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INTRODUCTION


Taking Care

SOME YEARS AGO I was asked to give a lecture on political leadership at Rutgers University, and I found myself composing my remarks in the form of a letter to the next president. The year was 1987. Ronald Reagan, a popular president during his first term, had wandered into the swamp of Iran-Contra and was struggling to get back on solid ground with the American people. I had spent four years in the White House with Jimmy Carter, watching and working with the president at closer range than any other vice president in history, and I thought I knew something about leadership and integrity.

The advice I put in that letter was simple: Obey the law. Do your homework. Trust the American people. “The most cherished, mysterious, indefinable, but indispensable asset of the presidency is public trust,” I wrote. “You don’t get a bank deposit, but it acts like a bank deposit. You have only so much. You’ve got to cherish, to protect, and to nurture it, because once it’s gone, you’re done.”

I pulled that letter out not long ago, after the election of Barack Obama. Not because I worried for Obama’s leadership, but because I have watched the ebb and flow of public trust for fifty years, and I know that, at turning points in our nation’s history, it can spell the difference between a society that slips backward into bitterness and frustration and a country that fulfills its greatest promise and highest ideals.

I came of age in a period when our country brimmed with hope and generosity. A confident people, following optimistic leaders, achieved a revolution in civil rights, declared a war on poverty, put astronauts in orbit, guaranteed health care for the elderly, reformed a bigoted and outdated immigration system, placed women on the path toward equality with men, and launched the movement known as environmentalism. I called it the “high tide” of American liberalism, and it left America a better, fairer nation.

But I also lived through a period of crippling cynicism and division. I watched one remarkable president, Lyndon Johnson, self-destruct because he could not level with the American people about a war he was waging in their name. I saw a brilliant politician, Richard Nixon, leave the White House in disgrace because he succumbed to the temptations of deceit and the conviction that he was above the law. I spent a year of my Senate career investigating conspiracies by the CIA and FBI to spy on American citizens and subvert the law—then watched another administration three decades later systematically violate the law we wrote and the Constitution they had sworn to uphold. More times than I hoped, I watched the cynicism and dismay that set in when Americans lose trust in their own government.

This is not, perhaps, the homily that most Americans will expect from me. They will remember me as the Democrat who carried the banner of liberalism against tough odds in 1984 and lost to Ronald Reagan. They will remember me, if they have long memories, as the heir to a progressive political tradition that put civil rights and economic justice on center stage in American politics. I spent a career fighting for those ideals and I believe in them today as passionately as ever.

Those battles, however, also deepened my appreciation for the political tradition we inherited from our founders, a constitutional framework that enshrined accountability and the rule of law. Our founders understood the value of high aspirations. Did the world ever see a more audacious band of idealists than that small group of colonial farmers and frontier lawyers who presumed to convert the philosophy of Locke and Rousseau into a working democracy? But the founders also understood the frailties of democracy and the dangers of power, noting, in Madison’s famous phrase, that “men are not angels.”

The Constitution they wrote more than two centuries ago contains a brief phrase that legal scholars call the “take care” clause. It’s a simple sentence, contained in the passage setting out the duties of the three branches of government, enjoining the president to “take Care that the Laws be faithfully executed.”

Time and again through my career I have taken inspiration from that phrase. In times that test our constitutional principles, the “take care” clause steers us back to the founders’ wisdom and reminds us that ours is, after all, a government of laws, not men. In times that fray our conscience and compassion, it reminds us of the obligation to sustain and nurture the magnificent experiment they left us.

Our founders understood that a decent society, a society that can endure and prosper, needs leaders who transcend the politics of the moment and pursue the nation’s long-term aspirations. These leaders will take care of the Constitution, understanding that they are only custodians of an ideal—stewards with a debt to their forbearers and a duty to their heirs. They will take care of their fellow citizens—especially the poor and the disenfranchised—understanding that a society is stronger when everyone contributes. They will take care of our children, understanding that a wise society invests in the things that help its next generation succeed. They will take care of politics itself, governing with honor and generosity rather than ideology and fear, understanding that a nation decays when its people lose confidence in their own leaders. They will remember that the Constitution enjoins them to promote the common welfare as well as the blessings of liberty.

I entered politics young, impatient, and full of confidence that government could be used to better people’s lives. My faith has not dimmed. But I also came to understand that voters didn’t simply put us in office to write laws or correct the wrongs of the moment. They were asking us to safeguard the remarkable nation our founders left us and leave it better for our children. This book is an effort to explain that philosophy, to chronicle the battles that taught me these lessons, and to describe the evolution of a man and the country he was lucky enough to live in.





1

A Progressive Takes Root

ONE DAY IN the spring of 1962, when I was finishing my second year as Minnesota’s attorney general, I got a phone call from an old friend, Yale Kamisar. He was a law professor at the University of Minnesota and a respected constitutional scholar, and he was calling to ask if I had received a letter from the attorney general of Florida about a states’ rights case that was headed to the U.S. Supreme Court.

I said, “Yes, I just threw it away.”

“Could you fish that out of the wastebasket and tell me what it says?” Kamisar asked. “I think it might be important.” The letter described the case of an indigent Southern drifter who had been arrested on suspicion of burglarizing a pool hall in Florida. He couldn’t afford a lawyer, and at his trial the judge told him Florida law didn’t require the state to provide one except in capital cases. After a brief trial, he was sentenced to five years in prison. From his jail cell he had written the Supreme Court asking the justices to review his case. His name was Clarence Earl Gideon.

At that time I was in touch with several of my counterparts around the country, people such as Tom Eagleton in Missouri, a great friend who later became a wonderful senator, and Eddie McCormack, the attorney general in Massachusetts. It turned out that several states provided counsel to felony defendants, but there was no federal guarantee. In 1942 the Supreme Court had ruled in Betts v. Brady that the Constitution does not flatly require states to furnish counsel. Now Florida’s attorney general, Richard Ervin, was asking his colleagues around the country to support the Betts decision and join the case on his side, arguing that this was a matter of states’ rights. Kamisar, however, felt Betts v. Brady was bad law and thought the Court was ready to reverse itself. He asked me, “Is there any chance you would consider writing a response to Ervin and taking the other side?”

Kamisar’s request made a lot of sense to me. At that time Minnesota already provided counsel to indigent defendants in felony cases, and I thought the due-process argument was clear. But it also appealed to me personally. The idea that a person could be convicted of a serious crime and spend years in jail, even if innocent, purely because he had no money, was an outrage to me. I told Kamisar I was with him, and the next day, with his help, drafted a reply to Ervin:


I believe in federalism and states’ rights too. But I also believe in the Bill of Rights. Nobody knows better than an attorney general or a prosecuting attorney that in this day and age, furnishing an attorney to those felony defendants who can’t afford to hire one is fair and feasible. Nobody knows better than we do that rules of criminal law and procedure which baffle trained professionals can only overwhelm the uninitiated.



Eddie McCormack and I circulated a copy of the letter to every attorney general in the country, while Kamisar began drafting an amicus brief on Gideon’s side. Within weeks attorneys general from twenty-two states had signed on, and we submitted our brief to the U.S. Supreme Court.

In March 1963 the court reversed Betts and handed down a landmark ruling, the Gideon decision, establishing the principle that indigent defendants have a constitutional right to counsel in felony cases. Attorney Abe Fortas, who represented Gideon and later became a Supreme Court justice, cited our work. “We may be comforted in this constitutional moment by the fact that what we are doing has the overwhelming support of the bench, the bar and even of the states.” Justice Hugo Black, writing for the Court, concurred: “Twenty-two states, as friends of the court, argue that Betts was ‘an anachronism when handed down’ and that it should now be overruled. We agree.”

The Gideon brief was probably the most important single case that I pursued in four years as attorney general, and it certainly represented higher stakes than anything a young Minnesota politician expected to handle during his first years in public office. But it typified the era in which I entered politics. A new generation of Democrats was breathing fresh energy into the party’s progressive wing, and people were warming to the view that public office could be used to protect the disadvantaged and advance the rights of ordinary people. Around the country several pivotal figures were transforming the politics of their own states. In Iowa it was Harold Hughes, in Maine it was Ed Muskie, in Wisconsin it was Gaylord Nelson and William Proxmire. In Minnesota, it was Hubert Humphrey.

