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Introduction

The Critical Years

RONALD REAGAN redefined politics like no one since Franklin Roosevelt. His impact is so encompassing, so lasting, that pundits have even coined a phrase for it: the “Reagan revolution.” There is widespread agreement on the meaning of that revolution: Reagan convinced us that government was not the solution, it was the problem. Taxes were too high, social programs were counterproductive, regulations were stifling entrepreneurial energy, and the United States was failing to prosecute the cold war in a vigorous manner. Two issues lay at the heart of the revolution: economics and foreign policy. It began in 1980. It continues to this day.

In truth the Reagan revolution began in 1966, and it was not primarily about economics or foreign policy. Reagan’s stunning, out-of-nowhere victory in the California governor’s race against two-term incumbent and Democratic giant Pat Brown marked the arrival of the Right in postwar American politics. Reagan’s leadership of that movement is perhaps his most enduring legacy. It is also a story that has never been properly told.

In the mid-1960s revolution was in the air. Leaders of the New Left spoke of revolt against the Establishment; leaders of the Far Right echoed them in talk of toppling the liberal order. Media images were filled with violence: frightened National Guardsmen brandished fixed bayonets in Watts, where burned-out buildings lay in ruin; angry activists marched on military bases; protests erupted against segregated hotels and businesses; students turned out by the thousands to fight for free speech on campus; anticommunist leaders held rallies and workshops to teach people how to defend their homes and schools against the red menace. This was a time of stark contrasts, nowhere more so than in California. The much-discussed New Left activists of the ’60s were offset by an equally impassioned group on the other side. For every organizer from Students for a Democratic Society (SDS) there was a John Birch activist; for every civil rights marcher there was an anticommunist rally-goer; for every antiwar protester there were several more who sympathized with American aims in Vietnam.

Ronald Reagan’s race against Pat Brown—the real Reagan revolution—began as a debate about retaking control of a society in chaos. What Ronald Reagan stood for above all was law and order.

Reagan and Brown clashed on every issue, major and minor, of the day. Understanding the collapse of the liberal order and the rise of the conservative movement requires understanding how Reagan and Brown, during the several years leading up to 1966, came to embrace such bitterly opposed visions of government and society.

Reagan was a card-carrying conservative, Brown a proud liberal. For Reagan, opposing communism was paramount. For Brown, anti-communism was but one issue in foreign affairs and a nonissue at home. Reagan saw the welfare-state policies of recent decades as a slippery slope toward socialism. Brown viewed governmental programs as the best way to achieve a “great society.” Reagan denounced moral decline on campus; Brown thanked God for the spectacle of students protesting. Brown seized an opportunity to lead the civil rights movement into the new frontier of fair housing; Reagan believed that even the 1964 Civil Rights Act was unconstitutional. Faced with urban riots, Brown looked to government to help eradicate poverty; Reagan vowed zero tolerance for criminals.

Prior to 1966, Reagan’s views on all of these questions were considered extreme, not least by Brown and his followers. In 1962, Reagan was indeed part of a marginal movement; in 1964, Barry Goldwater led the movement in a national election, but suffered a stinging defeat. Reagan could not possibly have beaten Brown prior to 1966; only civil rights, Berkeley, Watts, and Vietnam made it possible. It was Reagan’s promise to arrest moral decline that won him a million-vote victory over the popular incumbent, who had beaten Richard Nixon in 1962 and seemed destined to usher in California’s progressive future.

Tomes have been written about Reagan, chronicling the dominant events of his life and career. They detail his early years in Illinois, exploits as an athlete, rise to fame in radio and film, and of course his two terms in the White House. Former aides have produced a stream of memoirs, and biographers have examined the main features of his presidency, from his victory over Jimmy Carter to his supply-side economic program to his role in Iran-Contra. Yet even the biographers rarely spend more than one or two chapters discussing his rise as a politician in the early and mid-1960s. Reagan’s official biographer, Edmund Morris, passes over the 1966 election in a few short pages, his narrator explaining that he was not in California at the time.

Politics is about ideas, but it is also about the people who champion those ideas. How Ronald Reagan and Pat Brown came to embody two utterly contrasting sets of ideas is a fascinating story of two men who mirrored each other in many ways. Each came from a troubled home with a father who struggled with alcoholism. Each had his own conversion, Brown from Republican to New Deal Democrat, Reagan from New Deal Democrat to anticommunist Republican. Each became a pioneer in his political party: Brown was only the second Democrat to win statewide office in California in the twentieth century, and he was the leading voice of liberalism in the state. Reagan made the conservative movement legitimate for the first time, both in California and later in the nation.

In 1966 these two titans faced off in a battle of worldviews. Law and order was the hinge on which an era turned, yet the particular strategies involved were crucial. For the first time, the conservative movement was able to distance itself from the anticommunist fringe. For the first time, the conservatives learned how to push the right buttons on key issues, from race and riots to war and crime. Reagan successfully linked the liberal social programs of the ’60s with disorder in the streets, and offered an alternative vision of what government should and should not do. The Reagan revolution would prove so lasting because the formulas developed in the heat of the moment—pro–social order, pro–individual liberty, anti–government meddling—had a lasting appeal. Americans, like most people, crave peace and prosperity. The Reagan revolution has come to be associated with the free market. Yet at its origins, and perhaps still today, it is equally about social order.







ONE

THE GIANT KILLER




The election reaffirms our conviction that the people of California are resolved to move forward with courage and confidence. Offered reaction by the radical right, the voters emphatically declined. Offered government by retreat, the people preferred progress. Clearly then, our duty is to bring to California the forward force of responsible liberalism.

–PAT BROWN, Inaugural Address, 1959



MOST AMERICANSKNOW that at one point in his life Ronald Reagan was a staunch Democratic supporter of Franklin Roosevelt and the New Deal. Most do not know that Pat Brown started life as a Republican. One irony of their confrontation is that both men wound up standing for ideas that they once eschewed. Reagan would change his politics during the early years of the cold war, at a time of terrible anticommunist tension. Brown would change his at a similar moment of national peril, during the Depression and New Deal—a decade before Reagan’s political crucible.

In 1934 the Great Depression cut a wide swath of misery through California, and San Francisco lay squarely in its path. A rough-and-tumble blue-collar town teeming with burly shipyard workers, tattooed stevedores, and seedy waterfront pubs, San Francisco was a city on the verge of revolt. Approximately 50,000 working-class Irish immigrants resided in uneasy proximity to growing numbers of Italian, German, and Chinese immigrants, a poor and increasingly desperate population living in tightly packed boardinghouses and makeshift apartment buildings. In the late spring, as labor unrest swept the United States, thousands of disgruntled longshoremen went on strike, shutting down the city’s ports and fueling talk of a general walkout. Newspapers blared headlines about an impending urban implosion while printing pictures of helmeted soldiers with gas masks covering their faces standing in battle formation ready to cut a bloody path through “anyone foolish enough to defy this and other heavily-armed outfits.”1

From the twelfth floor of the Russ Office Building on Montgomery Street in downtown San Francisco, a young lawyer named Edmund Gerald “Pat” Brown thought hard about the deteriorating economic situation. It was not something he did of necessity. A successful attorney with a firm footing in the city’s legal community, Brown had a growing family, a sound professional career ahead of him, and strong ties to the Republican political machine in San Francisco. Most of his friends and family were members of the Republican party, and Brown had throughout his adult life subscribed to the Republican belief that the American economic system was the best in the world. Those who failed to succeed in it were corrupt, lazy, or both.

