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INTRODUCTION



This is the story of a rivalry. It’s how two men’s pursuit of the same prize changed them and their country.


When Americans think of John F. Kennedy and Richard Nixon, they recall their close, bitter 1960 fight for the presidency. They picture them in their “Great Debate,” the debonair Kennedy outshining an awkward Nixon. But behind this snapshot lurks a darker, more enduring saga that began with their election to Congress in the months just after World War II, then crept for fourteen years along those old Capitol corridors where politicians, even rivals, share the same small space. It would survive even the assassin’s bullets, climaxing a decade later with a haunted president trying to defend himself against the imagined onslaught of his rival’s brother.


During the early years, Nixon was the man to beat. He was the best politician of his time, articulating more ably than anyone else the nervous mood of post-World War II America. By the age of forty-three, he had been elected to the House, the Senate, and twice to the vice presidency of the United States. Even the respected liberal columnist Murray Kempton called the 1950s the “Nixon decade.” Kennedy was the late bloomer.


The relationship between the two men was complex. As a freshman congressman, Jack Kennedy had pointed out Nixon to friends as someone to watch. Even with the 1960 election looming, Kennedy retained a measure of respect for the Republican vice president. If the Democrats didn’t nominate him, he said wistfully over dinner New Year’s Eve before the 1960 election, he would vote for Nixon. His tycoon father said much the same to Nixon’s face. “Dick, if my boy can’t make it,” a congressman heard him tell the vice president, “I’m for you.”


Dick Nixon, the socially ill at ease Californian who had grown up in his parents’ grocery store, had been flattered from the outset by Kennedy’s early attention. “I have always cherished the fact that Jack and I were friends when we first came to Congress,” he wrote Jacqueline that grim night in 1963.


His rapid, early rise from House to Senate to the vice presidency had made Nixon an electoral role model for Jack Kennedy—but also a rival. No one from the World War II generation had traveled so fast or so far. To succeed the beloved commander in chief, Dwight D. Eisenhower, Jack Kennedy would have to defeat him. “From the beginning,” JFK aide Ted Sorensen recalled of Nixon’s chances for the 1960 Republican presidential nomination, “we knew it was his to lose.”


As early as 1952, the Kennedys found Nixon a useful target. Sargent Shriver prompted Adlai Stevenson to say it was brother-in-law Jack, “not Richard Nixon,” who moved the first perjury charge against a Communist. In 1956, Kennedy ran for the Democratic nomination for vice president, Nixon’s job. “One takes the high road, and one takes the low,” he said—a direct shot at Eisenhower’s running mate.


Even Kennedy’s assassination did not end the rivalry waged so fiercely in 1960. As he began his Lazarus-like revival, Nixon was left to face not only Jack’s brothers Bob and Ted but the specter of “Camelot.” But one who knew him well saw the unquenched fire. “I know how you feel—so long on the path—so closely missing the greatest prize,” Kennedy’s widow wrote, responding to Nixon’s letter of condolence, “and now for you, the question comes up again, and you must commit all your and your family’s hopes and efforts again.”


Having won the prize in 1968, Nixon would still feel shadowed by the Kennedys. Despite his dramatic opening to Communist China, he worried that some last-minute maneuver would make Ted Kennedy his 1972 rival and deny him a second term. “It was like we were running against the ghost of Jack Kennedy,” Nixon aide Charles Colson recalled. Ambushed by Jack in 1960, and nearly again by Robert in 1968, Nixon and his men now saw yet another Kennedy approaching. The dread led to Watergate.


It started with a friendship. In April 1947, the two freshman U.S. congressmen briskly debated national politics before a rambunctious crowd in McKeesport, Pennsylvania. The Californian showed a fighter’s edge, challenging his gaunt, genteel opponent at every point. The rival refused to take his bait; instead, he spoke directly to the audience, charming the steel-town crowd with his smooth delivery and quaint Massachusetts accent. Both men were impressive. “It was hard to tell who had come from the wealthy family and which had worked his way up,” the debate’s moderator told his wife later that night. What struck him most was the genuine friendliness of the two young politicians as they chomped hamburgers and talked sports at a local diner before catching the midnight Capital Limited back to Washington.


Both antagonists had won election to the House of Representatives in that first postwar Congress. Kennedy had run as a “fighting conservative,” a phrase he chose himself; Nixon, on a commitment to “practical liberalism.” Both were anxious for higher office. Though one was a Democrat and the other a Republican, the rivalry over who in the class of 1946 would move up first was a cordial one. When Nixon did, running for the Senate in 1950, Democrat Kennedy showed up at the Republican’s office with a large financial contribution from his father. When Dwight Eisenhower picked the Californian as his vice-presidential running mate two years later, Kennedy cheered. “I was always convinced that you would move ahead to the top,” he wrote in a longhand letter. “But I never thought it would come this quickly.”


Within months, the two were thrown back together. Nixon and Kennedy spent the 1950s across the hall from each other, the vice president in room 362 of the Senate Office Building, the new senator from Massachusetts in 361. When Kennedy went into the hospital for dangerous back surgery in 1954, Nixon regularly stopped by his colleague’s office after-hours to check how “Jack” was doing. When the vice president sent word that, as presiding officer of the Senate, he would not allow the Democrat’s absence to give the Republicans control of the Senate, Kennedy’s twenty-five-year-old wife was touched. “There is no one my husband admires more,” Jacqueline wrote. With reports that Kennedy lay near death, a Secret Service agent riding with Nixon in the car saw him cry. “Poor brave Jack is going to die. Oh, God, don’t let him die.” Back then Nixon was as charmed by his handsome, joke-loving hall mate as anyone. He liked Kennedy, wanted to be like him, and very much wanted Kennedy to like him.


In September 1960, presidential candidate Richard Nixon was readying to leave his Chicago hotel for his nationally televised debate with John F. Kennedy when he received an urgent phone call. “Erase the assassin image,” his running mate Henry Cabot Lodge warned. Nixon needed to go easy on his rival lest he stir the public’s sympathy for the boyish challenger.


Bad advice. In the Great Debate, it was Nixon who would elicit sympathy. The sickly senator who teetered on the edge of death six years before now beamed with vitality. The playboy from across the hall conducted himself like a statesman. The familiar face was suddenly a stranger—the easygoing colleague, a predator; the old friend, the new enemy. Before the evening’s contest had been joined, Richard Nixon was visibly deflated by this cold apparition with whom he now shared the stage. Before the ON-AIR light had flashed, the ambush was complete.


But the Nixon versus Kennedy struggle was not quelled with the 1960 election. Even after Nixon lost a race for governor of California, he had emerged by the following autumn as a live prospect to challenge Kennedy for reelection.


In November 1963, a gleaming President Kennedy campaigned through Texas. Former vice president Nixon, who left Dallas the morning of Kennedy’s arrival, had spread his mischief. “Nixon Predicts JFK May Drop Johnson,” the Dallas Morning News reported that Friday, November 22.