It was an exciting time, but only later did I grasp how dramatically politics was changing in the Midwest and around the country. In 1946, when I arrived in St. Paul to enroll at Macalester College, Democrats were dead as a political force in Minnesota. Republicans had been running the state for years, and they had the young candidates with talent and energy, people such as Harold Stassen and Elmer L. Andersen. In 1947 Republicans held eight of Minnesota’s nine seats in the U.S. House, and the state hadn’t sent a Democrat to the U.S. Senate for years.

My own politics were still rather vague, even though I had grown up in a household with strong values. My parents, both small-town Midwesterners, loved Franklin Roosevelt and Floyd B. Olson, Minnesota’s great Farmer-Labor governor. My dad, the grandson of Norwegian immigrants, was a Methodist minister who spent his entire career serving small congregations in southern Minnesota. But he read voraciously, subscribed to progressive magazines such as the Nation and the New Republic, and followed the national conversations involving theology and public affairs; my brother, Lester, also a minister, later became a signer of the Humanist Manifesto, an influential document that made a moral case for racial tolerance, internationalism, and an end to poverty. Dad was a gentle man but stern. In my family you got a spanking for two things, bragging and lying, and we never knew which was worse. My mom was remarkable in her own way. She was not of the women’s rights generation, which came later, but she was strong and determined. Having grown up poor in southwestern Minnesota, she somehow gained admission to Northwestern University and earned a music degree. She ran the Sunday school at our church and taught piano lessons to practically every kid in town. In Elmore, they talked about “Mondale weddings,” where my dad presided, my mom played piano, and the Mondale boys sang. After my dad died, she moved to St. Paul and found a job as religious education director at Hamline Methodist Church to support herself and my younger brother Mort. She loved it and the church loved her.

My mom and dad were people of ideas, but they also knew the frustrations and modest hopes of working people in the rural Midwest. My dad had lost a farm in the land crash of the 1920s, and even though he had a series of successful small ministries, we never had a dime. Nevertheless, they tried to expose us to the world beyond the Minnesota prairie. In the summer of 1938, when I was ten, my dad fashioned a makeshift camper out of plywood boards and an old trailer, loaded it with canned goods and a couple of mattresses, and took us to Washington, D.C., for a family vacation. We saw all the sights, but my parents weren’t impressed by the usual tourist attractions. We visited Senator Henry Shipstead of Minnesota; my dad lectured him for abandoning the Farmer-Labor Party, an early force in Minnesota’s progressive politics, to become a Republican. When we left his office, we wandered through the Capitol until we found the marble bust of Senator Robert La Follette, the pioneering Wisconsin progressive. “There,” my dad said, “is a great man.”

For young people such as me, the late 1940s was a period of intellectual testing. Harry Truman was seen as old politics, the machine candidate. Some Democrats were flirting with William O. Douglas and some were still attracted to the Soviet experiment, on the theory that capitalism had failed disastrously in the Great Depression. For a time, I was drawn to Henry Wallace, who ran for president as the Progressive Party candidate in 1948. He was someone my parents admired—he had guts, he campaigned on national health insurance and civil rights, and he had what was probably the first racially integrated campaign in national politics. But then Wallace came to Minnesota for a big rally at the old Minneapolis Armory, and I went to hear him. At that time I had a professor named Huntley Dupre, a Czech-American citizen, who described the way democracy had developed in Czechoslovakia, deep and secure, until it was crushed by the Nazis and then a Soviet-backed Communist takeover. Wallace was campaigning on peace with the Soviets, and that night he defended the Communists by saying Czechoslovakia was having a rightist coup and the Soviets had no choice but to intercede. I left that night thinking, You cannot find common ground with governments that use police-state tactics. This is not where I want to be.

About this time my older brother, Pete, who had attended Macalester ahead of me, mentioned a hotshot political science professor named Hubert Humphrey. By that time Humphrey had left the Macalester faculty and was serving his first term as the young reform mayor of Minneapolis. People on campus still adored him, and one day my political science professor, Dorothy Jacobson, told us that Humphrey was speaking that night in Minneapolis and we should go hear him.

I’ve long since forgotten how I got across town that night, but I will always remember the scene. Humphrey was speaking in a ballroom at the old Dyckman Hotel, and the place was packed. Humphrey was only thirty-five at the time, but he already had a grasp of the big national issues and an intellectual stature that made people take notice. He also had that electrifying speaking style: the machine-gun delivery, the big crescendos, applause lines every few minutes. He hadn’t been speaking more than ten minutes before he had that crowd on fire and the paint blistering off the walls. I remember thinking, This guy is really something.

When Humphrey finished speaking, I introduced myself to his campaign manager, Orville Freeman. Orv was only twenty-eight, but he was a former marine and World War II veteran with a commanding sense of organization. The next thing I knew, I was slogging through the slushy streets of Minneapolis, delivering leaflets and hanging posters for Humphrey’s reelection campaign.

More than a year went by before I saw much of Hubert again. By the summer of 1948 he was running for the Senate, and Freeman had put me in charge of the Second Congressional District in southern Minnesota—my home territory but also a Republican stronghold. That summer the Farm Bureau was holding its annual picnic near Fairmont, Minnesota, and I asked if Humphrey might be their speaker. This was quite a gamble—the Farm Bureau represented the conservative wing of farmer politics—but they hadn’t had a big-name speaker for years and I thought they would be receptive to Humphrey. For his part, Humphrey was eager to get his name known around the state, and I knew he would come to Fairmont if I could raise a big crowd.

The farmers who showed up that day weren’t planning to vote for a Democrat, but within five minutes Hubert had them on their feet cheering. He had that knack for connecting with an audience, understanding what drove them, then speaking right to it. When he was finished, he came over to me and told me I’d done a good job. I was still a kid really, and I drank in every word. “Your work is needed,” he said. “We have so much to do.” After that day, I think I never stopped.

The campaign of 1948 not only launched Humphrey as a national figure, it transformed politics in Minnesota and created the state’s modern reputation for progressive politics. In the 1940s, the state’s Democratic Party was a kind of machine organization, mostly urban and rooted in St. Paul’s Irish immigrant community. If you wanted to be postmaster or get some other patronage position, it was a good organization to join because Roosevelt was president. But it didn’t groom strong candidates, and it wasn’t the place to be if you wanted to win elections. To their left was the United Front crowd—political activists who leaned toward communism. They believed that even though American liberals had our differences with the Soviet Union, we shared the same ideals and could work together. But the Democrats and the United Front had no trust for each other and no issues in common. In fact, in 1944 Franklin Roosevelt feared that Minnesota’s progressive wing would split in two and he would lose the state to a plurality Republican vote. He had heard about Humphrey through Americans for Democratic Action, a progressive, anti-Communist branch of the party that Hubert had cofounded with Eleanor Roosevelt, John Kenneth Galbraith, and Arthur Schlesinger, and he encouraged Humphrey to rebuild the state party.

Hubert was the perfect choice. He was talented and ambitious and had no peer when it came to motivating a crowd. He also knew how to build coalitions. He understood farmers; he could speak their language on issues such as price parity and rural electrification, and he could convince them that he would be their advocate. He did the same thing with the labor movement. He would go over to the Minneapolis Labor Temple every other night and speak to union locals. He understood their goals, too, and he had dozens of ideas to advance the interests of working people. Then he started pulling together all the factions and convincing them that they needed each other to win, and that the old differences and suspicions were only holding them back.