But as the Depression crept its way across California, it also began to whittle away at Brown’s long-standing assumptions about the political parties and the ideologies that undergirded them. The labor struggles and street demonstrations and social discord concerned Brown. Sympathetic to those who had been hardest hit by the economic slump, worried about violence in the streets, Brown had been seriously reconsidering his Republican party affiliation since 1931. That year, Matthew Tobriner, a fiery young labor lawyer working down the hall, decided to abandon Herbert Hoover and the big business Republicans and embrace the party of Franklin Roosevelt. Tobriner had lost faith in the ability of Hoover to deal with the economy, and, eager to convince his less prescient friends of the error of their ways, he began telling Brown to open his eyes. The Republicans, Tobriner chided, represented the nation’s business tycoons and corporate behemoths, and its vaunted standard-bearers—Calvin Coolidge, Warren Harding, and Herbert Hoover—had failed to stem the misery. They had done nothing to help American farmers whose fields lay barren through no fault of their own; had done nothing for the small entrepreneurs and manual laborers who played by the rules but ended up barely making ends meet. Franklin Roosevelt and the Democratic party were stepping into the political breach, taking responsibility for the American masses, doing for the man on the street what the uncaring and callous GOP would not.

Brown spent a good deal of time thinking about Tobriner’s arguments, and he allowed that some of those arguments made sense. But Brown was torn: He recalled his own personal success, and reasoned that if he could make his way out of poverty and build a successful law practice, anyone could. Tobriner kept urging Brown to sever his ties to the Republican party, and for the next two years the men engaged in heated debates. One time Tobriner reached into his back pocket and pulled out a copy of The New Republic and asked his friend to read it. Brown returned to his office and did so, but he remained unconvinced. The Republicans, he thought after putting down the liberal rag, would return to power as soon as the American economy rebounded.

Yet the American economy did not recover, and Tobriner continued in his hard-charging ways: He railed against tycoons and even began quoting the liberal newspaper columnist Walter Lippmann on the crumbling of the old order. “The only real question among intelligent people,” Tobriner quoted Lippmann as saying, “is how business methods are to be altered, not whether they are to be altered. For no one unafflicted with invincible ignorance desires to preserve our economic system in its existing form.” In 1934 Brown finally concluded that Lippmann and Tobriner were right: The Republicans represented the wealthy few; Democrats stood for the average working man. One morning that year, with farm prices at record lows and 20 million Americans out of work, Brown walked into the men’s room on the twelfth floor of the Russ Office Building and told Tobriner that he had decided to become a Democrat. Tobriner responded with a whoop and a shout.2

Brown’s switch was not unusual. Like many young men of his generation, Brown had decided that the GOP program, as he said years later, amounted to a set of outmoded economic notions and “an appeal for human selfishness.” Brown also had come to admire Franklin Roosevelt, the new president whose fireside radio chats and promises of federally funded relief and recovery encouraged millions of Americans in these years. But Brown had another reason for bolting the Republicans—he wanted a career in politics. Although he had never held elected office, by 1934 Brown had his sights firmly set high. He realized, as had so many aspiring politicians in this era, that a shift in the American political order was underway, that the New Deal offered a popular political program that might help a budding politician such as Brown realize his ambitions. To be sure, Roosevelt’s reform agenda dovetailed nicely with Brown’s burgeoning activist leanings; it also offered him a way to get ahead in the one field that by the mid-1930s really mattered to him.3


BROWN’S BELIEFS and aspirations, the ones that would convince him to become a Democrat and make him one of the leading liberal politicians of the 1960s, sprang from a variety of eclectic and unlikely sources: the seedy card parlors and gambling dens south of San Francisco’s Market Street; the Catholic church that his parents shunned; the literary lectures, fiery political rallies, and subdued libraries to which his mother dragged him; and the crush of economic hard times. Brown’s political and moral tenets evolved slowly, imperceptibly at times, forged in family crises and world events. They also had deep roots in the immigrant West. Brown’s mother Ida Shuckman was a first generation German Protestant who arrived in San Francisco in 1896, while his father, Edmund Joseph Brown, was a burly Irish-Catholic blade. The young couple shared an immigrant background but precious little else. He was an entrepreneur on the rise and a handsome charmer with a gift for blarney; she, a self-taught matron with an insatiable appetite for knowledge. Edmund enjoyed whiskey and craps; Ida loved books and lectures. He was fleshy, with wide and searching eyes and a fading shock of sandy-brown hair; she, rail thin, her neck so lithe it made her look like an eighteenth-century aristocrat. He cut deals and ran scams; she studied the Bible and attended lectures about deep and serious subjects.

They produced four children. The first, Edmund Gerald, arrived on April 21, 1905, a pudgy baby with big brown eyes who in his early years inherited his mother’s passion for ideas, literature, and politics. Ida herself was an unusual woman for her time: Exceptionally bright and keenly interested in the larger world of political affairs, she had learned to read by the age of three, could quote from the classics by five, and was an ardent admirer of Jack London and Robert Louis Stevenson. She tried to inculcate her first child with a similar knowledge and interest in the outside world. When Brown was a child, Ida often dragged him and his brother Harold to packed political rallies and highbrow lectures by Mark Twain or other turn-of-the-century literary lions. She took Pat to see Governor Hiram Johnson speak at Dreamland Auditorium as he stumped for a United States Senate seat. She brought him to polling booths on election day, where the future governor would watch in awe as local officials tallied election returns. She encouraged him to campaign on behalf of a neighborhood grocery man running for the San Francisco Board of Supervisors, and she also, according to some rumors that would later take hold, brought her eldest to radical labor parades sponsored by the International Workers of the World—the Wobblies.4

Brown’s father, Edmund Joseph, also shaped his son’s view of the world, but in a much different way. A boisterous charmer and enterprising businessman, Edmund Senior passed on to Brown his considerable gift for gab and instilled in his namesake a strong desire to live clean, work hard, and avoid a life of poverty. In the years before Brown’s birth, Edmund was an ambitious youth who after holding a series of low-paying, back-breaking jobs (horsecar conductor, laundry wagon driver) decided that the best way to get ahead in turn-of-the-century San Francisco was to start his own business. Hungry for his own slice of the bustling local economy, as a young man Edmund rented a cigar shop on Market Street and then used the profits from that store to acquire a handful of risky enterprises. In short order, Edmund purchased a photography studio, a penny arcade, a Market Street movie theater, and a novelty store where tourists could shop for trinkets. In the late 1900s, in the wake of the great earthquake of 1906, Edmund’s businesses turned a substantial profit: American sailors on weekend shore leave began flocking to his photography studio, where they would have their pictures taken; tourists descended in droves on his trinkets shop, and local residents went in large numbers to the theater to catch the latest film. By 1910 Edmund had become a well-known fixture in the city’s downtown, sporting derby hats and tailored suits while standing outside his business establishments and wooing customers into the store. Edmund earned enough money to purchase a three-flat house in the city’s Western Addition, a new middle-class neighborhood on the outskirts of the city. But Edmund’s good fortune and business success would prove short-lived. A heavy drinker and chronic gambler, Edmund spent many of his evenings holed up in one of the city’s backroom gambling parlors, where he would sip bourbon, shoot craps, and play five-card draw (stud was illegal) against the hard-drinking, gamble-happy men who frequented such places. In 1912, a new theater outfitted with a brass band opened across the street from Edmund’s, luring away his customers, forcing him to close shop. He made the mistake of trying to recoup his mounting losses by making a series of bets with bookies around town, and soon found himself plunged deeper into debt and mired in poverty. The family nest egg gone, in 1912 Edmund decided to put his two boys, ages 7 and 5, to work.5