Riding by cab back to his New York office that day, Nixon saw a man yelling from a Queens curbside. The president had been shot! Stricken by the macabre turn of fate, Nixon brandished his quote in the Dallas newspaper urging “a courteous reception” for the visiting president.


In February 1968, half a decade later, Nixon watched from a Portland hotel as Robert Kennedy announced for the Democratic presidential nomination. After the televised picture of the glamorous Irish-American clan had faded from the screen, the Republican front-runner stared grimly at the black TV screen. “We’ve just seen some terrible forces unleashed,” he said.


When the second Kennedy was assassinated four months later, the hopes of the divided Democrats passed to the youngest brother, Ted, who refused to run. On his second try for the presidency, Richard Nixon succeeded.


In July 1969, the new American leader presided over the successful Apollo 11 moon landing, the mission launched by Jack Kennedy. Amid the national excitement, word came that Ted Kennedy, the reelection rival Nixon now feared most, had been in a car accident that cost the life of a young woman. The president was fascinated by the news. “Strange!” he muttered to an aide.


From early in his presidency, Nixon was haunted by the fear of a Kennedy “restoration.” After the death at Chappaquiddick, Nixon sent detectives to the area in search of evidence that would finish Ted Kennedy’s presidential prospects once and for all. To besmirch the family legacy, aides faked a Washington-to-Saigon cable tying the late president’s own hand to the assassination of South Vietnam leader Ngo Dinh Diem. Unable to shake his fear of a Kennedy restoration, Nixon instigated a covert campaign to gather intelligence on the Democrats, starting with veteran Kennedy strategist Lawrence O’Brien.


June 23, 1972: To cover up the White House role in the break-in of Democratic headquarters by a band composed largely of Cuban exiles, and believing in the party’s plan to nominate Ted Kennedy “at the last minute,” Nixon ordered his aides to say that pursuing the Watergate break-in would expose what he believed to be Kennedy’s secret bungling and betrayal of the 1961 Bay of Pigs invasion. “They play it tough,” he reminded his aides of past tactics used by his political enemies. “We need to play it the same way.” Within minutes, he had fashioned the “smoking gun” of impeachment.


In August 1974, Richard Nixon became the first American president to resign. Surrounded by loyalists within the White House and by his enemies without, he confessed the terrible price of his obsession. “Always remember, others may hate you, but those who hate you don’t win unless you hate them back, and then you destroy yourself.”


It was a stark pairing. John F. Kennedy was handsome, debonair, witty, wealthy, and a decorated war hero to boot. He was by any measure the most beloved president of modern times. Three decades after his death he remains the standard by which we measure our country’s leader. What he possessed was an innate ability to be liked, to have people want him as a friend, lover, son, brother, leader. Men and women both wanted to follow him. Millions voted for him with no questions asked, then liked him even more after the Bay of Pigs blunder. Before his dazzling success in the Great Debate, we didn’t know the Greek word charisma. After his early, ghastly departure, the name “Jack Kennedy” evoked it. He had the gift.


Richard Nixon won four national elections and, in 1960, quite nearly a fifth. Between 1952 and 1972, he was a Republican candidate for national office in every election but one. He appeared on the cover of Time magazine fifty-six times and was a central figure in American life from 1948 until his death in 1994—a span of half a century. Yet he could not best John F. Kennedy, not the one time that mattered: their 1960 encounter before a spellbound nation.


Nixon used not only his talents but also his deficiencies to propel himself in the contest. Lacking a distinctive charm, he made a virtue of his regularness, offering himself as champion of the squares. Bereft of spontaneity, he drafted and rehearsed speeches for hours. Ill at ease with strangers, he briefed himself before even the most casual of meetings. Starting with small stakes, he made himself a gambler. Resentful of fortune, he made resentment his fortune. If Americans viewed John F. Kennedy as their shining hero, they also recognized the five o’clock shadow of Richard Nixon in the fluorescent light of their bathroom mirror.


*  *  *


“THERE was something mysterious and inexplicable” in the Nixon relationship with Jack Kennedy, his aide H. R. Haldeman said the month before he died. Here is the strange saga of what went on between the two: one man favored by fortune, the other relying on craft, a Mozart against a Salieri, two antagonists with the same ambition—to be the great young leader of post-World War II America. More than either man, it was the rivalry itself that marked and drove the era.





STUDENTS



As a seventeen-year-old senior at the exclusive Choate School, John Kennedy organized the “Muckers Club.” Both the idea and the name came from a sermon given at chapel one afternoon by the prep school’s starch-collared headmaster. George St. John had railed that day against those troublemaking students who he said lacked the proper Choate spirit. He called them “Muckers,” slang for the local Irish-American ditchdiggers who were a familiar sight around campus. To show his contempt, young Kennedy recruited a dozen friends to meet every evening just after chapel. They would have a single purpose: concoct pranks aimed at wreaking havoc on the proper Choate order. The chance to plot mischief with young Kennedy’s Muckers proved so popular that admission was limited, by the founder’s decree, to those too rich for the school to expel.


What sealed the Kennedy gang’s doom was a bold scheme to disrupt a major social event by dumping cattle manure onto the school’s dance floor, with the Muckers arriving, shovels in hand, to save the day. Tipped off to the escapade, headmaster St. John angrily summoned Joseph Kennedy, Sr., from Washington, where he was chairing Franklin Roosevelt’s Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC). Beneath a mien of solemn indignation, the arriving paterfamilias secretly cheered his son’s spit-in-the-eye bravado. When the headmaster left the room, he said that his only qualm was the choice of name. “If that crazy Muckers Club had been mine,” the tycoon conspired with his vastly relieved son, “you can be sure it wouldn’t have started with an M.”


Jack Kennedy went on to defeat the chairman of the student council in a contest for the Choate senior “most likely to succeed.” Even St. John was finally seduced. “His smile was . . . well, in any school he would have gotten away with things just on his smile. He was . . . very lovable.”


From his first run for Congress, Jack Kennedy’s grown-up politics would bear the Muckers imprint. No group or institution was spared: the street-corner factions of Massachusetts politics, the labor unions, the Democratic party’s liberal establishment, big business, or the eminences of Capitol Hill. From the early canvasses of Cambridge’s working-class neighborhoods to that last motorcade in Dallas, his only allegiance was to the “Kennedy party” and its triumph. Driving the enterprise was its ringleader’s delightful gift for getting other men to follow him into battle.


*  *  *


ARRIVING at California’s Whittier College, the Quaker school not far from his Southern California home, Dick Nixon didn’t like what he found. Unable to accept a scholarship to Harvard because his family lacked the necessary money for travel and board, he now found himself a victim of class distinction in his own backyard. The entire life of the Whittier campus revolved around a social elite known as the Franklins. The rest of the student body seemed resigned to its exclusion, its nerd-dom.