In addition to his political skills, Humphrey had an energy that is hard to appreciate if you never saw him in action. When he was campaigning, he would barnstorm across the state, delivering ten or twelve speeches a day. His driver was Fred Gates, an old friend and longtime supporter, whom Hubert called Pearly Gates because he drove with such abandon. A car would travel ahead of Humphrey from town to town, with a loudspeaker to drum up a crowd, then Hubert would pull in riding in a flatbed truck, and he would speak from the back. Sometimes he would draw only ten or fifteen people, but he didn’t care. When he hit his stride he could stop traffic and bring Main Street to a standstill. (Barry Goldwater, a political rival but personal friend, once described the effect this way: “Hubert has been clocked at 275 words a minute, with gusts up to 340.”) Later, I traveled with Humphrey from time to time, and no matter how tired he was, you could see the color come back into his cheeks and his eyes brighten as he waded into a crowd. He could go for days without showing fatigue. “Don’t spend too much time in bed,” he told me once. “That’s where most people die.”

Because of his political skills and his tremendous energy, Humphrey attracted an entire generation of new talent in his wake. There was Orville, of course, who served three terms as governor and then became U.S. secretary of agriculture. And Gene McCarthy, another political science professor, who became a congressman in 1948 and a senator a decade later. When Humphrey and McCarthy campaigned together, they were unbeatable. There was Gerald Heaney, an accomplished attorney who became a Democratic National Committee member and later a federal judge; Art Naftalin, a brilliant progressive mayor of Minneapolis; and Don Fraser, who was elected to Congress from Minneapolis in 1962 and became a distinguished leader on human rights and foreign policy. They were typical of that generation.

Between 1944 and 1948, Humphrey worked constantly to unify Minnesota’s progressives, finding common ground between farmers and union members, intellectuals and business leaders—while gradually marginalizing the old United Front crowd. The result was the Democratic Farmer-Labor Party, or DFL, which would change the face of Minnesota politics for the next half century. But we got into some pretty rough fights along the way. In early 1948, hoping to earn the party’s nomination for the Senate in November, Humphrey made one last push to consolidate the organization behind him. One of his first moves came at the convention of the Young DFL in Minneapolis. We met at the old Minneapolis Labor Temple. The room was divided right down the middle, the United Front supporters on one side and our group on the other, and you could have cut the tension with a knife. I was afraid we were going to be outnumbered if it came to an endorsement vote, so I brought a big crowd over from the St. Paul college campuses—Macalester, Hamline, and St. Thomas. We packed that place, and I think we caught the other side by surprise. The hard-left people got up and gave their speeches about how we were fascists, then Humphrey got up and brought the crowd to its feet. At one point, someone in the audience asked if he thought the United Front supporters were actually members of the Communist Party. He said, “Well, if they’re not members, they are cheating it out of dues money.” A lot of people in that room had worked with Humphrey in the past, and I think they were stunned at the hard line he took. But he was mesmerizing, and we had the numbers, and he carried the crowd overwhelmingly. At the state convention a month later he did the same thing. He had the numbers and he won the crowd, and after that the party belonged to him.

Some people never forgave Humphrey for what they regarded as a purge of the left in Minnesota politics. But it showed the rest of the party—and voters across the state—that he could be a unifying force, that he represented something new in Minnesota politics and demonstrated that we had an alternative to the Republican Party.

With Humphrey leading the charge, the 1948 election proved to be a turning point in Minnesota’s political history. Humphrey won big, defeating the Republican incumbent, Joe Ball. Truman carried Minnesota, becoming the first Democrat apart from Franklin Roosevelt to carry the state in a presidential race since the Civil War. We elected three new Democrats to Congress, including Gene McCarthy. In a few other races, we just missed. But you could see the elements: a generation of new talent, highly motivated, and the foundation of a new political movement. I packed up my things in Mankato and drove back to St. Paul that night after the polls closed. It was a good feeling. The next morning, Minnesota was a different state.

From time to time around this country, an extraordinary political figure emerges—a candidate who has that unique power of leadership, who breaks the mold and leads his or her state in a fundamentally new direction. In Minnesota, that figure was Humphrey. Minnesota was a cloistered, isolationist place when Humphrey came on the scene in the 1940s; he gave it a worldly, internationalist outlook. It was a state of conservative, self-reliant people. He inspired them to think about social justice and the role government could play in expanding opportunity. He put civil rights on the agenda in a state with a long history of bigotry and anti-Semitism. He brought ambition and a flair for innovation to people who, by nature, were cautious and shy. He didn’t simply establish himself as a leading figure in national politics, he built his state into an admired incubator of progressive ideas. Hubert brought out the decency and optimism in people, and he made Minnesota a different place.

Thirty years later, delivering Humphrey’s eulogy in the rotunda of the U.S. Capitol and reflecting on a friendship that lasted a lifetime, I ventured that Hubert would be remembered as one of the greatest legislators in our history, as one of the most loved men of his time, and even more, as a leader who became his country’s conscience.

After the 1948 election I had to think about my own prospects for a while. When my dad died, we couldn’t afford the tuition at Macalester, so I dropped out and finished my degree at the University of Minnesota. On graduating I joined the army and served two years at Fort Knox, then returned to the Twin Cities and enrolled in law school at the University of Minnesota on the GI Bill. By this time my mom had moved to St. Paul, so I moved in with her and became a full-time law student.

One evening in 1955 a classmate, Bill Canby, invited me over for dinner with his wife, Jane, and her older sister, Joan Adams. I suppose I should have been intimidated: Joan’s father was the chaplain at Macalester College and came from an old Presbyterian family. She had studied history and art, had worked at a museum in Boston, and had an elegance that was quite outside my experience. But she seemed to think it might be all right to date a guy who was getting started in politics. Her mother wasn’t quite so confident. She called one of my professors at Macalester, the great political scientist Theodore Mitau, and asked what sort of young man I was. He told her, Walter doesn’t have much money, but he works hard and I think he has a future. After seven dates in six months, Joan and I were married in the Macalester College chapel.

But all the while, I could not shake the political bug. When Orville Freeman ran for governor in 1950, unsuccessfully, I worked on his campaign. When he ran in 1954, I worked for him again, and this time he won. When he ran for reelection in 1958, I was his campaign manager.

Then one day in the spring of 1960 the phone rang and it was Orv. The attorney general, Miles Lord, was planning to resign, and Freeman wanted to appoint me to fill the vacancy. I was stunned. I had graduated from law school in 1956 and was trying to build a law practice. Joan and I had just bought a house in south Minneapolis. We had one baby, Ted, at home, and our daughter, Eleanor, was on the way. I tried to talk Orv out of it: “You’re going to be in a very close fight in November and you’re going to have your hands full. I’m brand-new, not very qualified, and people in Minnesota don’t know me. Why don’t you pick someone established, a lawyer of prominence, a selection that reassures people.” I remember mentioning George Hulstrand, a successful lawyer in Willmar. “George would love it and add strength to you.” But Orv had been talking with other members of the party’s younger generation—people such as Don and Arvonne Fraser—and he wanted to groom talent for the party’s future. “No,” he said, “you’re the one I want.” That spring, at age thirty-two, I became the youngest attorney general in Minnesota history.

In Minnesota at that time the attorney general’s office was not a political springboard. The attorney general served chiefly as a lawyer to state government, someone who handled land condemnations for the highway department and wrote legal opinions for the governor. This had started to change under Miles Lord, a wily populist who loved to represent the underdog. Miles had started looking into the finances of a Minneapolis-based charitable foundation called the Sister Kenny Institute and attracted some press for the investigation. On his last day in office he pulled me aside and said, “Take a look at this. This is going to be big.”

I was going to be up for election right away in November, and I knew I had to establish myself with voters. I was brand-new to public office, and I thought the Sister Kenny investigation would be a test case for Minnesotans who didn’t know me—and most Minnesotans did not know me. So that first week, I assigned some of our best talent to the investigation. Miles had already dug up some irregularities that raised eyebrows, but I wanted to get a full sense of the evidence and the law, to see if we had a strong case. I assigned Syd Berde, who was my chief deputy and a talented guy, to conduct a series of depositions, and we hired an accounting firm to go into the institute’s books.