From the first, Pat proved himself a hard worker and able breadwinner with a knack for deal making, corner cutting, and sales. He began his working life as a newspaper boy who trudged through the streets of San Francisco on Sunday mornings yelling “Chronicle! Examiner!” Later he worked as an usher at the Edison Theater, sold sodas at the fights, snapped pictures of tourists and sailors at his father’s photography studio, attended to customers in his father’s novelty store, and peddled holiday cards at Christmas time. Pat was a deft salesman and enterprising young businessman who sometimes hiked soda prices arbitrarily, concocted elaborate ruses to sell more Christmas cards, and raked in hundreds of dollars while gambling against boys his own age. Early on, Brown was determined to avoid his father’s fate. Although he at first enjoyed hustling and swindling others out of their money, Brown developed an aversion toward the gaming life, with its floating craps games, swindlers, and loan sharks. Brown sometimes worked in his father’s store while his father gathered with friends around a big table upstairs and gambled. Brown hated to see his father lose money and believed that Edmund’s fast lifestyle and loose morals had contributed to the family’s financial woes.6

Eager for a different existence, Brown plunged into his school work. A solid student, Brown above all was a rambunctious and popular youth with a flair for extracurricular activities and student politics. In elementary school he became a star soccer player, and after giving a rousing four-minute speech in the seventh grade in support of World War I liberty bonds in which he quoted the Revolutionary War hero, Patrick Henry (“Give me liberty or give me death,” Brown shouted to classmates), he earned the nickname that would remain with him throughout his life. Brown cut an awkward figure in high school, weighing only ninety-five pounds; a spindly prepubescent who blossomed late, but what he lacked in size he made up for in enthusiasm. Spirited and active in many of the school’s extracurricular activities, Brown beat out an opponent for yell leader, starred on the hundred-pound basketball team, served as president of the camera and rowing clubs and the debating society, and helped organize the Nocturnes, a half-Jewish, half-Gentile fraternity known for its religious tolerance, private clubroom (well-furnished but no food), and raucous parties. Donning snappy, white flannel trousers and red jerseys with white megaphones emblazoned across the chest, Brown prided himself on being the most innovative and best-dressed cheerleader, and he enjoyed showering his team with confetti and balloons and whooping and yelling during sporting contests.7

After graduating from high school, when his family was unable to afford college, Pat accepted a job as a doorman at his father’s cigar store. His duties included minding the shop and regulating the flow of traffic into his father’s nightly game of five-card draw; for his hard work Brown received a hefty salary of $150 a month. He further boosted his income by running his own dice game at the front of the cigar store (often netting $200 a month in winnings). Quickly souring on the worlds of business and gambling and, eager to find work that would challenge his intellect and engage his ebullient personality, Brown decided to enroll in law school.8

The San Francisco College of Law was not the University of California at Berkeley, where many of Brown’s fraternity friends had enrolled, but to Brown it represented a means to a better life, and he was determined to make the most of it. Working days, attending classes at night, and operating on the vague assumption that as a lawyer he would be able to make a good living and help out others, Brown worked grueling fifteen-hour days, a schedule that would become a hallmark of his later political career. A photograph from these years shows Brown sitting at a lawyer’s table in the middle of what appears to be moot court, fast asleep, his head slumped over his briefcase, law tomes piled high in front of him. But Brown enjoyed the law and relished the furious pace. He became a top student in his class during his third year of law school, and after graduating he found a job working as an assistant to Milton Schmitt, a well-known blind attorney in the city who immediately took Brown under his wing. On cable cars that clacked their way over the hills of San Francisco, Brown skimmed his law books while Schmitt droned on about pending cases; during trial Brown helped his boss select juries and often read from court cases to bolster Schmitt’s arguments.

Brown passed the bar in 1927, and after Schmitt was committed to a mental institution (he had begun comparing himself to Jesus Christ and babbling about making Brown a millionaire), Brown inherited his boss’s practice and quickly established himself as a formidable lawyer in his own right. He was a jack-of-all-trades litigator who handled personal injury cases to divorces to bankruptcy cases (a lucrative area of the law during the Depression) to pro bono criminal defense work. In 1929 he eloped (“to save money,” according to his wife) with his high school sweetheart Bernice Layne, the daughter of San Francisco Police Captain Arthur Layne. Children soon followed, and it seemed that Brown, although not yet twenty-five, had achieved the prize that had eluded his parents: a stable home and work life.9

But he wanted more. While he took a measure of satisfaction from helping clients and trying cases, Brown believed that there was only one career that would satisfy both his ambitions for fame and his yearning to perform good works. In high school Brown had run for class secretary and won, but he did not enjoy sitting in the back of the auditorium and being a note-taker, and he vowed that in the future he would seek out bigger offices that befit his talents. When he reached law school, Brown used to fantasize about being elected district attorney of San Francisco, assuring himself that someday he would be the chief law enforcement man in his city. Thus it was not entirely unexpected when Brown ran for the California State Assembly as a Calvin Coolidge Republican in 1928.10

Brown did not give much thought to the campaign or to the consequences of running for office, nor did he spend a great deal of time contemplating his party ties or political credos. Brown was a Republican, period. The party of Coolidge and Hoover dominated the machine politics of San Francisco, and virtually everyone Brown knew, from his father to his friends, belonged to and voted for the GOP. The party maintained such a viselike grip on local affairs, in fact, that a young man with political aspirations would have had to have been either dense or unusually brazen to side with the Democrats in the 1920s. Brown was neither; intensely driven, eager for the spotlight, and interested in public service, yes, but holding few firm political convictions. He considered politics a sport—a contest of men and wills in which what mattered was winning elections. When he did, on rare occasions, think about the beliefs and ideologies that undergirded the two major American parties, the GOP with its free market ideas made the most sense.

His campaign for a state assembly seat was doomed from the start. With only $500 to spend, and with Tom Finn, the Republican boss of San Francisco, backing Brown’s opponent, the result was embarrassing. Brown received only 500 votes.

He would not run for political office again for eleven years, but politics would remain for the rest of his life near the surface of his thoughts and perhaps his one great passion in life. He began spending almost all of his free time frequenting local civic clubs and societies, cultivating potential political contacts, and attending campaign rallies and other political events. After switching to the Democrats in 1934, he won a seat on the San Francisco Democratic Central Committee and stuffed envelopes and gave speeches in support of Upton Sinclair, a utopian socialist and muckraking novelist who was running for governor that year on a promise to “End Poverty in California.” Walloped at the polls, Sinclair imparted to Brown a simple lesson about American politics: One could not rail against the system and hope to win.11

From his first days as a Democrat, Brown blended the politics of urban reform with an intense interest in campaigns and political strategizing. Pragmatic, cautious, and attuned to the mood of voters and constituents, he believed strongly that men in public life possessed terrific power to accomplish good deeds and improve the lives of the people they served. Brown considered public service a noble endeavor, a wonderful way to spend one’s life, and while he enjoyed the more grubby aspects of American politics—giving speeches, attending rallies, shaking hands, accosting voters on street corners—he believed above all that public officials either perpetuated the status quo and enriched and served themselves and their cronies, or performed good works, enacted needed reform measures, and left a lasting mark for the better on their communities and their cities. This was a stark approach to politics and governing, but Brown had good cause for embracing such a diametric view of the political process.