Nixon, just seventeen, rejected the yoke. He organized a rival social club of precisely those rejected by the Franklins: the poor students who had to work their way through school, the football linemen, and others judged too awkward or unattractive for the elite fraternity. To celebrate its resentment, the new club employed parody. The Franklins wore black ties for their yearbook photo; the contrarians wore shirts with open collars. The Franklins held formal dinners; the new crowd got together over beans and hot dogs. As one of Nixon’s club mates put it, the Franklins were the “tuxedo boys . . . the aristocrats on campus.” The Nixon crew constituted “the bourgeois . . . the bean boys.”


Even Nixon’s name for the new club, the Orthogonians, poked fun at the social caste system the Franklins had imposed. Denied admission to the Franklins for lacking the requisite sophistication, his band took defiant pride in being the “straight shooters.” Within weeks, its ranks outnumbered those of the established club, and Dick Nixon went on to defeat a Franklin to become Whittier’s student-body president. While having no interest in it himself, Nixon based his winning campaign on a promise to have dancing permitted on campus.


Nixon would employ the same Orthogonian politics in his adult career. From his first run for Congress, he pointed to the elite holding power, then raised an army of the excluded against it. In 1946, he spoke for the small businessmen angry at the liberal New Dealers still clinging to office in Washington. In 1952, he and wife, Pat, embodied the young “cloth coat” Republican couple indignant at the mink-warmed Democratic elite. As president, his constituency became the “silent majority” angry at the longhaired children of privilege who protested their country’s war in Southeast Asia. Each time, the Nixonian rage derived its strength from the same Orthogonian resentment.


When Kennedy and Nixon took their seats in Congress just after World War II, the Mucker and the Orthogonian could unite against a common enemy: the old New Deal establishment trailing, like a retreating army, behind the funeral cortege of Franklin D. Roosevelt. Toward this crowd, the George St. Johns of Democratic liberalism, Jack Kennedy would feel a Mucker’s contempt; Dick Nixon, an Orthogonian’s resentment. One had watched his wealthy father manipulate this crowd; the other knew the painful sting of being born among those millions excluded by it. The odd bond would for many years make them friends.





CHAPTER



ONE



World War II Was Their Greatest Campaign Manager


IN April 1945, as Adolf Hitler and mistress Eva Braun spent their last days in a Berlin bunker, the celebrating in San Francisco had already begun. From Washington, London, and Moscow, the Allies converged for the first great pageant of victory. Artie Shaw had taught his band every national anthem, even scoring one for Saudi Arabia, whose strict Muslim royalty saw the composition as blasphemy. Pianist Arthur Rubinstein and New York Metropolitan Opera star Ezio Pinza were at the San Francisco Opera House, where Secretary-General Alger Hiss was preparing for the inaugural session of the new United Nations. Hotel lobbies bustled with the arrival of the men World War II had made celebrities. Up on Nob Hill, the American secretary of state, Edward Stettinius, held court at the Fairmont penthouse. Several floors down, aide Adlai Stevenson leaked so much news his room was christened “Operation Titanic.” At the St. Francis, young assistant secretary Nelson Rockefeller hosted an around-the-clock reception for Latin American delegates. Up on the tenth floor, the conference’s most mysterious delegation, the Soviet mission, headed by Vyacheslav M. Molotov, had rifle-toting guards posted from one end of the hall to the other.


Everyone guessed at Moscow’s intentions. Would America’s “great Russian allies” cooperate in the new postwar order or resort to their pre-1941 truculence? At a Palace Hotel suite, Kremlin expert Charles “Chip” Bohlen gave a briefing one evening on the situation he had just left behind in Moscow. The prestigious group included top British envoy Anthony Eden and U.S. Ambassador to the Soviet Union Averell Harriman. At one point in Bohlen’s talk, Harriman went out on the balcony with a young woman. “I give him about two more minutes, and then he’s going to hang himself,” Jack Kennedy, the twenty-seven-year-old host of the gathering, whispered to his navy pal Paul “Red” Fay. “What do you mean?” Fay asked, thinking that Kennedy was talking about the briefing they were getting from the Soviet expert. “I’m not talking about Bohlen,” Kennedy corrected him. “I’m talking about Harriman.”


“That’s pretty much the way it was,” agreed Chuck Spalding, another Kennedy pal along for the fun. “Jack’s attitude, as it was in so many other crises, made you feel you were at a fair or something.” Kennedy, a stringer for the Chicago Herald American, was something of a celebrity himself due to his wealthy father’s controversial tenure as U.S. ambassador to Great Britain in the prewar years and his own publicized exploit in the South Pacific, saving his crew after his PT boat was rammed in half by a Japanese destroyer.


Like other returned servicemen, Kennedy worried that an ailing President Roosevelt, dead just two weeks, had conceded too much to Joseph Stalin during the recent Allied meeting at Yalta. The stone-faced Soviet delegation attending the UN conference only added to the sense of postwar menace. “Americans can now see that we have a long way to go before Russia will entrust her safety to any organization other than the Red Army,” Kennedy wrote after covering a Molotov press conference. “The Russians may have forgiven, but they haven’t forgotten.”


The Hearst reporter had his own postwar agenda: politics. His older brother, Joseph Kennedy, Jr., had been killed in a bombing mission the year before, leaving the hopes of Joseph Kennedy, Sr., riding on his second oldest. The job covering the UN conference, a plum assignment won through his father’s friendship with William Randolph Hearst himself, was a warm-up for what Jack called his dad’s scheme to “parlay a lost PT boat and a bad back into a political advantage.” His weeks covering the UN conference would teach Kennedy the superiority of his father’s plan to his own notion of becoming a full-time journalist. He learned the hard way that the statesmen passing through the hotel lobbies of San Francisco carried far more prestige than those milling around trying to snag interviews. Red Fay, who had convinced his navy superiors to let him accompany his mustered-out pal to San Francisco, recalled a telling incident from those days and nights in San Francisco. “He had this attractive gal, and—I will never forget—somebody came in and ran his hand through Jack’s hair and was very condescending. I’ve never seen Jack so mad.” Kennedy was learning firsthand the lack of respect shown to lowly reporters, even well-connected ones. When word came that his father had persuaded, with the help of a huge financial gift, the legendary James Michael Curley to give up his seat in the U.S. Congress and run again for mayor of Boston, young Kennedy was ready for the leap. “I’ve made up my mind,” Kennedy told Spalding not long after. “I’m going into politics.”


*  *  *


JOSEPH Kennedy prepared the way for his son’s electoral debut in 1946 much as the U.S. Navy had prepared an enemy-held island for an invasion by the marines. To replant his family’s roots in a state deserted years earlier for New York, Kennedy drenched the Commonwealth of Massachusetts in philanthropy. The archdiocese of Boston got a check for $600,000; the Guild of Appolonia, the association of Catholic dentists, got $10,000. With each gift came a sole proviso: Son Jack got his picture in the newspaper handing over the check.


To make young Kennedy a recognized figure in the area, his father retained a public relations firm to book his son at every local club that needed a free speaker. Lieutenant Kennedy used the occasions to share with his less-traveled audiences his firsthand impressions of postwar Europe. Like most Americans of the day, he missed the drama taking place on the other side of the globe in the Indo-Chinese capital of Hanoi, whose streets and docks were crowded that September with a million people celebrating the Japanese evacuation and what they thought was their nation’s independence. But what young Kennedy lacked in oratorical skill—and knowledge of Indochina—he supplied in charm, especially the winsome smile he flashed after each stumble over the text.