We found a cesspool. In theory, the institute was a charitable organization that raised money for polio research and therapy. In practice, millions of dollars were being siphoned off for the benefit of one or two officers. Our auditors found that the institute had paid large sums to a Chicago firm that prepared letters and mailings, which then paid kickbacks to the foundation’s top executive. The Chicago firm also sold phone directories to the foundation at inflated prices, with a cut going back to the foundation’s officers. Then there were outlandish trips to Florida and other exotic destinations, all expenses paid. Meanwhile, the auditors were cooking the books so the board of directors couldn’t tell what was happening. Little money was left to do any good for anybody.

This was a big scandal in Minnesota, where people idolized the institute and its mission. Minnesota had suffered terribly from the polio epidemic in the 1930s. Polio would strike, and the next thing you knew, you were in an iron lung. Years later I would still see old friends walking with crutches because they’d had polio as children. It was a horrible and frightening experience. Sister Kenny was an Australian army nurse who had developed a new form of polio therapy in the 1930s, then traveled to the United States, and eventually to Minnesota. The institute promoted her system and treated hundreds of patients, providing a source of hope when everybody was terrified by the disease. The board included distinguished people from the Twin Cities business and civic community, and the executive director was a former mayor, Marvin Kline. So it was a terrible shock when the public and the foundation’s board learned that some of its leaders were corrupt.

The investigation consumed our attention for several months, while we completed our audit and deposed experts. Paul Ellwood, a distinguished doctor who went on to become one of the theorists of the modern HMO, was a Minneapolis physician who had done some work with the institute. He wasn’t implicated in any way, but he helped us understand how the place ran. We also interviewed Bert Gamble, the chairman of their board. Bert was a prominent and successful businessman, a strong civic presence in Minnesota, and he didn’t like that we politicians were raising questions about his foundation. That was an uncomfortable interview. But my idea was that we could excise the wrongdoers and save Sister Kenny so it could go forward as a healthy organization with public trust. I didn’t want to antagonize the board. I knew if we missed, that could be the end of me. And if we missed, it should have been the end of me.

To make our case, I did three things. I wrote a report on our investigation and made it public. The Minneapolis Tribune printed the entire document. Next, I tried to save the Sister Kenny foundation by putting new people in charge and removing the officers who were responsible for the malfeasance. In everything we did, all the lawsuits and all the reports, the state of Minnesota worked with the board. Finally, we sued to recover assets for the institute and to terminate the state licenses of its accountants, then we brought criminal indictments against the principals involved. We got a conviction in every case.

The Sister Kenny investigation made headlines for months and gave my office a reputation. Soon people were coming to us with complaints about other kinds of fraud. Before long we began hearing about a Michigan company called Holland Furnace, whose salesmen were using deceptive tactics to sell heating equipment. They would send a salesman into the home of potential customers, and of course he would find something wrong with their furnace. They picked on old people, and they scared them. One salesman who had left the firm in disgust gave us an affidavit saying that the salesmen actually carried hammers in their briefcases; they would pound on the customer’s furnace, then report that it had cracks. So we hired an investigator, a former FBI agent, who followed the salesmen from one home to another and examined the furnaces as soon as they left. He loved this—he was a real freight train. He would examine the same furnace as a salesman and write his own report: This furnace could last another twenty years. We sued Holland Furnace and got the court to pull its license to operate in the state of Minnesota. That case, too, made a big impact because they had defrauded a lot of people over a long time.

The Holland Furnace litigation taught me an important lesson about the attorney general’s authority. The judge could easily have thrown out our case on the grounds that my office had no jurisdiction. It was a cutting-edge case because the law was not clear—we were depending on a common-law theory of public nuisance as well as innovative interpretations of statutory law. The powerful evidence and the affidavits made the case, and the court upheld our right to sue. Still, it wasn’t entirely clear that the attorney general had the authority to pursue a broad range of consumer-protection cases.

That’s one reason I felt I had to be really sure-footed. I wanted people to see that our investigations were correct and legal, not just the efforts of a young political hotshot. But I also thought it was important to clarify the powers of the office itself. When I first took office, I pulled down every volume of the Minnesota statutes that mentioned the attorney general. I read every law and every one of the case reports—cases that went back almost to territorial days. I wanted to get a clear idea of what I had. One of the things I discovered was common-law powers—powers not enumerated in the statutes—giving the attorney general authority to regulate “public nuisances,” cases in which no one else had jurisdiction and individuals could not protect themselves. I saw that under common law—that is, the accumulation of court rulings—the attorney general was also considered the trustee of charitable trusts, such as the United Way or Sister Kenny, that is, the one who ultimately protected beneficiaries and the public. We had quite a few of these charitable and nonprofit groups at that time, which were technically fraternal benefit organizations but which went through a lot of money and had the potential for sizable fraud. The attorney general was the master of these disputes.

After all the publicity on the Sister Kenny case, I was starting to take some hits in the political arena from people who accused me of becoming a tyrant operating out of the attorney general’s office. These are not lawsuits, they said, these are press releases issued by a young politician. One prominent lawyer, a friend of mine, actually said I was the only Joe McCarthy that Minnesota had ever produced. So I appointed an advisory council on consumer protection, and we wrote legislation that would clarify the attorney general’s jurisdiction. It wasn’t a perfect law, but it passed and modernized the office in important ways.

I didn’t go into that job intending to redefine the attorney general’s role or to advance a broad vision of activist government. But I did sense that consumers are always at risk of getting cheated by some shady operator, and that they often have no remedy. It’s perennial, it goes to human nature. If there’s a crooked way of doing something, someone sooner or later will try it. It’s still with us today in the Bernard Madoff debacle, the Enron collapse, and other corporate scandals, where trusted experts defrauded their investors and their own employees. In the collapse of the subprime-mortgage market you find much the same thing, a regulatory failure that ruined people’s lives and cost the economy billions of dollars. A lot of those mortgage brokers must have known there was no chance that their customers could pay back their loans. They offered funny teaser terms to make the loan attractive, collected a down payment, and took their fees, and the mortgage was sliced up and sold as a mortgage-backed security to parties unknown. When the poor homeowner can’t make his monthly payment, he has nobody to talk to. There used to be a neighborhood banker, and you could go in and explain the problem and work something out. Now there’s nobody, and before you know it, they’ve taken your money and your house.

This is not to argue that everyone is crooked. Quite the opposite. But greed lurks in any society; every era and every industry will have some reprobate trying to figure out how to game the rules and cheat the customer. This, I believe, is why markets need regulators. From time to time I caught heat from business leaders who didn’t want some young politician going through their books. But I argued that no one loses more from business corruption than honest businessmen and women. It’s not free enterprise anymore, it’s a process corrupted by fraud. To say that if you believe in free enterprise you should stay the hand of government is a false choice. Sometimes you need the hand of government to ensure that honest people can carry on in business.

After a time, I noticed a pattern in the crimes we investigated. The crook who wants to steal money and get away with it commits a lot of little frauds—peddling phony magazine subscriptions, selling bad life-insurance policies, advertising phony trade schools and taking people’s tuition money. He targets the elderly and the poor. No one customer has the incentive or the resources to mount an investigation and go after him. The result is a fraud without a remedy. That’s where an attorney general can step in and do something.

Gradually I developed a theory that the attorney general’s office would protect members of the public in cases where they couldn’t protect themselves. We added a consumer protection unit to the office, and then, after investigating price-fixing by a company that sold gymnasium bleachers to school districts, we created an antitrust unit.

As attorney general I also served on the state Board of Investment, which oversees bank accounts in which the state deposits tax collections and other revenues known as idle cash. I discovered that the state treasurer was depositing millions of dollars of idle cash in non-interest-bearing bank accounts, often at banks whose officers had political connections. That practice cost the state thousands of dollars in lost interest income and, in effect, gave a subsidy to those banks. I wrote a change in board policy to require competitive public bidding by banks for the holding of idle-cash funds; it passed and remains state policy today, saving the taxpayers millions of dollars.

As a result of these activities, we transformed our little corner of the state capitol from a sedate, passive law office into an agency that would defend consumers and regulate market failures. It changed the way Minnesotans think about the attorney general and the role of government in protecting the public interest.