San Francisco in the 1930s was a city awash in corruption: illegal gambling parlors dotted the downtown district, small-time thieves committed robberies at will, corrupt policemen accepted bribes and kickbacks from criminal defense attorneys, and abortion mills and whorehouses abounded. Run for the most part by old-time machine politicians and a district attorney who turned a blind eye to crime, the city did little to improve itself. Brown believed that a program of municipal reform was just what was needed and his own personal ticket to a career in politics.

In the aftermath of the Sinclair campaign Brown plunged with verve into the politics of municipal reform. With the help of old friends and like-minded reformers, he created the New Guard, a nonpartisan organization committed to “bring[ing] about honesty and effectiveness in local government.” Bylaws, however, prevented the New Guard from endorsing candidates for public office, and the organization proved impotent and soon disbanded. In 1935, after reading a series of articles about a group in Seattle called the New Order of Cincinnatus, Brown wrote a letter to Ralph Potts, the group’s leader, in which he asked for permission to organize a Cincinnatus branch in San Francisco. Under Brown’s leadership, the group blossomed quickly. Armed with scores of brash young men eager to extirpate corruption from the urban scene, the Order demanded that candidates file a statement of their assets and then place that statement in a safety deposit box. It also mounted a formidable campaign against incumbents on the San Francisco Board of Supervisors, holding press conferences, endorsing a rival slate of candidates, and adopting the campaign slogan “Skip the First Five,” a reference to the supervisors in office. The campaign succeeded in ousting four of the board’s five incumbents. The organization was exactly what Brown had been looking for, a “lively fighting” group composed of idealistic men committed to stamping out vice. Flush with his first real taste of political success, convinced that urban reform was a winning program that would prove popular with voters, Brown decided in early 1939 to challenge Matthew Brady, the long-time district attorney of San Francisco.12

Brown had been trying for some time to win a political appointment with either the mayor’s office or the state administration in Sacramento. But his requests had been repeatedly rebuffed and he quickly concluded that if he wanted a career in politics he would have to strike out on his own. The district attorney’s office seemed the perfect place for him to begin: Brady was a plodding attorney notorious for his do-nothing approach to police graft and lackadaisical attitudes toward law enforcement in general. Although Brown had never held elected office, and he realized his chances against the long-time incumbent were slim, Brown believed that Brady made a choice political target. Brown entered the campaign with great ardor; ringing doorbells and campaigning nonstop, he stumped everywhere in the city. He promised to transform San Francisco into a respectable city free of crime and criminals. Brown was easily beaten, but he made a respectable showing in a race he knew would be a trial run.13

Brown yearned for another shot at Brady, and almost immediately after the votes had been tallied from the 1939 campaign he began laying the groundwork for another race. Brown did not abandon his law practice, but he was growing bored with it. As the American nation found itself embroiled in World War II, Brown stayed home but felt guilty about doing so while men were fighting and dying overseas. Convinced that it was his duty to serve the public in some capacity, Brown also believed that he had a religious obligation to perform good works and lift up his fellow men.

In 1938 Brown had become a devout Catholic; his immersion in the church would shape for years to come his approach to politics and governing. In his younger years Brown had shown little feeling toward organized religion; his father was a Catholic, his mother a Protestant, and his parents feuded constantly about the role of religion in their household. Edmund wanted his boys to attend Mass on Sundays and Catholic schools during the week; Ida, however, felt a large dose of contempt toward the Catholic priests with their strict sermonizing, and she refused to send her children to parochial school. The battles grew rancorous and eventually contributed to Edmund and Ida’s divorce. Brown reacted with bitter feelings toward organized churchgoing of all kinds. But in 1938 he experienced a kind of religious awakening. That year a fellow Democrat invited him to a religious retreat in the Santa Cruz Mountains. His curiosity piqued, Brown agreed to spend a weekend listening to the Catholic priests and reacquainting himself with his father’s religion. Expecting to hear priests pontificating about purgatory and everlasting damnation, Brown, much to his surprise, found the sermons moving orations about the power of God’s love. Brown listened intently as the priests argued that no matter how much material success a person acquired, there was always something more in life for which to strive: joining with God after death. Unexpectedly enthralled, he began to read Walter Lippmann on humanism and Carl Adam on Catholicism. He organized a bible study class for friends, and slowly his agnosticism gave way to a deeply felt devotion to God, Catholicism, and a commitment to carrying out God’s work on earth.14

That work, for Brown, would continue to be found in politics. For the second race against Brady, Brown secured endorsements from two of San Francisco’s most powerful dailies. The campaign would prove one of the most bruising of Brown’s life. Reluctant to be tarred as a three-time loser, Brown launched a hard-hitting, exceedingly effective assault: When Brady accused the underworld of bankrolling Brown’s campaign, Brown argued that his opponent was an incompetent law enforcement officer and a stupid man who himself had close ties to the bookies and abortionists in the city. Brown told voters that Brady had failed to stop the illegal card games and stamp out the city’s lucrative gambling parlors, and he also blasted him for being a lazy lawyer who refused to do anything about police graft. Brady was an artful dodger, Brown complained, a do-nothing D.A. Campaigning eighteen hours a day, shaking hands with slaughterhouse workers, stumping at the produce and flower markets, giving speeches virtually every night, Brown worked himself to exhaustion. But he was armed with scores of supporters, a catchy rallying cry (“Crack down on crime, elect Brown this time”), and a compelling welter of negative information about his foe. On election day he finally achieved a victory.15

The district attorney’s office that Brown inherited was a shambles, with few typewriters; part-time employees who wrote legal briefs and other court documents out by long hand; desk drawers bulging with paperwork; an oversized antique canvas-covered ledger as the docket for upcoming cases; and deputy district attorneys who often ran their own practices on the side. The city’s entire legal system, in fact, resembled nothing so much as a bad joke: During trial, prisoners often found themselves locked in cage-like structures more appropriate for animals in a zoo. Brady’s deputies had often personally handled bail money. Police and not attorneys often decided which charges to bring against criminals, and the city’s more wily defense attorneys often kept their clients from jail with police payoffs and other well-placed bribes. Thomas Lynch, who would become Brown’s top assistant in the office, had a simple description of the district attorney’s office under Brady: “the most colossal disaster I’ve run into.”16

Taking District Attorney Earl Warren in Oakland as his model, Brown embraced a slew of reforms. To be sure, he was not a radical eager to uproot the entire legal system in the city, and he was not above rewarding his supporters with political appointments and other plums. But Brown embarked on a systematic reform program that he believed would enjoy strong support from his constituents: He hired honest lawyers as his top deputies, warned police not to engage in corrupt activities, put a stop to the practice of police officers bringing indictments against criminals, and cracked down on abortionists, bookies, pornographers, and other leading members of the San Francisco underworld. Styling himself as a “mean little bastard” determined to crack down on crime, Brown even went so far as to close down his father’s gambling parlor. As his reforms bore fruit and arrest rates began to soar, so too did Brown’s reputation.17