To offset the resistance of the local political organizations, the Kennedys built one of their own. Sgt. Billy Sutton was the first aboard, hired by the younger Kennedy for seventy-five dollars a week just hours after arriving home from the war. To establish a voting residence, Kennedy used the Bellevue, a hotel and political hangout across from the Boston State House. But while he busied himself trudging through the working-class neighborhoods of the Eleventh Congressional District, Kennedy overlooked an impressive detail: He had missed the deadline for filing his petitions. The papers that should have been presented to the election board by close of business April 23 were instead sitting in a filing cabinet at the candidate’s headquarters. It was 6:30 P.M. The statehouse closed at 5:00 P.M.


Joseph P. Kennedy’s son refused to accept catastrophe. Some frantic phone calls located a well-placed accomplice. Entering the statehouse that night, Kennedy found his way to the appropriate office and deposited the all-important documents in their proper place. Though unaware of the after-hours entry, his rivals were outraged already by Kennedy’s blatant carpetbagging into an area where he had neither lived nor paid taxes, much less served politically. Boston city councilman Joseph Russo, another candidate for the Eleventh District seat, expressed the street-corner attitude in a newspaper ad:


Congress Seat for Sale.


No Experience Necessary.


Applicant Must Live in New York or Florida.


Only Millionaires Need Apply.


Instead of becoming angry at Russo, the Kennedys got even. They got a twenty-eight-year-old custodian named Joseph Russo to agree, for a modest payment, to put his name on the ballot, thereby splitting the Joseph Russo vote in two. Front runner Mike Neville faced even tougher treatment. The Kennedys tried bribing him out of the race. “Joe Kennedy called my dad, who was a lawyer,” his son Robert recalls. “They wanted him to get out of the fight. They offered him a job with the Kennedy Foundation. Twenty-five thousand dollars a year . . . for life.” When the proud Neville refused, Kennedy senior called once again on his friendship with William Randolph Hearst. For the last sixty days before the election, the Hearst-owned Boston American did not run a single Neville ad, print a single Neville photo, or so much as mention the man’s name. “The Kennedy strategy was to buy you out or blast you out,” Neville would ruefully recall of a family that possessed ample clout for either method.


Assemblyman Tom O’Neill, a Neville backer known on the street corner as “Tip,” was not all that impressed by the Kennedy operation, not at first. To O’Neill, comfortable at the neighborhood clubhouse, the rules were basic. A fellow worked for the party and was rewarded, perhaps with a snow button that meant you would be a regular on the city road crew come winter. If you wanted to run for office, you waited your turn, something young John Kennedy apparently knew nothing about. “I couldn’t believe this skinny, pasty-faced kid was a candidate for anything!” he thought after being introduced to the young interloper one Sunday in front of the Bellevue Hotel.


Kennedy looked better than he actually was. His war injuries masked more serious health problems. His bad back, aggravated in the PT boat incident, was congenital. His yellowish skin, a condition the Kennedy campaign blamed on malaria, was actually a symptom of Addison’s disease, which produced jaundice, stark changes of appearance, and deathly bouts of illness. “He wasn’t looking healthy then,” Billy Sutton recalled. Another aide, Mark Dalton, remembered his candidate as “a skeleton.”


But Kennedy’s sickliness seemed only to add to his appeal. As with other young veterans, he had come home to run for office wearing a badge of courage. As Sutton would declare again and again in the years ahead, “World War II was their greatest campaign manager.” And in Jack Kennedy’s case, the power of his father’s money magnified his back-from-the-front appeal. Tip O’Neill soon noticed an extraordinary sight on his North Cambridge street: a caterer’s truck. Even his own block was being infiltrated by the Kennedy campaign. “If you agreed to invite a few friends to your house to meet Jack, they brought in a case of mixed booze, hired a caterer, and gave you a hundred dollars, which was supposed to pay for a cleaning woman to come to your house both before and after the party.” For the ready host, that hundred dollars was money in the bank. In those days, working-class families of North Cambridge didn’t employ cleaning women. They raised them.


As the election neared, the pace of vote buying escalated. “A few weeks before the primary, the Kennedys approached a number of large families and promised them fifty dollars in cash to help out at the polls,” O’Neill recalled. “They didn’t care if these people showed up to work. They were simply buying votes, a few at a time, and fifty bucks was a lot of money.” Opposition campaign workers took to pinning twenty-dollar bills to their lapels. They called them “Kennedy buttons.”


To Joe Kennedy, twenty dollars was small change. Thanks to his Hollywood connections, local movie theaters began running newsreel features on young Jack Kennedy’s campaign for Congress. One hundred thousand bootleg reprints of a Reader’s Digest account of Lieutenant Kennedy’s PT-109 exploits were mailed first-class to voters.


Jack Kennedy lived up to the Hollywood image his father was promoting. He had become a local celebrity, especially among the young women of the area. Despite his gaunt features, the bobby-socks crowd looked upon the rich, young Irish American as the political equivalent of that other skinny star Frank Sinatra. His prospects zooming, Kennedy turned on the charm. After hearing one rival after another use a joint appearance with him to describe his hard-knocks upbringing, the target of these Uriah Heepish performances took the wry road. “I do seem to be the only one here,” he deadpanned to the delight of the working stiffs, “who did not come up the hard way.”


As the primary approached, Jack would be reminded that his new career in politics was a hand-me-down from a brother lost in war. With Joe Kennedy’s polls showing his second son with a solid lead, members of the family sat around the dinner table in Hyannis Port, each taking a turn to toast the candidate’s twenty-ninth birthday. Finally, the senior Kennedy called on thirteen-year-old Teddy. “I would like to drink a toast to the brother who isn’t here,” he said.


It took several minutes for the room to recover.


Try as he did, trudging dutifully up the stairs of one second- and third-story family dwelling after another, Jack Kennedy could not ignore his own mortality. The day before balloting, the front-running candidate marched in the Bunker Hill parade, then fell ill before the finish. Yet in the June 18 primary, tantamount to election in that Democratic stronghold, Jack Kennedy won 22,183 votes, Neville 11,341, Cotter 6,677, the real Russo 5,661, Kennedy’s Russo 799.


*  *  *


GEN. Dwight D. Eisenhower, Supreme Commander of Allied Forces in Europe, accepted the Nazi surrender documents at Rheims on May 7, 1945. Days later, he was driven through the canyons of Wall Street, ticker tape flying down from the highest windows as the general stood in the back of his car, both hands held high with the V sign, a gesture he and the world had learned from Britain’s Winston Churchill. Twenty floors above, a thirty-two-year-old navy lieutenant beheld the sight. It was the closest he had ever come to so great a man.