Those were busy years, not easy on a marriage and a young family. I was often gone five or six evenings a week, occasionally on weekends, and I sometimes wondered if Joan knew what she was getting into as a politician’s wife. But of course she did. Some political spouses love the spotlight, some hate it. Joan was just extremely good at it—a real soldier and a great campaigner. Al Quie, a Minnesota congressman and later governor, told me about a League of Women Voters event in Northfield, Minnesota, where Joan substituted for me one night. During the Q&A a member of the audience stood up and started asking why the attorney general’s office had so many lawyers and spent so much money—the standard Republican attack at the time. Well, Joan had memorized a long, detailed memo defending the size of the staff and describing every lawyer’s function. She stood her ground and gave a precise five-minute answer that wowed the audience. Al, who was there, said it was the most extraordinary thing—people stood up and cheered.

Although consumer protection was the central thread in my tenure as attorney general, civil rights also became a priority in our work. I hadn’t been in office long when I got a letter from Earl Battey, a catcher with the Minnesota Twins, a wonderful guy and a popular player. Battey, an African-American, wrote to complain that when he traveled with the team, he wasn’t allowed to stay in the same housing as the white players. This seemed pretty extraordinary, but we looked into it, and sure enough, when the Twins traveled in the South or held spring training in Florida, they claimed that they could not get integrated housing for the players. Except, we discovered, they were the only team in Major League Baseball that had segregated housing. I was astonished and offended. I contacted the governor and notified the state antidiscrimination commission, and we fired off a letter to the Twins organization and put an end to the practice. After that, the Minnesota Twins were a fully integrated baseball team.

It might seem odd that civil rights would figure prominently in the politics of Minnesota, a northern state with a population that was overwhelmingly white. But many people of my generation had come back from World War II or Korea feeling the injustice of discrimination. We had seen black Americans fight alongside white soldiers, risking their lives, then come home to build a better life for their families—just like anyone else—and face obstacles that white Americans did not. We were determined to do something about it. We also had Hubert’s example: his speech at the 1948 Democratic National Convention had put civil rights on the party’s agenda and made his national reputation. Then, too, Minnesota had a tremendous history of leadership in the black community. Roy Wilkins, a legendary leader of the NAACP, had worked as a journalist in the Twin Cities and was a graduate of the University of Minnesota. So was Carl Stokes, who later became the first black mayor of a major American city, Cleveland. Clarence Mitchell, later the chief lobbyist for the NAACP, had worked for a time in the St. Paul Urban League.

This was also a big issue for me personally. My dad preached what might be called the social gospel—that our faith requires good deeds as well as good words. When I was young, it was common for black congregations in the South to send church choirs on tours through the North, and as we moved from one town to another in southern Minnesota, my Dad always made sure his church hosted one of the black choirs. It might sound old-fashioned, but he really said that we are all equal in God’s eyes. I remember an evening in the early 1940s when we were gathered around the radio listening to one of those wartime propaganda programs, and the announcer caricatured the Japanese in demeaning terms. Dad turned off the radio and said, Let’s talk about this. He said the people of Japan are human beings just like we are; don’t ever get the idea that there’s any difference. There are bad people in the world, he said, but don’t ever make those judgments on the basis of someone’s skin color or their religion or where they were born.

Not long after the Earl Battey case, I got a phone call from a friend who was active in the Minnesota NAACP. They were organizing a civil rights rally at the state capitol, and they were looking for elected officials to serve as speakers. I said of course I would do it. When you’re a young person in elective office, you look for chances to get in front of a crowd, but this issue was also close to me. The day came and there weren’t many public figures there after all. Even in Minnesota at that time, the civil rights cause left some politicians a little uneasy, and a lot of the elected officials just found it easier to be somewhere else that day. But I went and was the leadoff speaker, even though I was the youngest person in elective office in Minnesota at that time. Later I learned that the crowd was laced with FBI agents that day. That was the era of J. Edgar Hoover, who thought every dissident was a Communist subversive, and the Bureau apparently thought that a civil rights rally in Minnesota was suspicious. I thought about that once or twice over the years. If I had known the FBI was compiling a dossier on me, I might have had second thoughts. But I didn’t know, and I was proud to be a speaker and I’m glad I did it.

By the summer of 1964, I was nearing the end of my second term as attorney general and counting myself a lucky man. The voters seemed to like my work, I was just inhaling the job, and I could happily have spent the rest of my career serving the people of Minnesota from an office at the state capitol. Fate had another idea.

In August the Democratic Party was scheduled to hold its national convention in Atlantic City, with Lyndon Johnson expected to get the presidential nomination. Johnson’s poll numbers were strong, and everyone expected him to beat the likely Republican nominee, Barry Goldwater. But within the party, trouble was percolating. Johnson had begun to emerge as a genuine civil rights president—he had provided the crucial push for the Civil Rights Act of 1964—and Southern Democrats were unhappy about it. Everyone expected several of the Deep South delegations to arrive in Atlantic City supporting a segregationist such as Strom Thurmond, or even Barry Goldwater. Johnson wasn’t particularly worried by this, but he didn’t want the convention to blow up and embarrass him, and he was watching the preparations carefully.

Meanwhile, in Mississippi a group of civil rights activists called the Mississippi Freedom Democrats had begun operating as an alternative to the regular party. They had assembled an integrated slate of delegates they planned to send to the national convention, and they were planning to challenge Mississippi’s regular delegation, an all-white slate chosen under rules that effectively and brutally locked black voters out of party politics in the state.

I was a young guy on the rise in the party, and someone had the idea of putting me on the Credentials Committee, which, in a normal year, handles routine disputes over seating delegates. But a few days before I left for the convention, Hubert called me with a warning. The Freedom Democrats had requested a hearing before our committee, he said, and we might well be called on to choose between their slate and the regular Mississippi Democrats. In a year when the whole country was watching the civil rights battles in Jackson, Birmingham, and other Southern cities, the credentials challenge could easily become a national flashpoint. I thanked Hubert, and a few days later, with my Minnesota colleague Geri Joseph, got on a plane for Atlantic City.

The convention was scheduled to open on Monday evening, August 24, and the Credentials Committee began its work on Saturday. It didn’t take long for me to understand that Hubert’s warning had been prescient. The Freedom Democrats came before us that first afternoon, and they had a powerful team of witnesses. Martin Luther King Jr. spoke on their behalf, as did Joe Rauh, the great legal counsel for the United Auto Workers union and a friend of mine, who had agreed to advise them. The knockout witness was Fannie Lou Hamer, who started in life as a sharecropper, became a fearless volunteer in the movement to register black voters, and had now earned a spot as cochair of the Freedom Democrats’ slate of delegates. She testified in the most powerful terms about the ordeals they had suffered; she herself had been arrested under phony charges, thrown in jail, and beaten severely—all for trying to register black voters. “If the Freedom Democratic Party is not seated now, I question America,” she said. “Is this America, the land of the free and the home of the brave, where we have to sleep with our telephones off the hooks because our lives [are] threatened daily because we want to live as decent human beings? In America?” You could not help being moved by her testimony.

But when the committee recessed to deliberate, we quickly fractured. Several members from Northern states said this was simple: The Freedom Democrats had been excluded by blatant discrimination, our party did not stand for discrimination, and if we didn’t seat them, we would be hypocrites. The white Southerners saw it differently: The Freedom Democrats were nothing more than a protest group; they hadn’t been selected through official party nominating rules and had no legitimate claim to serve as delegates. These Southerners accused the Freedom Democrats of having Communist ties and said we would lose the South in November if we seated them. They threatened a walkout from the convention.

The longer we talked, the more we disagreed. One of the Southerners made what seemed to be a death threat against someone else on the committee. Edith Green, an influential congresswoman from Oregon, said the Mississippi regulars were no different from Nazis and that we were sellouts if we turned our backs on the Freedom Democrats.

When we quit for the day, the chairman of our committee, former Pennsylvania governor David Lawrence, was clearly at a loss. He was well into his seventies and though he had been a real force at Democratic conventions going back to 1948, we could see that this was not what he had bargained for.