The district attorney’s office was only the start. In 1946, Brown decided to run for attorney general of the state of California. Running again as a law-and-order tough against a man Brown depicted as corrupt, Brown lost to the Los Angeles district attorney, Fred Howser, but proved himself a gregarious personality and a popular figure with a bright career ahead of him. Four years later, in 1950, Brown ran again and won. Feeding negative stories to the press linking Fred Howser to a bribery scandal, Brown succeeded in pressuring him to step down and retire from public life altogether. Promising voters that he would crack down on both crime and communists, Brown sailed to victory over a much weaker opponent and quickly went to work establishing himself as a no-nonsense attorney general who defended civil liberties, criticized state loyalty oaths and the red-baiting tactics of Joe McCarthy, and worked above all to root out official corruption in Sacramento. Allying himself with the popular Republican former governor Earl Warren, Brown considered running for that job in 1954 but ultimately decided that he could not defeat incumbent Goodwin “Goody” Knight. “My job as attorney general is not yet complete,” Brown told disappointed Democrats at a state party convention in 1953. “My first three years must not be sacrificed for personal advancement. . . . Organized crime in California has been smashed. The network of gamblers and narcotics peddlers has been warned: ‘Stay out of our state—there is no room for you here.’ ”18

Presiding over an office of 115 lawyers and bureaucrats, Brown’s second term as attorney general looked much like his first: He worked to secure oil money owed the state, sued pornographic magazines, lambasted the sorry condition of state mental hospitals, and prosecuted corrupt assemblymen and California mafia dons. The sole Democrat to hold statewide office, Brown was easily the most popular and by far the best-known Democrat in California in the mid-1950s. Many in the party considered him their best chance of breaking the decades-long Republican stranglehold on the governorship, and activists and party leaders alike looked forward with great anticipation to the campaign season of 1958. Brown had been thinking for many years about running for governor; as district attorney he used to stand at his office window, longingly staring out at the San Francisco ferry building, and confess to Thomas Lynch, his longtime deputy, “You know, Tom, I can almost see Sacramento from here.”19

But as the reality of the 1958 campaign approached, Brown harbored mixed feelings. No longer the brash upstart willing to take on all challengers no matter what the odds, in 1957 Brown again believed that if he ran for governor he would likely lose to Goody Knight, a relatively popular figure. The GOP controlled many of the major newspapers in California, and Brown would have to overcome a half-century history of Democratic futility in state gubernatorial campaigns. Now middle-aged, Attorney General Brown had a great deal at stake in any campaign for high office: He earned a nice salary and could likely continue for many years in a high-profile job that he found reasonably fulfilling. His wife Bernice and son Jerry were urging him to run for U.S. senator, because in Washington Brown would have more time for his family (Bernice’s reason) and have an opportunity to shape world affairs (Jerry’s reason). Somewhat worn down from two decades of nonstop politicking, Brown spent much of the year 1957 weighing his options. In late July, he even went so far as to tell a reporter from the San Francisco Chronicle that he was considering quitting politics and returning to private life.20

The admission that the most powerful Democratic leader in the state might bolt the political fray provoked a heated response from party faithful. Fred Dutton, Brown’s top aide in the attorney general’s office, chastised Brown for his comments, and using an old automatic typewriter at the United Auto Workers office in San Francisco, wrote a letter that he later mailed to the top 3,000 Democrats in the state. “We’re approaching the next gubernatorial campaign,” Dutton wrote party activists. “Who do you think the candidate should be? Do you think Pat Brown should run?” Upon receiving hundreds of responses to his query, most of which were favorably disposed toward Brown, Dutton promptly bundled up the letters and forwarded them to his boss, who was vacationing in Hawaii.21

In the end, what ultimately convinced him to run was the entry into the campaign of the senior United States senator from California, William Knowland. In a bizarre and complicated turn of events, Knowland announced that he was leaving the United States Senate, where he held great power as the minority leader, and returning to California to run for governor. Warning Knight that he would cut off most of his financial backing if he tried running for reelection, Knowland succeeded in pressuring the incumbent out of the contest and clearing a path for himself to his party’s nomination. Knowland was a successful but plodding politician often derided as the “Senator from Formosa” for his fierce devotion to the anticommunist regime in Taiwan. Over the course of his long career Knowland evinced little interest in state politics; he had spent most of his political life feeling passionate about the titanic struggle between the Soviet-dominated Eastern bloc and the democratic and enlightened West. Political observers in California belittled Knowland’s decision, arguing that he was simply trying to position himself better to campaign for president and speculating about Knowland’s romantic life and troubled relations with his wife, Evelyn. Dutton wrote Brown excitedly from the East Coast: “The Knight-Knowland-Calif. political situation has gotten considerable coverage in Chicago, Detroit and NY. . . . The whole nation obviously seems to be zeroed in on our state. It’s really a great opportunity!”22

Brown seized it quickly. In late August, three weeks after Knowland’s announcement, Brown announced that he had decided to become a candidate for governor. Blasting his likely Republican opponent as a “reactionary who views the state’s highest office only as a pawn in presidential power politics,” Brown plunged into the 1958 gubernatorial contest with great passion. Mounting a centrist campaign designed to take advantage of Knowland’s reputation as a right-wing firebrand, Brown worked hard to convince voters that he was a competent political leader well versed in state issues and a man who would govern in the bipartisan spirit of Earl Warren and Goody Knight. Cultivating his image as a moderate reformer, Brown brought into the campaign a host of prominent academics, lawyers, and businessmen, and they in turn produced a bevy of political position papers and helped put together a modest eight-point political program. The program included a promise by Brown that as governor he would work to abolish cross filing by voters, establish a Fair Employment Practices Committee (many states in the country already had one), reorganize government to make it more efficient, create a state department of economic development, provide government assistance to small businesses, appoint a “public defender of the consumer interest,” solve classroom and teacher shortages, and accept “personal responsibility” for the adoption of a long overdue state water program. Calling his program by the relatively tame moniker of “responsible liberalism,” Brown mostly hewed to the middle of the road and worked hard not to appear rash, indecisive, or a liberal ideologue eager to alter the face of California life once he was elected and in power.23

Brown reminded voters that Knowland had endorsed the unpopular right-to-work measure on the state ballot that year and he also drubbed the senator as an arrogant dullard who had wreaked havoc on his party simply because he wanted to be president. During the campaign, Knowland made a series of intemperate remarks and adopted any number of ill-conceived policy positions, and for the most part he came across to voters as the very man Pat Brown was warning them about—a right-wing radical unfit for the statehouse. Antagonizing labor leaders and union rank-and-file in the process, Knowland accused the United Auto Workers of harboring left-wing radicals and attacked Brown as an effete liberal who was in sympathy with the cause of communism. In the final days of the campaign Knowland’s wife Evelyn mailed an incendiary letter to Republican leaders in the state in which she accused Knight of being “a tool of the labor bosses” and also vilified “ ‘Patsy’ Brown” as a puppet of organized labor.24

During his lengthy political career, Brown occasionally told the story of how as a young and aspiring politician in San Francisco he had spent years trying to win an election or a political appointment only to have his advances rebuffed; no one, Brown joked, recognized just how great a person and politician he really was. On November 4, 1958, the people of the state of California recognized Brown’s greatness, handing him a stunning million-vote victory over his nationally known Republican political opponent. Trouncing a man who only a year earlier many had considered a serious contender for the presidency, and winning an election that made him only the second Democrat of the century to sit in the governor’s chair, Brown achieved what by virtually all measures of the day was a sweeping electoral and political triumph. Brown’s victory margin was enormous, and Democrats across the state rode his coattails into office: For the first time since 1878, Democrats in California would control both the state assembly and the state senate, marking a seismic shift in the political order that generated national media coverage and high expectations for the future from Democratic activists around the state.