For Dick Nixon, World War II was not yet over. As an aviation ground officer in the Solomons, he had earned the nickname “Nick” and learned enough poker to bring home a nest egg of $10,000. He was spending the rest of the war back East, terminating defense contracts. On V-J Day he celebrated with others in New York’s Times Square, only to realize a pickpocket had gotten to his wallet. Weeks later, back in his apartment in Baltimore, where the Californian was still on active service, he experienced a different stroke of luck. It came in a surprise from home.


October 3, 1945


Dear Dick,


I am writing you this short note to ask if you would like to be a candidate for Congress on the Republican ticket in 1946.


    Jerry Voorhis expects to run—registration is about 50–50. The Republicans are gaining.


    Please airmail me your reply if you are interested.


H. L. Perry


    P.S. Are you a registered voter in California?


Herman Perry, a prominent banker and longtime friend of the Nixon family, had played a role in an early Nixon political success. He was the Whittier College board member who backed the young student leader’s call for legalized dancing on the Quaker campus. Calling Perry in California, Nixon discovered that Perry was head-hunting on behalf of a local business group, the Committee of 100, which hoped to unseat Democrat Voorhis, the ten-year incumbent seeking reelection. Nixon told him he was “honored” and “excited” at the chance being offered to appear before the group. He would run, he promised Perry in a letter sent the next day, “an aggressive, vigorous campaign” on a platform of “practical liberalism.”


Within the month, Nixon was back in Los Angeles, telling eight wealthy leaders of the Committee of 100 what its members wanted very much to hear. “There were two ways of looking at America’s economic future,” the young man in his navy officer’s uniform said. “One, advocated by the New Deal, is government control in regulating our lives. The other calls for individual freedom and all that initiative can produce. I subscribe to the second view. I believe the returning veterans, and I have talked to many of them in the foxholes, will not be satisfied with a dole or a government handout.”


The earnest young man was giving voice to the Committee of 100’s implicit credo. Yet one point still concerned him. Nixon asked the Committee of 100’s leaders if they were ready to foot the bill for a serious campaign. Assured there would be adequate financing, he made his position clear. “Well, I’m in your hands. If you say for me to run, I’ll run.” Facing its general membership that night at Whittier’s William Penn Hotel, Nixon found the same seething resentment he had felt so keenly among the squares at Whittier College. Here again he sensed the passion of the angry, striving middle class against the social and cultural elite, represented, in this case, by Jerry Voorhis, well-born, well-spoken graduate of Yale, the ultimate Franklin. Nixon was last to be heard of six candidates, several of them lured by a newspaper advertisement. His well-composed lines did the trick, putting the group’s pro-business ideology in sharp relief from that of the despised New Dealers. Dick Nixon had done his homework.


Three weeks later, Roy Day, Committee of 100 leader, phoned the Nixon apartment at two o’clock in the morning and shouted the news. “Dick, the nomination’s yours!” The vote had been unanimous. Too excited to go back to sleep, Pat Nixon was to remember, she and her husband talked until dawn.


That same morning, Nixon launched his campaign, soliciting negative information on Jerry Voorhis, calling up anyone in Washington who might help him get the goods. “His conservative reputation must be blasted,” Nixon wrote enthusiastically to one Committee of 100 leader of the liberal Democrat who had been a socialist in his younger years. “I’m really hopped up over this deal!” Yet one problem remained: the Nixon family finances. His entire personal kitty consisted of the $10,000 he’d brought home from the South Pacific. He was willing to spend it, though, for a seat in Congress.


His first investment was hiring a $500-a-month Beverly Hills public relations man, Murray Chotiner. The overweight, sallow-faced Chotiner had two working precepts. The first held that voting was a negative act: People don’t vote for someone; they vote against someone. Chotiner’s second rule was that voters possessed the mental capacity for grasping just two or three issues at one sitting. The goal of every campaign was therefore to limit the number of issues to two or three, all of them tied to the opponent, all of them negative. “I say to you in all sincerity that if you do not define the opposition candidate before the campaign gets started,” Chotiner taught his disciples, “you are doomed to defeat.”


For Nixon, defeat loomed as a real possibility. At the campaign’s outset, Chotiner told him to exploit his veteran’s status to the hilt. “Just stand there in your uniform, keep your mouth shut, and I’ll get you elected to Congress!” Since his candidate had no civilian suits, it seemed an unremarkable set of orders. But within a matter of weeks the Nixons learned the harsh realities of political life. A break-in at party headquarters cost the campaign its entire stock of pamphlets that Pat Nixon had financed with the $3,000 she realized by selling a piece of land. “No one cared when it happened to us!” she was to recall decades later in the aftermath of a more celebrated burglary. A worse calamity concerned the campaign itself. Nixon’s tales of the South Pacific, and his self-portrait of the young returning vet building a family, were not stirring up the voters. He had failed to ignite enough anger toward the well-turned-out Voorhis to wrest his seat from him. By early April, Chotiner was starting to get nervous. “We don’t have enough meat!” he complained to his candidate. If they didn’t turn up something on Jerry Voorhis, the Nixon campaign would go nowhere.


Thanks to Chotiner, the meat was soon in Nixon’s refrigerator. It arrived on April 23, the same day Jack Kennedy delivered those nocturnal nominating petitions to the Massachusetts secretary of state’s office. Nixon had found his issue: Jerry Voorhis’s backing by the giant Congress of Industrial Relations. Freed from wartime “no strike” pledges, the country’s great labor unions, led by the CIO, were demanding catch-up wages. In January 1946, the electrical, machine, and auto workers had struck. Next to go out were the mine workers, who forced President Truman’s hand. Dick Nixon would now charge Cong. Jerry Voorhis with being in the hip pocket of labor’s political action committee, the CIO PAC.


The Committee of 100 delivered the anti-Voorhis blow: “Now that the Political Action Committee has endorsed the candidacy of Jerry Voorhis for Congress, one of the real issues of the campaign is out in the open. There can be no mistake. The choice now is: Shall it be the people represented by Nixon or the PAC by Voorhis?”


There was only one problem with the charge: It was false. The CIO executive board in California had voted on April 1 to endorse every Democratic congressman except Voorhis. He had been passed over for criticizing the many postwar strikes. He had committed the further offense in the eyes of the CIO PAC of condemning the Soviet Union’s grab of Eastern Europe. “I believe the Communists are in substantial control of CIO,” Voorhis had written a friend afterward, “and between you and me I think that is why I didn’t get the endorsement.”


Nixon found such details unimpressive. A liberal, anti-Communist faction in the Southern California branch of National Citizen (NC) PAC, an auxiliary group organized by CIO PAC leaders, had pushed through a local endorsement of Voorhis. Thanks to an informant, Murray Chotiner had this sugarplum of opposition research in hand a full month before Voorhis even knew of the local NC PAC’s action. The Nixon team had all the evidence it needed.