By Sunday morning, the national press had caught wind of the Freedom Democrats’ story. Fannie Lou Hamer’s testimony had been compelling, and civil rights activists were beginning to organize sit-ins in support of the Freedom Democrats on the boardwalk outside the convention hotel.

By Sunday afternoon the Southerners were escalating their threats of a walkout, the committee was getting nowhere, and we were running out of time. When our committee convened again, I suggested that Lawrence appoint a subcommittee and empower it to find a compromise. Lawrence agreed immediately and named five members: Price Daniel, a former governor of Texas; Irving Kaler, an influential party leader from Atlanta; Charles Diggs, a black congressman from Michigan; and Sherwin Markman, an attorney from Iowa who would later become a special assistant to Lyndon Johnson. Knowing that I was close to Humphrey and Humphrey was close to the president, Lawrence put me in charge.

I took the assignment knowing that we didn’t have much clout. In those days, a sitting president still called a lot of the shots at a convention, and Johnson was watching every step of the proceedings from the White House. The old-line white Southerners still held a lot of sway with party elders, so they were going to be heard. The leading civil rights figures, such as King and Bayard Rustin, were going to be heard as well. But we were an excuse to get negotiations going, and we had twenty-four hours to come up with a solution. We rented a hotel room where we could meet and make phone calls and began improvising.

We had more train wrecks than you could count on two hands. The Freedom Democrats saw an injustice—an internal party process that made it impossible for black citizens to participate—and they wanted their remedy right now. The old white crowd wanted to keep the status quo. They were playing by rules that the national party had tacitly accepted for decades, and they knew that integration of the Mississippi Democratic Party would bring an end to their reign. Johnson and Humphrey, too, had a lot at stake: Johnson worried that the convention would blow up over this issue, with an embarrassing walkout by the Southern delegations that would deliver the South to Goldwater. Because Humphrey had been Johnson’s lieutenant in the Senate, word in Atlantic City was that Johnson wanted Humphrey to settle this without fireworks as a condition for becoming Johnson’s running mate.

Johnson wouldn’t arrive at the convention for another day or two, but he had his top aide, Walter Jenkins, on the phone to Atlantic City regularly. Through Jenkins, Johnson had proposed a nominal settlement—that the party give the Freedom Democrats a couple of at-large seats—and he wanted us to jam it through. But after talking it over with King, Rauh, and Edwin King, a minister who was head of the Freedom Democrats’ delegation, we believed we had to proposes something more substantive. We worked through Sunday afternoon and into the evening, then late into the night, calling in one group or another, testing the grounds for a compromise.

Finally, early on Monday a group of us came up with a new proposal. The first part was symbolic: We would recognize the regular Mississippi delegation, but we would also give the Freedom Democrats two seats as at-large delegates. The second part was substantive and historic: We would change the national party rules to explicitly prohibit discrimination of any kind in state party operations. From that convention forward, the Democratic Party would not seat a state delegation chosen under discriminatory rules. Finally, as a condition of seating the Mississippi regulars, we also required that they take a loyalty oath—that is, that they would support Johnson as the party’s presidential candidate. None of them would sign it.

I had no illusions that this compromise would mollify the competing camps. I was pretty sure the Freedom Democrats would find it inadequate, and I thought it quite likely that the Mississippi regulars would walk out regardless. But I did think it was an honorable compromise. I believed it would satisfy the party’s major civil rights leaders and win support on the Credentials Committee. Most important, I thought it would redress the injustices of Southern politics that the Freedom Democrats symbolized. I took it to Hubert, who liked it, and he showed it to Martin Luther King Jr. and Bayard Rustin, who also endorsed it.

But now we had almost no time. Hubert agreed to present the compromise to the leaders of the Freedom Democrats, along with Walter Reuther, the president of the United Automobile Workers, who also had good credentials in the civil rights movement. Meanwhile, I called former governor Lawrence and asked for the opportunity to present the compromise to the Credentials Committee. All this happened simultaneously because the convention was scheduled to open that evening. It meant that the two sides—the Freedom Democrats and the Mississippi regulars—never got a chance to sign off on the compromise before the committee voted, but I felt we couldn’t afford to lose more time in what were likely to be fruitless negotiations. Lawrence assembled the committee, I presented the proposal, and it was approved by an overwhelming vote.

I know that, to this day, that compromise generates criticism and controversy. The Reverend Edwin King, who is white, said it appeared to be one more exercise in white power: Party leaders were dictating a compromise and telling his group who would be seated. Others in their delegation felt it was trickery, that we were voting on the proposal even as they were reviewing it. The meeting with the Freedom Democrats was agony for Hubert. Fannie Lou Hamer accused him of putting his political ambitions above his commitment to civil rights. Hubert begged them to give him and Johnson a chance to prove their commitment to civil rights in the White House, but he was almost in tears by the time the meeting ended. Fannie Lou Hamer wasn’t buying it. After that meeting broke up, she gave an eloquent interview in which she said, “We didn’t come this far to get no two seats. We’re all tired, and we all want to sit down.”

The historian Taylor Branch has said that both sides—the Credentials Committee and the Freedom Democrats—made mistakes in those three days. He has argued that our committee failed to understand the emotional pull on the Freedom Democrats and the depth of feeling they brought to Atlantic City. They had begun to develop some trust in the political system and expected to be treated as serious participants, and instead they were all but shut out. He also thinks the Freedom Democrats were naive. This wasn’t a political science convention, it was a political convention: We were there to nominate candidates and win an election. He believes, too, they didn’t appreciate how the Atlantic City reforms would work in the long run to advance the cause of civil rights.

I’m proud of that compromise, and I think with the distance of time it holds up well. The white Mississippi delegates certainly didn’t regard it as a victory. They knew we had repudiated their segregationist rules, and they promptly walked out of the convention, leaving just three delegates behind.

Martin Luther King Jr., Bayard Rustin, and Joe Rauh, the great national strategists of the civil rights movement at that time, also recognized our compromise as progress. They knew it was a bitter pill for the Freedom Democrats, but they thought the larger civil rights movement would be well served: We would have the symbolism of seating an integrated delegation at a national convention, a permanent change in the rules of the Democratic Party, and a party united behind Johnson and Humphrey, knowing that they had a strong civil rights agenda for Congress if they won the fall election. King and Rustin also saw how the political ground was shifting nationally. The GOP, the party of Lincoln, that year explicitly repudiated civil rights. Barry Goldwater had voted against the Civil Rights Act of 1964, and the GOP national convention in Los Angeles was almost entirely white. Black delegates were spat upon and verbally abused; moderates were pushed out of party positions. Baseball great Jackie Robinson attended the convention, but left in disgust, saying, “I now believe I know how it felt to be a Jew in Hitler’s Germany.” King and Rustin endorsed what we were doing because they were confident that, over the long term, the Democratic Party would be the party of progress on civil rights.

Nevertheless, we left Atlantic City with a lot of bad blood in the party. John Stennis, the powerful senator from Mississippi, a Democrat, would later chide me for meddling in the politics of his state. He was a real power in the party, someone not to be trifled with. Later, after I returned to Washington from a trip to Mississippi, he asked me what right I had to go into his state and talk about discrimination. “You have struck a powerful blow against the state of Mississippi,” he told me. Other Southern Democrats told me we had destroyed the party in the South.

What they said had a good deal of truth. Just four years later, Richard Nixon rolled out his famous “Southern strategy,” campaigning on the latent racism of the Southern states. He carried Virginia, Tennessee, South Carolina, North Carolina, and Florida—states that had once been part of the “solid South” for Democrats. In 1972 Nixon swept the South, and except for Jimmy Carter in 1976, no Democratic presidential candidate has carried the entire South since then. In Congress, too, those reforms triggered a backlash. Within a few years many of the old white segregationists—Strom Thurmond and Jesse Helms, to name two—had left the party to become Republicans. Control of Southern congressional seats shifted to Republicans, putting people such as Newt Gingrich, Trent Lott, and Mitch McConnell in charge of the House and Senate. In 1980 Ronald Reagan kicked off his presidential campaign in Philadelphia, Mississippi, just a few miles from the place where three civil rights workers had been murdered during the Freedom Summer of 1964.