Yet in the last days of 1958, even in the wake of this smashing election victory, it remained unclear what Brown would try to accomplish as governor. Brown had a long and illustrious record as a public servant, but in his previous political incarnations the governor-elect had dealt almost exclusively with legal and judicial matters; he possessed no experience in the legislative arena, had never in his life put together a legislative agenda, nor had he ever confronted the dizzying array of social and political issues that were sure to confront him now. Brown continued to invoke Hiram Johnson and Earl Warren, but how such admiration translated into a political program was anyone’s guess: Johnson had made his mark on the state in the early 1900s, enacting a series of far-reaching reforms that affected the ballot and voting systems, and ferreting out corruption in Sacramento at a time when political kickbacks and payoffs were routine if troubling parts of the political process. Warren, in power during the 1940s and early 1950s, had worked to improve the public infrastructure in the state, had mobilized California to fight the Nazis and the Japanese during World War II (and as part of that, had agreed to intern in prison camps California residents and American citizens of Japanese descent), and at the same time had defended American civil liberties against conservative anticommunists eager to impose on government officials state loyalty oaths.

Pat Brown faced few of the same issues. He had run what by most reckonings was a bland campaign, proposing a slew of modest policy reforms but failing to articulate a larger vision of where he would take the state or what he considered the role of government in society. Brown had earned a reputation as a reliable vote-getter and tenacious fund-raiser but had not been a particularly brilliant orator or awe-inspiring statesman. He lacked the heroic aura of a President Dwight Eisenhower, possessed none of the good looks and dashing charm of a John F. Kennedy, and he sometimes shied from sticky political controversies and other such thorny situations. Brown had not served in the military, had failed to play a role in the national struggle against communism, and he also had had trouble making up his mind about important political matters. In short, there was little in Brown’s earlier career that suggested a visionary in the rough.

But on January 5, 1959, before a joint session of the state legislature and a statewide television audience, Brown suggested that the conventional wisdom about his moderate, go-slow leanings might be wrong. On that day the newly installed governor delivered one of the more memorable inaugural addresses in state history, mapping his vision for California’s future and giving voice to the reform currents that seemed to be gathering momentum in the state. Brown remained rather vague about which bills and programs he planned to champion in the legislature, but he made clear that his would be a bold and forward-thinking administration not afraid to wield the power at its disposal to help the citizens of the state: “Last November, a free people called for a new vision for California,” Brown told a gallery of California legislators, family, friends, and state dignitaries. “We begin today the solemn duty and high privilege of translating that vision into public policy and into law. The election reaffirms our conviction that the people of California are resolved to move forward with courage and confidence. Offered reaction by the radical right, the voters emphatically declined. Offered government by retreat, the people preferred progress. Clearly then, our duty is to bring to California the forward force of responsible liberalism.”25

Invoking the great progressive American governors of the twentieth century—Theodore and Franklin Roosevelt of New York; Woodrow Wilson of New Jersey; Robert La Follette of Wisconsin; and Johnson and Warren, Brown promised to strive in the spirit of these progressive giants and match the accomplishments of their administrations. Employing soaring rhetoric and an almost utopian vision of California’s future, Brown promised constituents that his program of political and social reform would “liberate our human resources and demonstrate the renewed vigor of American society. . . . Let us recall the warning of the Bible that where there is no vision, the people perish,” Brown said toward the end of his inaugural address. “I propose that we [go to work] on a wide range of long-term problems. . . . Providence seems intent on making us a great people in a great state. This destiny of greatness requires of us our best laws and fairest administration. . . . May we pray to God that our virtues grow with California and be durable, and that our vision for California be liberal and responsible.”26

Not long after taking office Brown announced that his top priority would be to make government more efficient. The state deficit was skyrocketing, Brown said, the bureaucracy was running amok, and what the state really needed was to reduce expenditures and husband its resources. Whether or not this was visionary, the governor told aides that whenever possible they should refrain from making costly long-distance phone calls, and he then told them the story of how, as a poor boy growing up in San Francisco, he learned to turn out the lights when leaving a room.27

But there were more important initiatives to come. Major social and demographic changes were sweeping the state, and they demanded a bold and progressive response from the political leadership in Sacramento. Since the early 1940s, thousands of mostly middle-class white migrants had been thronging into the state. Lured by high-paying factory jobs in defense, aerospace, and other military-related industries, the migrants helped transform California into a national economic power and a booming center of construction. In the late 1950s, statisticians were projecting that sometime early in the next decade California would surpass New York as the most populous state in the nation. From his first days in office Brown realized that the vast human influx then underway was both his most daunting challenge and his greatest opportunity.28

Convinced that the needs of the migrants would be great, the new governor decided that he would have to improve the state’s infrastructure, increase public works programs, and strengthen the social safety net. In his first legislative session in 1959, Brown enacted a slew of programs and policy reforms that marked one of the most far-reaching legislative successes for any governor in the history of California. In rapid succession, Brown won passage of a Fair Employment Practices Act (FEPA) that outlawed discriminatory practices in the workplace and created a commission to guard against such practices taking place; created a new consumer protection agency to protect consumers from large corporations that might engage in unfair business practices or try to swindle customers; established an economic development agency to lure new businesses to the state and ensure the state’s continued economic growth; enacted a plan to reorganize and make more efficient state government; won increases in Social Security and welfare benefits; secured new funding for mental health facilities, medical hospitals, drug treatment plans; and secured funds for the construction of new freeways, bridges, tunnels, highways, byways, rail systems, waterways, and schools. All told, he won passage of 43 of 44 of his major reform initiatives.29

Brown and his aides took great pride in the achievements of the first year. They considered themselves to be tough, strong-minded, politically astute liberals who understood the nature of the demographic changes and created a series of solutions to meet those changes. Aide Fred Dutton captured the burgeoning consensus among Democrats in Sacramento that Brown now had an opportunity to build a political coalition that would be as powerful as the one constructed by Franklin Roosevelt during the New Deal. “You have really made a major historical contribution in stabilizing the Party and reducing the internal frictions,” Dutton gushed to Brown in 1960. “If the alliance of the Democrats with labor, the minorities, etc., can just be strengthened, you will have wrought a completely changed political foundation for the State lasting a decade or two after you leave office. . . . Once a coalition of that nature is put together its aftereffects go on for many years.” Brown’s ultimate responsibility, Dutton argued further, was to cultivate a corps of “vigorous younger men . . . who will carry on the fight for progressive government and the Democratic philosophy in the State long after this Administration.”30

