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“The White House is a dignified seat of government, but it is also bullpen, cockfight, and viper nest. During the Johnson and Nixon presidencies, these rivalries, encouraged by both chief executives, yielded policies contrary to presidential and national intention. Fight House at once illuminates these conflicts and reminds us of their absurd, and sometimes tragic, results. Fight House is a fast read, full of both gossip and deep insight.”

—Amity Shlaes, author of Great Society: A New History

“Tevi Troy presents such a vivid and accurate portrait of the strife, sniping, backbiting, leaking, and intrigue in the Reagan White House that I found it perfectly excruciating to read. I mean that as a compliment. Deeply researched, briskly written, and full of judicious, useful lessons, Fight House is just a marvelous book.”

—Peter Robinson, the Murdoch Distinguished Policy Fellow at the Hoover Institution and a former speechwriter and special assistant to President Reagan

“Fight House is an outstanding contribution to presidential history that reminds us that bitter conflicts within administrations are the norm, not the exception. Because he is that rare combination of historian and former White House aide, Tevi Troy is able to make the behind-the-scenes battles between cabinet officials and presidential aides come alive with deep political insights mixed with subtle wit. This book is a must-read for political junkies, historians, and all future White House transition teams.”

—Vincent J. Cannato, associate professor of history at the University of Massachusetts Boston and author of The Ungovernable City: John Lindsay and His Struggle to Save New York

“Everything about working in the White House is magnified—and nowhere is that more true than in the intensity of staff infighting. Tevi Troy tells the tale of the personalities who played hardball and the warring factions that shaped the modern presidency. It’s a fun and fascinating book—essential to anyone who aspires to serve in the highest office in the land.”

—Anthony Scaramucci, founder of Skybridge Capital and former White House Director of Communications

“Tevi Troy has done a superb job of chronicling infighting in the modern White House. I saw it firsthand from the Nixon White House and can vouch for the phenomenon. People already in positions of immense power almost inevitably seek even more. Troy’s analysis is must-reading for any fan of ‘inside politics’ or presidential history.”

—Geoff Shepard, former senior member of President Nixon’s Domestic Council staff and author of The Real Watergate Scandal
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To my friend and teacher Rabbi Levi Shemtov, who guided me through my own White House experience






The only thing new in this world is the history you haven’t read yet.

—Harry Truman

What has been will be again, what has been done will be done again.

—Ecclesiastes 1:9

Look around. There are no enemies here. There’s just good old-fashioned rivalry.

—Bob Wells








PREFACE

When Dr. Tevi Troy approached me about writing Fight House for Regnery History, I had long thought a well-documented, entertaining history of modern White House rivalries was needed. I also knew that Tevi would do an excellent job.

As Tevi shows, White House infighting is nothing new. In fact, it is the rule; for there are many reasons for the legendary, often searing, rivalries. Some appointed to serve the president fight for their point of view; some fight to advance their careers, while others fight because it is in their nature. And Tevi didn’t just dust off a few books to learn about White House infighting. He saw it firsthand while serving in the George W. Bush administration.

What’s more remarkable is the depths to which the fighting can sink. Harry Truman’s secretary of state, George Marshall, for example, would not speak to the younger White House aide Clark Clifford, or ever mention his name again, after one bruising encounter. Over thirty years later, Reagan administration officials sank to planting leaks using the speaking styles of colleagues so that they could escape blame.

While many White House aides chronicled in these pages were, and many still are, listed in any Who’s Who of Washington, from Arthur Schlesinger Jr. to Henry Kissinger to Donald Rumsfeld to Richard Cheney to Valerie Jarrett, there are many more figures, important in their day but now long forgotten, whom Tevi describes in gripping, and often humorous, language.

When Tevi mentioned to me that he would be using among his key sources columns written by my father, Robert Novak, and his partner, Rowland Evans, I was delighted. Not only because of the family connection, but because for fifty-plus years, Evans and Novak produced multiple weekly columns that contained news for the record, remarkable by the journalistic standards today. Most of the news they were reporting came from the sausage factory that is Washington, D.C. And many of the factory workers, as it happened, worked at the White House. The Evans and Novak columns were often the first thing read by Washington insiders to see who among them was up, who was down, and what the inside scoop was for that week. They would also eagerly read them to see if they were mentioned as a source or, more importantly, as a target.

My father and Rowly would press sources for information, starting early, having as many as two breakfasts a day or long lunches so they could meet more sources and obtain greater information. Which, of course, begs the question: Why do sources make themselves available like this—a risky activity—when White House officials from the president on down can use their extraordinary powers to stop it? What I learned from my father, and in Tevi’s book, is that any leaker’s motives, so central to White House infighting, can range from the noble to the petty, from furthering a policy agenda to making themselves look good at the expense of others to getting back at their own administration for perceived slights, or just to feel like a big player in the game.