The point is that we did this knowingly, understanding the risks and believing it was necessary. We were a hypocritical party in the mid-1960s. In Congress we were the party of civil rights. We had passed the Civil Rights Act of 1964, and when, as individual members, we went home to Minneapolis or Seattle or Dearborn, we spoke of integration and equal opportunity. But all the time we knew that Southern Democrats stood for segregation, and racism was a cornerstone of their political power. Roosevelt never challenged the South. Truman never challenged the South. William Jennings Bryan, a great populist Democrat, went along with Southern racism. We dodged that issue by looking the other way and keeping a quiet peace with the all-white delegations that came to our conventions. That ended after Atlantic City.

Although we paid a heavy price in the short run, the Atlantic City reforms yielded profound changes in the long run. We permanently changed the rules and the complexion of the Democratic Party that August. Just four years later, in 1968, Mississippi sent an integrated delegation to the Democratic National Convention; many of the Freedom Democrats were delegates, including Fannie Lou Hamer. Aaron Henry, a leader of the Freedom Democrats in 1964, became a close friend of mine and soon a member of the Democratic National Committee. By 1968, all the Southern states sent integrated delegations to the National Convention. Julian Bond was a potential candidate for president, and talented African-American candidates were running for office all over the country. When I attended the 2000 Democratic National Convention, Minnesota’s delegation was seated immediately behind Mississippi’s. I noted that twenty-six of Mississippi’s forty-eight delegates were African-American, and that pattern of integration was true across the convention floor. Black delegates and white delegates sat side by side, working together as friends and colleagues. The nation had changed, and so had our party. It is not overstating the case to say that the events we sent in motion in 1964 helped clear the way for the election of Barack Obama in 2008.

Johnson’s anxieties about the 1964 election proved groundless, and in November he crushed Goldwater in one of the biggest landslides of the twentieth century. As a political matter, I was thrilled that voters had repudiated the hawkish views of Goldwater and the latent bigotry of the GOP. As a personal matter, I was thrilled for Hubert, who would ascend to the vice presidency. But I also wondered what would become of Humphrey’s Minnesota Senate seat. Appointing someone to fill the vacancy would fall to Governor Karl Rolvaag, a friend of mine and a member of the DFL family. I knew my name would be considered: I was the second-highest constitutional officeholder in the state, after the governor, and I had done well in the elections of 1960 and 1962. But I had competition. Representative John Blatnik from northern Minnesota was the senior member of the state’s congressional delegation and would make a good senator; Rolvaag was also rumored to want the seat himself.

A few weeks after the election I got a phone call from Karl, who was vacationing in Florida. “Come down here and let’s have a talk,” he said, “but don’t let anyone know where you’re going.” We knew that the sight of me boarding a plane for Florida would trigger a lot of speculation, so Warren Spannaus, my friend and state party chairman, got me out the back door of the attorney general’s office and off to the airport. The conversation with Rolvaag went well, and in December 1964 I was named Minnesota’s next U.S. senator.

Three weeks later the Mondale family was on a plane to Washington, D.C., our lives moving so fast that I sometimes wonder how Joan and I ever kept up. The itinerary required us to change planes in Detroit, and in our distraction we failed to notice that Eleanor—already an adventurer at age four—had disappeared on her own personal inspection tour of the airport. We managed to find her before the next flight boarded and we arrived in the nation’s capital with the family intact—Joan and the kids taking a taxi to our new house in the Washington suburbs and me heading straight for a news conference on Capitol Hill. It would begin one of the most productive periods of my career and one of the happiest times of our life as a family.
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High Tide

ON THE EVENING of March 15, 1965, I left my Senate office and walked over to the Capitol with my colleagues George McGovern of South Dakota and Gaylord Nelson of Wisconsin. Lyndon Johnson was scheduled to address Congress that night on his civil rights agenda, and as we took our seats in the House chamber, the great room was buzzing. As a senator from the South, Johnson had earned a mixed record on civil rights. But now he was president, a national leader, and he felt the weight of John Kennedy’s example. He had signed landmark legislation the previous year—the Civil Rights Act of 1964—and I knew from talking to Hubert that Johnson wanted civil rights to be his legacy.

We finally settled in and Johnson began. From his first words, I knew this evening was going to be historic. That address has been described as Johnson’s greatest speech, as one of the great civil rights speeches of all time, and I believe it was. Every phrase was beautifully crafted, every line gave expression to something we all believed. When he got to that signature line—“And we shall overcome”—the chamber erupted. It was electrifying. To hear a Southern president say those words, to embrace the credo of the civil rights movement, was a wonderful thing. It represented a turning point in American history.

From today’s perspective, it’s easy to forget how different our country was just five decades ago. Across the South, African-Americans couldn’t eat at a lunch counter, couldn’t drink from a public drinking fountain, often didn’t dare to register to vote. Cities were badly divided, black from white, and black children mostly attended segregated schools, often in terrible conditions. Housing discrimination was commonplace and in many places legal.

Beyond discrimination itself, a politics of white rage prevailed in many parts of the country. George Wallace had stood in the schoolhouse door in Alabama, even when he knew he was defying the courts. Local sheriffs had beaten peaceful black demonstrators. Roving thugs and lynch mobs intimidated black citizens in many places. The entire nation knew of this boiling rage in the South and that something had to change.

Still, civil rights didn’t quite capture the nation’s attention while black protesters were bearing the brunt of the abuse. Sadly, it took white demonstrators to accomplish that. The previous year had seen what became known as Freedom Summer, a movement of white college kids who went down to Mississippi to register black voters. That summer three civil rights workers were murdered, two of them white, one black. That’s when the North started realizing that something intolerable was occurring.

The nation’s problems didn’t stop with racial segregation. Nearly 20 percent of Americans lived in poverty. Thousands of children went to school hungry every day. Bobby Kennedy conceived the idea of field hearings in Appalachia and found children who went to school barefoot and got by on one meal a day. You saw photographs of skinny kids staring at the camera with hollow eyes.

Even so, these problems were often met with callousness. A few years later I was on George McGovern’s Hunger Committee, and we conducted a field hearing in Immokalee, Florida. We visited a migrant labor camp and saw families living in hovels, children who never went to school. We had a series of meetings with local officials and county commissioners, one of whom told us, “This isn’t our problem. These are federal people. We aren’t going to use local resources to take care of them.” In other words, he wanted migrant workers to pick oranges and perform other menial, backbreaking jobs—and then just go away.

It wasn’t much different in the nation’s capital. We conducted field visits there, too. We met families living in housing that was unsafe and unsanitary; we saw schools with ceilings caving in and without running water. Just blocks from where we did our work in the Capitol.

Of course, progressives in Congress knew all this. Humphrey had been hammering away at it for years. But until 1965 we couldn’t get anywhere. The Supreme Court had been conservative in the 1950s; Congress passed several weak civil rights bills that didn’t accomplish much. Congress was very much under the control of conservative Southern Democrats. Democrats from Northern states would come and go; they would win an election, then lose the next one. But the Southerners won election after election and built up seniority, and seniority controlled Congress. The “old bulls” had the powerful committee chairmanships: James Eastland of Mississippi had Judiciary. John McClellan of Arkansas had Government Operations, then Appropriations. Allen Ellender of Louisiana had Agriculture, which controlled most of the nutrition programs. Harry Byrd of Virginia had Finance. If they didn’t want legislation to move, it didn’t move. In the House, Howard Smith of Virginia was chairman of the Rules Committee, and a bill couldn’t get to the floor of the House without going through his Rules Committee.

The result was a huge backlog of social progress waiting to happen. The historian James MacGregor Burns called it “the deadlock of American democracy.”

Then, with the historic election of 1964, the impasse broke. Democrats picked up thirty-eight seats in Congress, so that in 1965 we convened holding a two-thirds majority in the House and a staggering margin of sixty-eight to thirty-two in the Senate. We had such numbers on the Democratic side of the Senate chamber that they had to add an extra row of desks. I was in that row, at the very back, sitting next to Bobby Kennedy, who had just been elected from New York, and Fred Harris of Oklahoma. We were closer to the men’s room than to the Senate rostrum. Over on the Republican side it looked like a ghost town.