In 1960, eager to pass more programs and bold public works projects, Brown brushed off advisors who warned him that he was trying to do too much too fast. When, for example, Dutton told the governor that spending almost $2 billion on a water program and millions of dollars on state education was not feasible, Brown assured his aide that both projects were vital to California’s future and that both programs would be enacted. “We’ll build the water project, and we’ll build new universities and new state colleges and new community colleges and elementary schools too,” Brown told Dutton. “We’ve got plenty of money and we have to do it.” Brown was true to his word, winning passage that year of a landmark bond measure that raised billions of dollars for a long-delayed but badly needed new water system for the state. He also shepherded through the legislature his Master Plan of Higher Education, another piece of landmark legislation that allocated funds for the construction of three new campuses in the University of California system, creating one of the largest and most successful systems of public higher education in the world.31

But Brown’s second year in office was marked by two major political and personal setbacks. Flouting the advice of friends and aides, in February Brown agreed to a stay of execution for Caryl Chessman, a convicted rapist who had been languishing on San Quentin’s Death Row for over a decade. Chessman had become a lightning rod of controversy in the state: In the 1950s he had penned several autobiographical tracts that detailed his plight on death row and whipped up considerable support for his cause. Brown had no personal sympathy for Chessman, whom he considered a conniving criminal. But he believed as a Catholic that he had a duty to preserve and protect the lives of all human beings, and since Chessman was not a murderer but a rapist, the governor decided to spare him.

Politically, Brown’s decision was a disaster. Sixty days after awarding the stay, the California Supreme Court refused to overturn Chessman’s sentencing and Brown had no legal choice but to let Chessman die. Activists on both sides of the issue were furious: Supporters of the death penalty attacked Brown for being weak, a vacillator afraid to mete out justice; foes called him a craven capitulator who in the face of political pressure abandoned moral principles and allowed a man to be executed. Brown’s aides were also upset at their boss; they believed he had wasted precious political capital on the vicious “Red Light Bandit.” In August 1960, Brown’s fortunes plummeted further. Delegates, angry at his waffling on the Chessman matter, hissed and booed Brown during the Democratic National Convention in Los Angeles. Then, as if to add insult to injury, the governor proceeded to lose control over his own delegation. Kennedy’s supporters had been counting on Brown to bring California into the Kennedy camp, and they were furious at Brown when the delegation initially split three ways—though eventually everyone unified behind Kennedy. Brown’s growing number of critics now began assailing Brown as a waffling “Tower of Jell-O.” The gibes hit Brown like a punch to the solar plexus: wounded, he fell into a deep despair. He even contemplated resigning.32

Yet again the governor proved resilient. Beginning in early 1961, on the advice of friends and aides, Brown made several changes in his personal appearance and tried to fine-tune a political style that was slightly awkward in the age of mass media and television. The governor started playing vigorous games of golf, trimmed fifteen pounds off his roly-poly frame (aide Hale Champion had proposed a bet to see who could lose more weight), and attended a spiritual retreat in which he did not utter a single word for three days. Aides now began instructing him in the finer points of television, teaching him how to wave his arms during debates, suggesting ways for him to perfect his sound bites and polish up his speech. Press aide Jack Burby suggested that Brown remove his glasses while on television and “wear lighter shade suits. This is primarily because of Los Angeles. Primarily to give the impression that you identify with strong sunshine more than with cool, foggy weather.” But the road to political recovery entailed more than simply wearing better suits and removing his glasses during photo-ops. Brown also would need to remind voters of why they had elected him in the first place. He would need to recapture the ebullient, vigorous, straight-ahead political style that had won over Californians in 1958. With that goal in mind, the governor embarked in 1961 on a series of statewide speaking tours to rally Democratic activists and talk to the electorate about his accomplishments and future plans. He also delivered a series of speeches on the East Coast, impressing journalists and constituents alike as a vibrant and resilient leader with a substantial record of political accomplishments.33

Perhaps most important, Brown and his supporters began laying the groundwork for an all-out attack on their Republican opponents. In early 1961 administration aides started talking about bringing into the burgeoning Brown campaign a bare-knuckles Democratic political operative who could “knock every potential Republican candidate in sight.” Dutton told Brown that if Democrats hoped to stay in power in California, they needed to engage in what he described as “razzle-dazzle aggressiveness initiated by a spokesman completely divorced from the Governor. Its purpose,” Dutton explained, “should be to cut down George Christopher, Bob Finch . . . and anyone else who even begins to emerge. The attack should be in the form of substantively sound stories disseminated through local Democratic sources. . . . The overall attack program should be conceived and waged by someone specifically assigned to it. . . . It requires imagination, personal aggressiveness, literary style, and a little bit of downright nastiness.”34

Democrats believed fervently in the efficacy of attack. They saw the Republican party in California as divided between moderates committed to Earl Warren–type reform initiatives and right-wing radicals who liked to rail against the communist menace. As it became clear that Richard Nixon would be their opponent, they knew they had to tar him as an extremist. Just a year earlier, Nixon had come within 113,000 votes of winning the White House. He had defeated John Kennedy in California, and although Brown considered him a controversial personality and a lightning rod for ridicule, Nixon was also one of the most powerful men in public life. An experienced and bare-knuckled campaigner who would stop at nothing to defeat his opponents, Nixon was a former congressman, United States senator, and two-term vice president. Nixon had traveled the world as an emissary for American ideals. He had established a reputation as a staunch anticommunist by pursuing Alger Hiss, braved rock-throwing crowds in Venezuela, debated Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev in Moscow, survived a surfeit of personal scandals, and enjoyed strong support from Republican fund-raisers and officeholders in California. Nixon, Senator Clair Engle predicted to Brown in early 1962, was certain “to be throwing these dead cats over the fence at you”; it was imperative that the governor “pick [the dead cats] up and throw them right back.”35

Democrats began to do just that, launching private investigations into Nixon’s financial history, feeding reporters negative stories about their likely opponent, planting hard-to-handle questions during Nixon press conferences (Was Nixon running for president? Was he in bed with the radical Right?). They accused Nixon of being someone who simply wanted to use the statehouse to put himself in a position to run for president. Early polls had shown Nixon with a sizable advantage over Brown, but the picture of Nixon as a carpetbagger who had his sights set on the Oval Office seemed to resonate as it had against Knowland.36

The anticommunist issue—which had earlier done so much to propel Nixon—now did the greatest damage to Nixon’s candidacy. By 1962 the American consensus had changed. Domestic communism no longer seemed as troubling as it had in the late ’40s and early ’50s. Internationally, it began to seem that communism was here to stay. Champions of liberty during the early postwar years were now more likely to be viewed as zealots.

Brown viewed Nixon as a right-wing smear doctor and staunch anticommunist who would stop at nothing to win election. And Brown believed that Nixon could be made to pay a political price for his close ties to conservatives and for his incendiary, seemingly unstable ways. One internal memo from the Brown campaign portrayed Nixon as an alcoholic and a man prone to vitriolic outbursts and someone who suffered from bouts of paranoia. In February 1962, Thomas Page, one of Brown’s aides, wrote the governor that Clint Mosher, a long-time Nixon supporter, had confided to Page that Nixon was a man on the verge of a nervous breakdown. The former vice president, Page wrote Brown, was


embittered and bewildered by his defeat for the Presidency to the point where it affected him personally and may have affected his judgment and timing. Mosher feels that Nixon is a man who is “being led to the guillotine and knows it.” Given a few drinks, Nixon’s problems become intensified. For example, at a Republican dinner in Los Angeles, at which a prominent lady guest . . . asked Nixon about how to handle the Russians. The answer to the assembled group was, “Listen, screw them first before they screw us.” The lady departed thereafter and for all practical purposes that was the end of the dinner party.


