism, what they’re saying is: ‘You have to leave that all aside and focus on God or the life of Jesus,’ so that you reach, you attain, what they would say is ‘perfection.’ In Zen, they would say ‘enlightenment.’ You cut through all these illusions and just be. They say: ‘The rivers are the rivers. The mountains are the mountains.’ Most of us have some reaction to it. We have an experience of a mountain that is our ego. Our self, our sense of us and our pettiness and our particularity. Zen is trying to get to a clarity.”4

         Over time, the sturdy rope that ran from Saint Ignatius to Zen shaped Brown’s appreciation for the great ideas of politics—notions otherwise as disparate as capital punishment, nuclear weapons, and climate change—all of which had in common a necessary humility before fearsome powers such as death, destruction, the earth itself. Those issues later informed Brown’s politics, but the foundation, in the combined strictures and practices of Catholicism and Buddhism, was well under construction when he was still a very young man.

         In the words of the Zen master: “The rivers are the rivers.”

         And in those of Saint Ignatius: “Do what you are doing.”

         
              

         

         Phil Burton did not give a hoot about Zen. He cared about politics and people and the ability of politics to deliver for people. He was big, and both soft and hard—a soft touch for those who needed help, a hard sell for those who would deny the government’s responsibility. While Jerry Brown was contemplating attachment and spiritual freedom, Phil Burton was a few blocks away, building a political machine.

         Phil Burton was a presence, a loud man and a hard drinker who rode roughly over the feelings of colleagues and sometimes even friends. He was also gifted with a brilliant sense of politics, a nose for power and how to use it on behalf of the neediest. He was, in the words of his biographer, “in the fraternity-party atmosphere of the time, often a stick-in-the-mud. He rarely wanted to talk about anything other than politics or legislative business. He liked to drink, but even when drunk he was usually all business.”5 Burton was that rare force in American democracy: a ruthless ideologue. He came up through the competitive ranks of political infighting in San Francisco, where cultural forgiveness masked bitter, hand-to-hand political struggle.

         As a member of the state legislature, Burton would leave his lasting mark on California and its politics by immersing himself in that most arcane and consequential aspect of political power: redistricting. Burton figured out early that drawing district lines meant far more than determining which neighborhood got to vote in which assembly race. The erection of district borders did not just distribute political power but also entailed a kind of risk. The person drawing lines could make one legislator safe and put another in peril. He could decide which areas of the state—and which philosophies and inclinations—would grow in influence and which would lose that influence.

         Burton was a member of the legislature when the 1960 census allowed California to redraw its internal boundaries. The state was undergoing enormous demographic change at the time, growing by leaps. It was ripe for reshaping by a smart legislator to rearrange its power dynamics. That legislator was Burton.

         Nominally, it was Jesse Unruh, the powerful liberal legislator elected as speaker in 1961, who controlled the redistricting process. Born poor and driven, Unruh bulldozed his way through California politics, and in 1961, he wielded as much power as any man in Sacramento. He was called Big Daddy, a nickname he hated, but it stuck because it fit. He was physically imposing, charismatic, and hardscrabble tough.

         Naturally, then, Unruh took the lead in the redistricting effort, focusing especially on the state legislature, his base. Burton, however, elbowed his way into the machinations, for reasons both personal and political. Personally, he wanted a way forward to Washington, so he manipulated the lines of his congressional district, in San Francisco, to maximize his opportunities there. Of more significance, though, was his quiet insertion into the legislative reapportionment process. “Unruh did not get reapportionment,” Willie Brown, a politician who was one of the beneficiaries of Burton’s involvement, said years later. “Phil understood it better than any computer.”6

         Burton approached the process with two goals: first to redraw lines in San Francisco, which was being forced to give up a seat, in such a way as to preserve liberal strength there at the expense of the city’s dwindling conservative core and second to protect liberal interests in Los Angeles, which was growing and therefore needed to adopt the opposite strategy—namely, to add a district and distribute liberal voters in such a way as to ensure that the new seat attracted the right type of legislator. For Los Angeles, Burton turned to the emerging political might of Henry Waxman and Howard Berman, two early masters of that city’s young liberal coalition. In San Francisco, Burton handled matters himself.

         The process took months, and as the time for a crucial vote approached, Burton affected surprise to discover that the legislative map was one district short, having been drawn for seventy-nine seats instead of eighty. Pretending to work hastily, he drew one more for San Francisco and presented the final map to Unruh. Unruh agreed, in part because the new map protected an ally, Ed Gaffney, an old-school liberal of the era, “strong with unions but weak with minorities,” as one journalist summed him up.7 With Unruh’s approval, the legislature approved the package, and San Francisco had a new assembly district, one Burton-made for a minority candidate.