But it wasn’t just our numerical advantage, it was the people and their aspirations. The new senators elected in 1962 and 1964 were progressive in their values and impatient in their outlook: Bobby Kennedy, Joe Tydings, Fred Harris, Birch Bayh, George McGovern. A lot of them were veterans, back from World War II, and they were eager to make a difference. They wanted to change the world, and they thought they could.

Suddenly, after years of deadlock, the floodgates burst open. We had a filibuster-proof majority in the Senate and the Old Bulls couldn’t stop us anymore. We had a sympathetic Supreme Court, with Earl Warren as chief justice. After Kennedy’s assassination, I believe, we had moral momentum. And in the White House we had Johnson and Humphrey—masters of Senate procedure and brilliant legislators. We could have passed nearly anything we wanted.

The Senate has never moved so fast in its history. The Elementary and Secondary Education Act, which established the first federal aid to poorer children, was reported to the Senate floor on April 6 and passed on April 9. The Voting Rights Act—reported on April 9 and passed on May 26. Medicare—reported in the Senate on June 30 and passed nine days later. The Immigration Act of 1965—a landmark bill that did away with the old country-of-origin quotas—was reported on September 15 and passed seven days later. It was like driving in a hailstorm—Johnson kept hitting us with one bill after another.

Altogether, Johnson proposed eighty-seven bills in the first session of the Eighty-ninth Congress; eighty-four became law. At the end of that year the editors of the Congressional Quarterly wrote, “The first session of the 89th, starting early and working late, passed more major legislation than most Congresses pass in two sessions. The scope of the legislation was even more impressive. Measures which, taken alone, would have crowned the achievements of any Congress were enacted in a seemingly endless stream.”

Johnson’s economic program was equally ambitious. The 1950s had been a pretty grim time for the nation’s economy. We had gone through two recessions, and the prevailing view in Washington was a sort of Calvinist belief that we had to live within our means rather than strive for something better. Johnson came in with a new generation of brilliant economists, including Walter Heller from the University of Minnesota, who never got enough credit, and Jim Tobin and Art Okun from Yale. They had embraced and refined the Keynesian idea that an economy was not a fixed thing, with a sum of resources handed down by God. Their idea was that you could stimulate the economy to grow faster, to live up to its true potential. If the economy was growing, then the public would feel more affluent and the nation would have the resources to tackle its problems.

This idea seems obvious in retrospect; the Kennedy-Johnson tax cuts are today regarded as one of the great economic success stories. But it wasn’t obvious at the time. I would go back to Minnesota and give talks to business leaders, and they were skeptical. The dominant idea at the time was that the government couldn’t do much to improve the national condition. If you kept interest rates nice and low, then the economy would do just fine. When we approached them with this Keynesian idea—that the economy was underperforming and we could help it reach its capacity—they thought it was a trick, like getting something for nothing. But the tax cut of 1964 worked. The economy grew more than 6 percent the next year, a stunning performance, and it was healthy, noninflationary growth. Once the new economics started working, the skeptics came around. That ushered in an extraordinary period of affluence, which made people more confident about addressing the nation’s challenges.

This was heady stuff for a kid from Minnesota. I was just thirty-six and still trying to figure out how to be a senator. I would call Hubert for advice and, from time to time, visit him at the Old Executive Office Building across the way from the White House. Humphrey had gone to Washington sixteen years earlier blazing away, giving speeches and telling his elders how to turn things around—and he advised me pointedly not to follow his example. Instead, he always emphasized the importance of relationships. Voters see a candidate running for Congress, and they think politics is about combat. But once you’re in the Senate, it’s often the opposite—everything depends on cooperation and comity. You might vote against a colleague today and then need his help on something else tomorrow. You learned quickly that your career depended on getting along with other members, especially the ones with seniority. I did get along with most of my colleagues. During breaks in committee hearings, I would go over and strike up conversations. If we were on the Senate floor waiting for a vote to conclude, I would go over and ask a colleague about his family or the latest polls in his home state. Even with the Old Bulls such as Richard Russell or John Sparkman, if you could find a way to do them a favor on an issue where you did agree, they would know that you weren’t always going to be sand in their eye.

One of the best places to build these relationships was a little office just off the Senate floor known at that time as “Mansfield’s hideaway.” Technically, it was the office of the secretary of the Senate, a staff officer who coordinated the floor schedule, supervised the clerks and pages, and managed other Senate functions. The office’s informal host was Stan Kimmitt; he was not yet secretary of the Senate, but he was an old and trusted aide to Mike Mansfield, the majority leader, and he was a good friend to young senators. One day Kimmitt invited me into the office and introduced me around. The office was popular as a place where senators could relax between floor votes, make phone calls, or rest up if we were headed for a midnight session. Sometimes two senators would be there, sometimes twenty. Sometimes Mansfield would be there, conducting a little business. Sometimes, after hours, you would just have a drink and swap jokes. Kimmitt was close with several of the Southerners and always seemed to have a supply of excellent bourbon. But in this place, the Senate’s North-South divide did not hold. Elsewhere around the Capitol—in the Senate Dining Room, for example—the Southerners tended to keep to themselves, almost as if we had two wings of the Democratic Party. In Mansfield’s hideaway those regional distinctions fell away. It was there that I got to know Jim Eastland and John Stennis and Herman Talmadge. Sometimes the conversation was personal and congenial; sometimes it was brutally candid. Here Talmadge lectured me that our civil rights revolution was destroying the Democratic Party in the South. Whatever the tone, you could get to know other senators personally and build friendships that transcended politics.

From time to time, I got my political lessons from the master himself, Lyndon Johnson. At that time, I was trying to get a judicial appointment for Lee Loevinger, a respected attorney in Minneapolis. I would make phone calls, send memos, try to figure out who could help me. Johnson wasn’t going to do it, I soon discovered, but he was indirect about it and very diplomatic. He would return my calls and talk and talk until I was running out of time—and he knew I was running out of time—and then I would understand that he wasn’t going to give Loevinger that appointment. But even when he wasn’t giving you what you wanted, he made you feel good about yourself and left you feeling that you had received a fair hearing.

I didn’t see a great deal of Hubert in those first couple of years; work, family, and campaigning consumed all our hours. But occasionally he would come up to the Capitol to have lunch with old friends, and I seldom missed a chance to remind him that the junior senator from Minnesota was keeping busy. One day in the summer of 1965 I was having lunch with a few colleagues when I noticed Humphrey eating with two other senators in another part of the Senate Dining Room. Raising my voice so I knew he would overhear me, I said to my friends, “You know, Humphrey’s been in Washington all these years, giving speeches about Medicare and Food Stamps, funding for the arts and help for the farmers. I just got here six months ago, and we got it all done.” He turned in his chair, stunned, then burst out laughing.

A freshman senator does not get glamorous committee assignments, and I wasn’t enthusiastic about mine. I was a young Northern liberal, and the Senate Democratic Steering Committee, controlled by mostly older, more conservative members, wasn’t going to give me much. I got Space and Banking and Agriculture, but these were the authorizing committees, not the appropriations committees, which meant we didn’t control any money. Nevertheless, I found ways to pursue the priorities I had begun to develop in Minnesota. One day I was talking to Bill Mullin, a lawyer and a friend who had worked for me in the attorney general’s office, who mentioned something I found outrageous. He had been on the highway one day when his brand-new car drove off the road due to a mechanical defect. Upon inquiring, he found out that the automaker knew about the defect and was quietly making repairs, but without ever giving consumers any warning. I drafted a bill, the Fair Warning Act, requiring automakers to notify consumers when defects were discovered in cars already on the road, and asked Ralph Nader to help. That bill became part of Lyndon Johnson’s landmark auto-safety legislation the next year, the National Traffic and Motor Vehicle Safety Act of 1966, and millions of consumer warnings have since been issued.
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