Page concluded his memo on an optimistic note: Nixon, he wrote, was “roaring and lashing out . . . [and] showing signs of what could be fatal weakness.”37

In early 1962, Brown and his Democratic supporters began to attack Nixon as a right-wing radical unfit for the statehouse. The governor described Nixon as a man who had “surrendered” to the conservative wing of the Republican party and who shared a great deal in common with the state’s crackpots who saw communists under every rock.

Just as Knowland had in 1958, Nixon provided Brown and his supporters with ample evidence of his right-wing, extremist credentials. Nixon, to be sure, had many factors working against him in 1962. He had not lived in California since 1953. According to Democrats, he failed to demonstrate more than a passing interest in key state issues, such as higher education, transportation, and water. By and large, the candidate failed to articulate a compelling vision of why he wanted to be governor and some larger vision of what he would do once he achieved that office. But Nixon’s ties to the right-wing anticommunists did the most to sink his campaign. Nixon of course was not a conservative ideologue; many conservatives in California did not consider him a very strong political ally and they refused to campaign on his behalf in 1962. Yet to many voters, Nixon came across as an angry right-winger obsessed with the issue of communism. As the campaign progressed, a handful of Nixon’s supporters tried to portray Brown as soft on the Left: Editors at Human Events, a leading conservative magazine, argued that “the man who served as district attorney of San Francisco, as attorney general for the state, and finally as governor of California, [was] . . . oblivious to . . . evidences of Communist activity. . . . Nearly all our elected representatives are aware of the Communist problem in our midst—but not Pat Brown.” Nixon supporters in California derided Brown as a “willing puppet of the left-wing” and a man closely allied to the so-called California Dynasty of Communism (the CDC, a Democratic interest group). Some of the most shrill Nixon backers even went so far as to doctor a photograph of Brown: Instead of greeting a Thai girl visiting California, the governor was shown bowing to Nikita Khrushchev, the leader of the Soviet Union.38

Some Nixon supporters had pasted bumper stickers on their cars that asked, “Is Brown Pink?” The charge backfired, deepening the impression that Nixon was an angry figure obsessed with fighting the communist menace. And Brown, by contrast, effectively reminded voters during the campaign that as governor he had enacted popular and mainstream reforms while ushering in an era of long-lasting economic prosperity. On the stump, Brown boasted about his accomplishments in the field of “human rights,” hailed California’s welfare program as a national model, and generally styled himself as a moderate reformer who in a second term would create a quarter million new jobs, crack down on dangerous drugs, eliminate slums, move people from welfare to work, provide Medicare for the elderly, increase funding for mental health clinics, “enact new protections against discrimination,” work to improve “the strongest public school system in America,” and build everything from rapid transit systems and freeways to parks and beaches.39

As his race against Nixon drew to a close, the Los Angeles Dodgers won the World Series. Then word came from Washington that the Soviet Union had placed in Cuba nuclear missiles within striking distance of the United States. Voter attention was diverted away from the campaign. Unable to communicate his message to voters, prevented from mounting a last-minute comeback, Nixon lost to Brown by more than 300,000 votes. Brown’s victory was nothing like the million-vote trouncing he had administered to Bill Knowland four years earlier, but it was a historic triumph against an even more formidable opponent. Nixon reacted angrily, telling the press that “You won’t have Nixon to kick around anymore.” Brown meanwhile reveled in his new nickname, the “giant killer.”

Brown underscored his dim view of Nixon and Nixon’s anticommunist allies during a remarkable phone conversation with John Kennedy a few days after the election. Brown had just finished breakfasting with his son Jerry when Kennedy’s call came through. Kennedy congratulated Brown for having won election to a second term and for “reduc[ing Nixon] to the nuthouse. That last farewell speech of his . . . it shows that he belongs on the couch.” Brown agreed. “This is a very peculiar man,” Brown told Kennedy. “I really think that he is psycho. He’s an able man, but he’s nuts! [Just] . . . like a lot of these paranoids.” In their second term, Brown and his aides would not spend a great deal of time thinking about the radicals of the Right. The 1962 election results, they concluded, sounded the death knell of political extremism, and there was simply not a whole lot to say about the Nixonites and other anticommunists in the state. Conservatives were a shrill and impotent political force. They predicted confidently that in the new era the radicals of the Right would be bit players, horse-and-buggy naysayers flailing their arms against the inexorable, forward march of progress.40

They couldn’t have been more wrong.






TWO

THE ANTICOMMUNIST




Governor [Brown] said there were no issues. That was the trouble with this campaign. There were no issues. . . . Well, there is an issue and it’s an issue that is world-wide today—the issue of our times—totalitarianism versus freedom.

-RONALD REAGAN, 1962



IN LATE 1962, the conservative movement in California and the nation was an object of derision to many. Governor Brown and President Kennedy were far from the only liberals belittling conservative activists in these years. Journalists, academics, and politicians routinely described conservatives as irrational men and women who were angry at the twentieth century and ignorant about the reality of contemporary American life. Right-wing radicals, liberals repeatedly charged, promoted a panoply of deeply unpopular political programs that seemed better suited to an earlier era in national history. In 1962, a writer in The Nation argued that conservatives were more interested in thinking up “frivolous and simple-minded” slogans than in developing intelligent proposals to national problems. A Washington Post reporter described members of one conservative group as “people who liked to complain about the twentieth century.” And even a sympathetic commentator in Commonweal wondered whether a right-wing student group was a new political voice or “merely a new political organization out to repeal the twentieth century?”1

Of course, this was a caricature. The men and women who comprised the rank-and-file of the conservative movement in California tended to be intelligent, well-educated people thoroughly steeped in modern life. Conservatives worked as doctors, dentists, lawyers, businessmen, and pharmacists, resided in tract housing in typical Southern California suburban communities, earned good salaries from their jobs, used state-of-the-art household appliances, and did all of the other things that American families did in the early 1960s. But if conservatives were not irrational paranoids clinging to an earlier era in American life, neither were they dominant players in politics. California was a center of conservative activity in these years, but by and large right-wing Republican politicians and their gaggle of supporters had failed to establish themselves as a significant force. Conservative activists operated a number of right-wing bookstores in Southern California in which they sold buttons and bumper stickers that called on Americans to impeach Supreme Court Chief Justice Earl Warren, for example. Conservative intellectuals wrote incendiary books and tracts full of hyperbolic warnings about the communist tide that was supposedly lapping at American shores. Movement activists organized large and boisterous political rallies at which right-wing luminaries railed against the communist menace. A libertarian patriot by the name of Raymond Hoiles published The Orange County Register, a popular but shrill newspaper in which editors inveighed against sky-high tax rates and Washington plutocrats. The millionaire entrepreneur Walter Knott had opened the family amusement park Knott’s Berry Farm, where he provided people with thrill rides and fed park-goers a steady diet of patriotic political symbols.2
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