         Enter Willie Brown. Brown’s career would span decades, outlasting and outmaneuvering governors and infuriating opponents. California today has term limits largely because conservatives could not figure out another way to dislodge Brown from his commanding post in Sacramento, where he became speaker himself years later. In the long period when California would bump around from Pat Brown to Ronald Reagan to Jerry Brown and beyond, Willie Brown would anchor the state’s growing Left. He would nurture its promising talent, protect its vulnerable members, raise and dole out millions of dollars to secure and protect seats. But in the early 1960s, he was an untested activist from San Francisco, an immigrant from Texas who found liberal politics while growing up in the city’s rough neighborhoods. He signed up for classes at San Francisco State University—“dodging the draft,” he joked later—and was lined up alphabetically next to a fellow student: John Burton, another politically charged liberal and the younger brother of one Phil Burton.

         They grew up in liberal politics together, and when Burton had the chance to muscle an opening in San Francisco, he came up with a district that suited Willie Brown well. And as for its occupant, Gaffney, he summed up the notion of a challenge from Willie Brown thusly: “I have a little nigger running against me.”8

         That was, roughly speaking, the last time anyone in California politics wrote off Willie Brown. He came within one thousand votes of beating Gaffney in 1962, but, he said, “I had been told at the outset that it might be a two-year proposition.” Two years later, Gaffney latched on to a ridiculous proposal to route a new freeway through San Francisco’s beloved Golden Gate Park, and Brown thumped Gaffney for supporting it. Brown discovered friends he didn’t know he had. “I didn’t know anything about environmentalists, but they lined up for me,” he said with a laugh.9 The freeway was stopped, and Brown won a seat in Sacramento. It would take a political movement to get him out.

         
              

         

         As the 1960 presidential campaign took shape, its implications for California and its senior political leaders were evident. On the Republican side, California’s Richard Nixon, the vice president attempting to claw his way from under Ike’s shadow, led a field of GOP contenders that ranged from New York governor Nelson Rockefeller to unreconstructed racist Strom Thurmond, once a Democrat, now more comfortably in the fold of a party drifting away from its integrationist roots. The Democrats, as per their usual practice, had numerous options but none that clearly stood out. Adlai Stevenson remained the party’s great intellectual, his wisdom unceremoniously steamrolled not once but twice by Ike’s likers. Massachusetts senator John Kennedy had youth, charisma, and money. Lyndon Johnson was the Senate majority leader and its unrivaled power source. Hubert Humphrey thrilled the hearts of northern liberals, and Missouri senator Stuart Symington, heir to Truman’s Senate seat and blessed to have been derided by Joe McCarthy as Sanctimonious Stu, hoped for a deadlock among the more prominent leaders.

         California had another important piece of the action: this was an era when conventions actually selected candidates, and the 1960 Democratic National Convention was to be held in Los Angeles, giving Brown not only a major state at his command but also a local spotlight to manipulate. Part of Jerry Brown’s advice to his father in 1957 as Pat was considering running either for the US Senate or for the governorship of California was to make the most of his chance to direct the California delegation at the 1960 convention. But when the time came, Pat vacillated and ended up damaging himself.

         At first, Brown allowed himself a little fantasy, one common to elected officials at all levels: why not be president? He could run as a “favorite son” in California and be reasonably assured of winning. That would give him a significant pile of delegates—eighty-one votes divided among 162 delegates, second only to the New York delegation in those days. If no Democrat won on the first ballot, why not Brown as a compromise deeper in the scrum? Kennedy’s team, especially Bobby Kennedy, viewed that possibility with alarm, and Jack briefly considered challenging Brown in California’s primary in order to head off the possibility. Brown, however, privately assured the Kennedys that he would throw his weight behind JFK when the time came, and after some initial skepticism, the Kennedys agreed to the tenuous deal: Kennedy would skip California, while Brown would run, win, and, when the time came, transfer the support of California’s delegation to JFK.

         Publicly, however, Brown affected neutrality. All candidates, he proclaimed, would “have a fair chance to get the California delegation when and if I release them,” he told the Associated Press in January.10 To emphasize the point, Brown had breakfast with Symington that morning, followed by lunch with Kennedy; the next day, he lunched with Humphrey and paid a call on Johnson. Brown figured that he would have a better hold on his delegation, a diverse collection of Democrats, if he were seen as uninterested in the office himself.

         The seeds of the problem were thus sown. Loyalty barreled down one track, respect down the other. The Kennedys expected Brown to deliver, and the delegates expected Brown to cede the path. Just as the convention prepared to open, they crashed.