Congressman Voorhis had been attacked for his CIO PAC endorsements in the previous election campaigns to little effect. But Nixon’s use of the “PAC” charge in 1946 came amid a sea change in voter attitudes. A Gallup poll in July showed that six out of ten Americans saw Russia’s actions in Eastern Europe as a first step toward world rule. “Foreign policy and relations with Russia” had become the number-one voter concern. The CIO PAC had become a popular target of this concern. In Detroit, rank-and-file workers charged it with being Communist, refusing to contribute to it. “There are no strings attached to me,” Nixon told a Whit-tier audience that August. “I have no support from any special-interest or pressure group. I welcome the opposition of the PAC with its Communist principles and its huge slush fund.”


But victory still seemed elusive. In the June primary, Nixon and Voorhis took advantage of California law permitting them to cross-file for the other party’s nomination as well as their own. When both Democratic and Republican ballots were counted, Voorhis won a total of seven thousand more votes than Nixon, a dim portent for November. Another obstacle rose up in the form of Republican governor Earl Warren, who refused either to endorse Nixon or to withdraw a letter of commendation Voorhis had received from him and was using as a bragging point in his campaign. It was an impolitic gesture by Warren that Nixon would never forget.


It was still Jerry Voorhis’s campaign to lose. In mid-September, the congressman met face-to-face with Nixon in a South Pasadena high school gym. The challenger had prepped fanatically, even sneaking in to listen to Voorhis’s speeches, studying him as an aide scribbled down everything the incumbent said. For three days prior to the debate, Nixon skipped everything else to study and rehearse.


Jerry Voorhis took the platform first that night, speaking for fifteen minutes on postwar planning, full employment, and foreign policy. It was earnest, good-government stuff, and dull. Nixon, arriving late, waited backstage. Storming onto the stage just as Voorhis was winding down, he grabbed his rival’s hand and shook it briskly. Then, after rousing the pro-Republican crowd with his usual anti-New Deal barn burner, Dick Nixon waited patiently for the question-and-answer period.


It was worth the wait. A Voorhis ringer in the audience demanded that Nixon recant his “false charges” that the Democratic congressman had gotten the endorsement of the CIO PAC. Hearing this, Nixon pulled a piece of paper from his pocket. It was an in-house bulletin from the Los Angeles chapter of NC PAC reporting the local group’s support for Voorhis. Nixon had beer saving this five-month-old product of Murray Chotiner’s opposition research for just this opportunity.


Exploiting the moment for maximum indignation, Nixon walked toward Voorhis, holding the paper high over his head. He asked that his rival read what was in his hand. Stunned by this unaccustomed theater, the congressman started toward his predator. It was too late. Reading the document Nixon had presented him, the five-term veteran now made a fatal error. Instead of dismissing the document as an internal, local recommendation ignored at the state and national level, Voorhis quibbled. He said the document was not from CIO PAC but from NC PAC, its associate organization. Nixon had him. To the hoots of the crowd, the challenger read aloud the names of board members, then the same names on the board of the CIO PAC. Instead of calling Nixon a liar for claiming erroneously that he had the national labor group’s endorsement, Voorhis had only struggled deeper into the quicksand. “How did it go?” Voorhis asked a fellow congressman afterward.


“Jerry,” the colleague answered, “he cut you to pieces.”


When Voorhis, answering a question at a subsequent debate, called him “Commander Nixon,” the young vet let loose with a stinging riposte. “If Mr. Voorhis had been in the navy, he would know that the correct way of addressing someone of my rank was ‘Mister.’ ” It was a masterful eye gouge at the older man, who had spent the war in Washington while Dick Nixon was in steamy Bougainville.


In the next weeks, Nixon turned to mockery. “Out of a mass of 132 bills introduced by my opponent in the last four years,” an October newspaper claimed, “only one has become law, and that was one that transferred the activities affecting domestic rabbits from one federal department to another.” You have to be “a rabbit,” he told the audience in the candidates’ last joint appearance, to get any representation from Jerry Voorhis.


The attacks grew nastier. The Alhambra Post Advocate, edited by Nixon booster Herb Klein, compared Voorhis’s voting record with that of New York congressman Vito Marcantonio, a reflexive leftist and Communist apologist. “How Jerry and Vito Voted” screamed the headlines. “Notorious Fellow Traveller.” The Los Angeles newspapers carried front-page boxes exhorting:


Vote Against New Deal Communism.


Vote Republican. Vote American.


The smearing of Democrats as un-American Communists was hardly a Southern California monopoly. On election eve, House Republican leader Joseph Martin of Massachusetts voiced equally strong language. “The people will vote tomorrow between chaos, confusion, bankruptcy, state socialism or communism, and the preservation of our American life.” To further stoke the Communist issue, unidentified phone calls began arriving in Twelfth District homes. “This is a friend of yours, but I can’t tell you my name,” one of the nine-dollar-a-day hired callers would recite into the receiver. “I just wanted you to know that Jerry Voorhis is a Communist.” Many would forever attribute those calls to Nixon personally.


* * *


A billboard in Boston aptly defined the nation’s appetite for change that fall of 1946: “Had Enough? Vote Republican!”


Jack Kennedy, running in a deeply Democratic district, had no reason to fear the national trend. Calling himself a “fighting conservative,” he harbored private contempt for the social and economic policies of the New Deal. “Mr. Roosevelt has contributed to the end of capitalism in our own country,” he wrote in his diary the summer before, “although he would probably argue the point at some length. He has done this, not through the laws which he sponsored or were passed during his presidency, but rather through the emphasis he put on rights rather than responsibilities.”


Kennedy had formed a close tie that summer in Hyannis Port with a Catholic priest, Edward Duffy, a student of Soviet communism. Having watched events in Europe since the Yalta agreement of February 1945, Kennedy now spoke as someone alarmed by Moscow’s belligerence and scornful of those in America who failed to see it. He told an October radio audience how he had stood down a left-wing meeting of Young Democrats in New York. “I told them that the people of the United States have been far too gullible with respect to the publicity being disseminated throughout the world by the clever and brilliant Moscow propagandists. I told the group that I felt that Soviet Russia today is run by a small clique of ruthless, powerful, and selfish men who have established a government which denies the Russian people personal freedom and economic security. I told them that Soviet Russia is a slave state of the worst sort. I knew that my remarks would alienate the entire group, and I did alienate them.”


Kennedy now raged at those in the Democratic party, led by Secretary of Commerce Henry Wallace, who chose to ignore the Soviet Union’s expansionism in Eastern Europe. What angered Kennedy most was Wallace’s words at a Madison Square Garden rally of NC PAC, the organization that Dick Nixon was attacking that fall: “We have no more business in the political affairs of Eastern Europe than Russia has in the political affairs of the United States,” the man FDR had dropped from his 1944 ticket said. “If we can overcome the imperialistic urge in the Western world, I’m convinced there’ll be no war.” Wallace was blaming America for Soviet belligerence.