Tevi has done a wonderful job of incorporating the Evans and Novak columns in addition to dozens of other sources to give the reader a front row seat at the White House ring. I hope you enjoy reading it as much as I enjoyed publishing it.

Alex Novak

Publisher, Regnery History






INTRODUCTION

Looking at media coverage of President Donald Trump’s White House, a dominant theme is staff dysfunction. The Trumpian “soap opera,” like popular soap operas, does have a notable cast and gripping drama. The opening act centered around chief strategist Steve Bannon. Bannon was an intellectual street fighter with an idiosyncratic worldview at odds with both major political parties. From his White House vantage point, Bannon declared war on two fronts—against political moderates and establishment Republicans. He would launch criticisms of moderate, non-ideological New Yorkers, like Trump’s daughter, Ivanka, and her husband, Jared Kushner. He also took on former Goldman Sachs executive, Gary Cohn, who became head of Trump’s National Economic Council. Bannon referred to them, derisively, as “the Democrats” or “the Globalists.” Kushner had trouble understanding why Bannon, with whom he had allied during the 2016 presidential campaign, was suddenly his White House opponent.

Bannon told CNBC after he left the White House, “On the campaign, we got along great. It’s just that Ivanka and Jared—look, I respect them for this. They are progressive Democrats and globalists.” Given their political differences, Bannon felt an obligation to fight them internally. As he recalled, “I was there for one reason. I’m a populist and I’m a nationalist. And if people are going to try to fight those policies internally, I don’t mind a knife fight. Right? I just don’t mind it. I’m there to win.”1

Bannon’s opposition to the “Democrats and Globalists” in the White House might have made him a natural ally of GOP conservatives on the Trump team. Yet Bannon had a problem with mainstream conservative Republicans too, represented by White House Chief of Staff Reince Priebus and Press Secretary Sean Spicer. Priebus, from Wisconsin, was a former chairman of the Republican National Committee (RNC) and a close friend of then–GOP House Speaker Paul Ryan. Spicer was the communications director and chief strategist at the RNC under Priebus. But Bannon fought with them over immigration policy and the merits of free trade, among other issues associated with traditional GOP conservativism since the Reagan presidency.

The existence of three White House factions—globalist Democrats, conservative Republicans, and Bannonite populists—made for a series of shifting alliances on issues key to President Trump. Evenly matched ideological factions were not typical of past administrations, which exacerbated rivalries and added to the Trumpian soap opera.

In addition, a revolving door of White House employment mirrored Trump’s famous television show The Apprentice, where he delivered the catchphrase “You’re fired!” White House turnover dwarfed that of other administrations and did not end with Steve Bannon’s abrupt departure in August of 2017. In the first two years of the Trump administration, the key positions of chief of staff, national security advisor, press secretary, economic advisor, White House counsel, and communications director all changed hands at least once, with the communications director slot turning over multiple times. In the first two years of the George W. Bush administration, only one of those positions changed hands, as Communications Director Karen Hughes left to return home to Texas. In the Trump White House, short tenures and frequent departures were the rule and a key part of the drama.

Alongside Bannon’s fate, consider the brief but explosive tenure of White House Communications Director Anthony “The Mooch” Scaramucci. The unorthodox Scaramucci tried to impose order in the leak-heavy communications shop. At one staff meeting, Scaramucci threatened to fire everyone but himself and newly minted Press Secretary Sarah Huckabee Sanders. He also had problems with Steve Bannon, telling the New Yorker’s Ryan Lizza in crude terms that Bannon leaked to the press to pleasure himself. Later, long after his eleven-day stint in the White House, Scaramucci would detail some of Bannon’s targets, including the president himself. As Scaramucci explained, Bannon “was dramatically and incredibly divisive in the White House.… He was leaking on everybody… You don’t leak on the president if you’re the president’s senior adviser.”2

Political rivalries are nothing new to our Republic. The hit musical Hamilton features the bitter rivalries of George Washington’s cabinet set to rap lyrics, and the show ends with Aaron Burr killing his rival, Alexander Hamilton, in a pistol duel. Similarly, Abraham Lincoln’s cabinet was filled with challengers to the president, whom Doris Kearns Goodwin famously called out in her 2005 book, Team of Rivals.

Pistol duels aside, some believe that internal tension can be good for an administration: Goodwin suggested that the “Team of Rivals” showed creative tension among smart people could bring about better results than a team of yes-men or yes-women. Franklin D. Roosevelt would famously set advisors against each other with contrasting policy positions, then asked them to resolve their differences. This led to a reputation of slipperiness, which Roosevelt found useful. Incumbent President Herbert Hoover, Roosevelt’s 1932 election opponent, mocked FDR as a “chameleon on plaid.”