         With the convention scheduled to begin on July 11, Brown primed the pump. “I am going to make a little statement in Los Angeles Sunday,” he told reporters on Friday. “And that’s all I’m going to say now.”11

         Reporters guessed correctly that Brown was prepared to declare his support for Kennedy, but he would pay the price for his long equivocation. By the time Brown endorsed Kennedy, JFK—and, more important, Bobby—had grown tired of fencing with a governor whose hold on his own state’s politics seemed weak. And the California delegation, as if to reinforce that point, refused to follow the governor’s lead.

         When Brown met with the California delegation, he urged the delegates to join him in supporting Kennedy, only to have Stevenson supporters wage a surprising counterattack. Brown aides “tirelessly canvassed the delegation,” the Los Angeles Times reported, but struggled to win converts. Brown, realizing that he could not deliver the entire block of votes to Kennedy, reset his sights, aiming to at least produce a plurality for the senator on the first ballot.12 Even that went down hard. One rogue batch of delegates so adamantly insisted on its independence that it went to court to demand that Pat Brown cast the California delegates for himself on the first ballot, a move that would deny Kennedy a swift victory and open the door to a challenge from Johnson or Stevenson. The lawsuit was dismissed almost as soon as it was filed, and Brown denounced it as a “wild, publicity-seeking move.”13

         True enough, but delegates did not rebel this way against the Richard Daleys or Lyndon Johnsons of the political world. When the first ballots were tallied, Brown met his lowered threshold for success but telegraphed his lack of control: he delivered a very bare plurality for Kennedy—33.5 votes to 31.5 for Stevenson. Brown himself picked up half a vote. Sizing up the situation, the New York Times reported that national Democrats were surprised to find Brown so hamstrung. “He is being berated within his delegation and chided without,” the newspaper said. One unnamed California delegate summed the matter up more sharply: “This is one more nail driven into Pat’s political coffin. This one could be disastrous for him.”14

         A poll taken at the convention’s conclusion succinctly stated the damage: “The political popularity of California Democratic Governor Edmund G. ‘Pat’ Brown appears to have declined sharply among California voters.” The survey director, Mervin Field, noted that Brown had been “beset” by a “series of political troubles.” Chessman loomed large, as did Brown’s handling of the convention. Once seen as a possible candidate for president, he now seemed vulnerable to a challenge for the governorship. Some California insiders thought Brown was finished, that he “could not be elected a precinct committeeman.”15 Only time and forgiveness would permit him a return to power.

         
              

         

         Jerry Brown graduated from UC Berkeley in 1961 and, after dabbling with the idea of a career in psychiatry, made his way to law school—again, in partial emulation of his father, who managed to secure a law degree, though, in his case, without ever having attended college. For law school, Jerry Brown chose Yale—elite, of course, as well as philosophical and expensive. On the latter point, however, tuition was not a concern. Louis Lurie was a real estate developer and theater aficionado who came to San Francisco after World War I and became rich along with the city—buying up and developing large chunks of downtown real estate while famously anchoring a lunch table at Jack’s, a Sacramento Street bistro that was San Francisco’s second-oldest restaurant. Lurie, said at one point to have built nearly three hundred buildings in San Francisco, was a generous philanthropist and a smart one.16 Although he was a lifelong Republican, he saw plenty of reason to be on good terms with politicians of all stripes, so his foundation helped subsidize schooling for the children of California officeholders. That included the governor, of course, so Lurie’s foundation paid for Jerry Brown to go to Yale (and, later, for Jerry’s sister Kathleen to attend Stanford).17

         Yale was a natural for Brown, who enjoyed its emphasis on the theoretical aspects of law—he remained more interested in philosophy than legal practice. He thrived, though more on the evening conversations with colleagues than on the daytime learning.

         One favorite sparring partner in those years was Brown’s roommate, Dan Greer, an Orthodox Jew from New York so devout that he stocked his refrigerator with kosher food.18 Greer and Brown would go at issues for hours at a time, recalled Tony Kline, another former classmate and longtime friend of Brown. When it came time at Yale to hold a moot court (a staged legal confrontation in which students advocated before faculty judges), the case involved two students who were kicked out of a Catholic school for entering into a civil marriage. Brown represented the students; Greer the school. They argued fiercely and ended on good terms.

         “The thing that impressed me about Jerry Brown in those days—that was in 1962—was his inquisitiveness and his willingness to challenge conventional views,” said Kline. Even as a young person, Kline observed, Brown was a “contrarian.”

         Brown did warm to some of the institution’s more prosaic ambitions. He enjoyed constitutional law and discovered labor law, filing away lectures on the shift of power from shop stewards to labor lawyers as workplace disputes moved to the courts.
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