*  *  *


BY the end of their campaigns, Kennedy and Nixon were both combatants in a global war that had not yet been given a name. For the next decade, their shared antipathy toward the Soviet Union would make them oddly compatible, their common foe being not just the Communist threat but those in the country who turned a blind eye to that threat. That first campaign sealed another, less attractive bond. Long before election day, each had lost his political virginity. While Kennedy had shown himself a worthy student of his new profession, a master at how this or that group voted, an old friend noticed that he now selected his companions on the same basis: who could help him get ahead. A Whittier classmate told Nixon biographer Stephen Ambrose of the disturbing change he noticed in the local political newcomer: He’d become ruthless. “Dick knew that a lot of us who are liberal are not Communists; in fact, we are anti-Communists.”


On November 5, John F. Kennedy won with 73 percent of the vote. Across the continent, that same night, Richard Nixon pulled a major political upset, defeating a well-known, respected Democrat with 56 percent of the vote. Nixon was euphoric. “Pat and I were happier on November 6, 1946, than we were ever in our political career,” he would recall years later. But as he looked at the morning-after newspaper that victorious day in November 1946, a new challenge had already arisen. The Los Angeles Times carried its account of Nixon’s local victory on page 2, while on the front page was an item reporting a more distant result. From three thousand miles away, across the full breadth of this nation, came the message: “Son of Kennedy Congress Winner.”


It had begun.


A week after the election, Time showcased some “new faces” to watch in the next Congress:


Richard Milhous Nixon, dark, lank Quaker attorney who turned a California grass-roots campaign (dubbed “hopeless” by wheelhorse Republicans) into a triumph over high-powered, high-minded Democratic incumbent Jerry Voorhis. To beat Voorhis, ex-Navy Lieut. Commander Nixon, 33, passed around 25,000 white plastic thimbles labeled: “Elect Nixon and needle the P.A.C.” He plugged hard for veterans’ housing, end of controls, a bipartisan foreign policy; politely avoided attacks on his opponent.


John F. Kennedy, 29, boyish, raw-boned, Harvard-bred son of ex-U.S. Ambassador Joseph P. Kennedy. To win the Democratic primary in Massachusetts’ 11th District, which has rarely sent a Republican to Congress, ex-PT boat commander Kennedy made 450 speeches, plumped first for international issues, then switched to such local matters as the restoration of Boston’s port and the encouragement of New England industries. One of his biggest jobs: to convince 37 nationalities in some of Boston’s grimmest slums that he was no Fauntleroy.





CHAPTER



TWO



Strangers on a Train


TWO freshman congressmen could not have come to Washington in more wildly different style that turbulent January of 1947. Richard Nixon arrived in the nation’s capital resembling more an economic itinerant than a political conqueror. He and Pat drove cross-country with their family possessions strapped to the roof of their new 1946 Ford like an Okie family headed the wrong way. A side trip to Mexico produced an added indignity when a U.S. border guard insisted that the pair unload the entire car for inspection. In Washington, more trouble: The young California family could find no place to live, at least not on the $12,500 that a member of Congress drew a year. He, Pat, and daughter Tricia would spend three months living out of suitcases at the Mayflower Hotel. Nixon would admit to having the “same lost feeling” he had experienced upon entering the navy.


Jack Kennedy’s entrance into the postwar capital was a study in nonchalance. In late November the Boston Post pictured the new lawmaker looking through the real estate ads. But this was just a human-interest ploy for the voters back in Cambridge and Charlestown. Joe Kennedy’s son was hardly the typical young vet scavenging for housing. Soon a comfortable Georgetown town house was leased, and the congressman-elect was vacationing in Palm Beach.


Billy Sutton, who had driven down from Massachusetts a few days earlier, greeted Kennedy when the twenty-nine-year-old arrived in the nation’s capital to take the oath of office. Kennedy walked into the Statler Hilton gleaming with his Florida tan, hair tousled, carrying a black cashmere overcoat and wearing a gray suit and a pair of brogues elegantly stretched by shoe trees.


“Billy, is Ted with you?” Kennedy asked, wondering about the whereabouts of his new congressional secretary.


“He’s in having some coffee,” Sutton told him, leaning his head in the direction of the Statler’s drugstore. But Kennedy, he warned, would not have time for such amenities. John W. McCormack, the majority leader and unquestioned head of the Massachusetts delegation, had been calling all morning. “You should be in a hurry. You have a caucus meeting!” To soften the admonition, Sutton delivered some good news. “You’ve got two pretty good committees: Education and Labor and District of Columbia.” Kennedy was undeterred. “Well, I’d like a couple of eggs.”


With that, the young congressman took a seat alongside Ted Reardon at the drugstore counter and ordered two soft-boiled eggs and tea. Sutton continued to hover. “We’ve got to get up there! Mr. McCormack is anxious that you get there!” The most powerful Democrat in Massachusetts and, next to Sam Rayburn, in Washington as well was up there waiting for the freshman!


“How long would you say Mr. McCormack has been here?” Kennedy asked.


“Twenty-six years,” the detail-minded Sutton answered after an instant’s calculation.


“Well,” the veteran Mucker answered, still eating his eggs, “don’t you think Mr. McCormack wouldn’t mind waiting another ten minutes?”


Just off the plane, Kennedy was exhibiting the same politics of contempt he had displayed at Choate and in his campaign. His inherited disdain for the John McCormacks of the world would free him from the entangling alliances that brought down men like Jerry Voorhis. This young politician had no use for badges of party loyalty like those Tip O’Neill’s father passed out in Cambridge. Jack Kennedy didn’t need a snow button. He was born with one.


After the noon swearing-in ceremony, the first and only session the tradition-bound House would allow to be televised until the late 1970s, Kennedy and his two aides headed back downtown to the National Press Club, where a reception was being held for new congressmen who had served in the war. Walking into the crowded press club’s ballroom, Sutton noticed that “there was this fellow over in the corner, a young fellow, very dapper-dressed, who seemed to be the star of the show.” When Sutton introduced him to his boss, Kennedy, “who had been sort of taking things easy,” suddenly perked up.


“So you’re the guy who beat Jerry Voorhis!” he said, moving toward his new classmate. “That’s like beating McCormack up in Massachusetts! How’s it feel?”


“I suppose I’m elated!” said the man born absent a gift for small talk.


Like the wealthy Harvard freshman he had once been, Kennedy was checking out the young scholarship kid everyone was touting for quarterback, the gawky freshman with the haircut Billy Sutton said “he must have gotten in North Carolina somewhere!” In a matter of seconds, Jack Kennedy was also doing what he knew how to do almost better than anything else: convince someone he liked him.


The two ex–naval officers from the South Pacific theater would soon be sharing the same Capitol Hill billet. Like Kennedy, Nixon had been put on the pivotal Education and Labor panel, which was about to take on the unions. Years later, he would muse on the paradox of his drawing the shortest straw among freshman Republicans named to the committee, with Kennedy doing the same on the Democratic side. “By one of those curious coincidences of history,” Nixon recalled, “another freshman assigned to that committee was a good-looking, good-humored young Democrat from Massachusetts named John Fitzgerald Kennedy. He and I shared the dubious distinction of sitting at the opposite ends of the committee table like a pair of unmatched bookends.”


Thanks to the “Had Enough!” elections of the previous November, the Eightieth Congress was the first controlled by the Republican party since the 1920s. Its new majority was primed to ferret out the misdeeds of two decades of Democratic rule; or, as one congressman put it, to “open each session with a prayer and close it with a probe.” Thirty-nine investigative committees and subcommittees were poised to unearth suspected corruption in the Roosevelt-Truman era. Communism was another target. In recent months, the country’s V-E Day euphoria had flattened. So had the wartime goodwill toward Soviet Russia. With each new headline from abroad the popularity of America’s wartime ally plummeted. So had the man on the street’s estimate of those who had dealt away the country’s winnings at Yalta. Congress was looking for the culprits. During the early weeks of 1947 a staffer like Billy Sutton could peek into any hearing on Capitol Hill and watch the hunt for “Reds” in progress. The Hill was, in Sutton’s later phrase, a “Stop ’n’ Shop” of hearings on Communist subversion in the film industry, in the labor unions, and in government itself.


*  *  *


RICHARD Nixon won a second, more dubious posting on the anti-Communist front: the House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC). Speaker Joe Martin of Massachusetts wanted the thirty-three-year-old Californian on HUAC for what he was, a lawyer, but also for what he was not, a crackpot. Such credentials were in short supply on a committee notorious for ignoring civil liberties and tilting at windmills. Nixon brought another talent to the committee table: an insatiable appetite for opposition research. That appetite had been whetted, not sated, by the digging done on Jerry Voorhis, which produced the lethal NC PAC memo.


The Honorable Richard M. Nixon, member of Congress, was now hunting bigger game than Jerry Voorhis. He was out to catch real Communists. Within days of joining the Education and Labor Committee, he asked Wisconsin classmate Charles Kersten to find him someone who could teach him about communism, something that would take him beyond the bumper-sticker sloganeering of his first campaign. Kersten mentioned John F. Cronin, whose research had guided Father Edward Duffy, the Catholic priest who informally tutored candidate Jack Kennedy the summer before on Cape Cod. In love as ever with opposition research, Nixon went to work. Together, Nixon and Kersten began making pilgrimages to Baltimore for long discussions with Father Cronin about Soviet espionage.


Back in Washington, the Californian would now come face-to-face with his first Communist. A Fordham University economics professor and former U.S. Communist party member, Louis Budenz, told HUAC the name of the Soviet agent who was Moscow’s direct line to the party: Gerhart Eisler, an Austrian-born Communist then being held on Ellis Island for illegal entry into the country. When the committee called Eisler to the stand, the witness refused even to take the oath. “I have to do nothing. A political prisoner has to do nothing.” At this, the committee cited Eisler for contempt of Congress.


But the committee’s junior Republican was not content; Dick Nixon smelled blood. How had a known Communist like Gerhart Eisler gotten through the immigration authorities in the first place? To get answers, he took a special subcommittee up to New York to find out. Two weeks later, he gave his maiden House address on the matter. Why, he demanded to know, did an “arrogant, defiant enemy of our government” like Gerhart Eisler, his record replete with criminal acts against the United States, from forgery to perjury to failure to register as an alien, get into the United States of America?


When the contempt motion against Eisler reached the House floor, only one member voted “nay”: Vito Marcantonio, the Harlem congressman Nixon’s allies had used as Jerry Voorhis’s tar baby. Marcantonio relished the combat. Why was an “antiFascist” like Eisler being put on trial, he asked, by a House Un-American Activities Committee loaded with “pro-Fascists”? Cheered perhaps by Marcantonio’s grand defense, his “antiFascist” later jumped bail and escaped to Communist-ruled East Germany.


Thanks to Father Cronin, Nixon had a far bigger target on his scanner. His mentor had written a report, “The Problem of American Communism,” which listed several Communists who had risen to high government positions. One was the young State Department whiz kid Alger Hiss, who had presided at the founding UN conference in San Francisco. For months, Nixon would keep this bit of opposition research to himself, much as he and Murray Chotiner had kept the NC PAC memo till the whites of Jerry Voorhis’s eyes could be seen crossing the stage of the South Pasadena high school gym.


*  *  *


THE “Communist” issue continued to percolate. In March, President Harry Truman called on Congress to stop the Red advance across Europe by approving U.S. military aid to help governments in Greece and Turkey resist left-wing insurgencies. Speaking to a joint session, Truman called the move crucial to American security. To those on the political left, this new “Truman Doctrine” was an unwelcome 180-degree reversal from the pro-Russian policies of FDR. But for many of the young officers back from the war, the president was speaking just the right language.


Jack Kennedy thought stopping the Soviet advance in Europe was the only way to avoid repeating the mistake of not stopping the Nazi advance at the Munich Conference of 1938. Had Hitler been confronted before his deadly attack on Poland the following year, he might have retreated. Instead, it was the Allies who were thrown on the defensive. Having lived through prewar appeasement and its consequences, the World War II generation had come home from the South Pacific and Europe determined to prevent a sequel to the tragedy that had interrupted and harrowed their lives and erased so many others. This time, the dictator must be stopped in his tracks. To young men like Kennedy and Nixon, the Yalta Conference of February 1945, which divided up postwar Europe, had the stench of another Munich, another buckling under to an aggressor more subversive in his methods, more pervasive in his ambitions, than the one who died in his Berlin bunker.


To stop Stalin, Kennedy accepted the mission to seek out and destroy his allies here in the country. The day after Truman spoke to Congress, Russ Nixon (no relation to Richard) of the United Electrical, Radio and Machine Workers of America, a union known for its sizable Communist contingent, told the Education and Labor Committee that labor unions had as much right to be led by Communists as by Democrats or Republicans. When it came his turn to quiz the witness, Jack Kennedy said he was “impressed by the dexterity” the witness, a Harvard Ph.D. in economics who was Kennedy’s instructor before joining the labor movement, had shown in fielding the earlier questions. Now he had some of his own. With a Mucker’s relish, the student was about to grade the professor.


Was communism, he asked Nixon, “a threat to the economic and political system of the United States?” No, the labor official replied, the real threat to the country was its failure to meet the “basic economic problems of the people in a democratic way” as well as its failure to expand civil rights and meet “the problems of the Negro people.”


Accepting those points, Kennedy cited what he called the Communist party’s willingness to “resort to all sorts of artifices, evasion, subterfuges, only so as to get into the trade unions and remain in them and to carry on Communist work in them, at all costs.”


Russ Nixon: I didn’t teach you that at Harvard, did I?


Kennedy: No, you did not. I am reading from Lenin, in which is described the procedure which should be adopted to get into trade unions and how they conduct themselves once they are in.


His well-laid trap won Kennedy an instant salute from the press gallery. “A freshman House member with the coral dust of Pacific Islands still clinging to his heels,” UPI’s George Reedy reported in a radio broadcast, “stole the show from his older colleagues yesterday.” With this one exchange, the young Irish-American lawmaker had cast himself as the veteran of one war ready, if necessary, to fight another.
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