For the first 150 years of U.S. history, presidents relied on their cabinet secretaries to formulate policy and rivalry mostly occurred among them. The White House staff was, like the government itself at the time, small and highly focused. The big personalities, chief policymakers, and visionary thinkers were heads of the most prestigious cabinet agencies—typically the Departments of State, Treasury, Justice, and War.

In the 1930s, this changed under Roosevelt. The key drivers were the expansion of government under the New Deal, America’s ascendant influence and power after 1939, and the growing importance and power of the presidency itself. The development of a large White House staff naturally followed, aided by Roosevelt’s style and his preference to be at the center of decisions. The first entity to recognize this new challenge was the Brownlow Committee on Administrative Management, set up by Roosevelt in the summer of 1936, largely because the New Deal brought an increase in political tension and deadlocked government. The committee considered how to reshape the executive branch: “There is need for improvement of our governmental machinery to meet new conditions and to make us ready for the problems just ahead.” In 1937, the committee issued its famous four-word conclusion: “The president needs help.” Initially, this help would come via “not more than six administrative assistants” and the movement of the Bureau of the Budget into the White House operations. These six “executive assistant” positions would “remain in the background, issue no orders, make no decisions [and] emit no public statements.” Chosen by the president, all assistants had to be “possessed of high competence” and a “passion for anonymity.” The committee’s recommendations found their way into law when Congress enacted the Reorganization Act of 1939, which created the Executive Office of the President (EOP). The EOP comprised a new White House Office, as well as the existing Bureau of the Budget, which had been lodged in the Treasury Department. The famous four words of the Brownlow Committee had set in motion a decades-long expansion, leading to the current White House operation of more than 1,600 people and the creation of the modern White House staff; now a glamorous group inspiring novels, TV shows, movies, and generating many prominent careers, from ABC News’ George Stephanopoulos to billionaire philanthropist David Rubenstein.

Growth of the modern White House staff took time to develop after Roosevelt, however. Both Harry Truman and Dwight Eisenhower followed the old ways and looked to their cabinet secretaries to formulate policies, using a tightly structured, loyal staff organization to tamp down rivalries. By the 1960s, however, both John F. Kennedy and Lyndon Johnson, following Roosevelt’s model, made policymaking a White House prerogative, hiring prominent and experienced presidential aides. This has continued in every presidency since then, in one way or another. And since the Kennedy administration, presidential aides could also become political and media heavyweights with lucrative careers later.

Bitter and legendary rivalries soon followed White House staff growth and any “passion for anonymity” was soon relegated to the past. These rivalries have shaped not only the reputations of those involved, but the image of presidents, their policies, and the modern presidency itself. To the extent that rivalries disrupt, even cripple presidential administrations—and they have—studying them can help future presidents and other leaders understand how to prevent what James Madison called in The Federalist No. 10 the “disease” of faction.

Since the Roosevelt administration, three leading causes of White House staff infighting have been ideology, process, and presidential tolerance of staff infighting and turmoil itself. History shows an ideologically unified administration will have fewer internal debates. Yet too much unity brings with it challenges of its own. As political scientist, senator, and former White House aide Daniel Patrick Moynihan observed, “In unanimity one often finds a lack of rigorous thinking.” On the other hand, a White House divided along clear ideological lines is prone to the disease of faction.

Process is also important. It is easy to make fun of officious nerds talking about “process fouls” and the like, but process governs White House policy operations. The president may be the ultimate decider-in-chief, but process determines how information is presented before final decisions are made. Process determines questions such as who attends the key meetings, what information is required, and what is the timeline for decision-making. Poor processes set up administrations for unhealthy dissent, such as leaking, but also long-term problems in the form of historical score-settling by White House staff and cabinet secretaries both before and after a president has left office.

Finally, presidential tolerance for and use of dissent among White House staff is an important lever. A healthy White House is characterized by a degree of staff collegiality during policy debates. When a president sets staff against each other, establishing clear winners and losers, rancor and dysfunction often follows.

History gives presidents and their staffs clear guidelines on how to structure an administration, from both management and ideological perspectives. For presidents, as for so many others, the search for wisdom begins with an examination of the past, for presidential history is rich in case studies.






CHAPTER 1 TRUMAN AND IKE The White House Staff Emerges, and Conflicts Follow


Both Harry Truman and Dwight Eisenhower ran tightly controlled operations that gave little room for White House staffers to shine as individuals. They kept the focus on cabinet members, and thereby minimized rivalries. Truman also followed Franklin Roosevelt’s lead, by employing a spokes-on-the-wheel system, in which aides reported to a centralized hub in the form of the president himself.

Even though he was following Roosevelt’s lead in his staffing, Truman was the first to enter office following the creation of the EOP. Roosevelt had a tumultuous internal process, embracing contradictions and treating staff disagreements with a light touch. The New Deal was complicated, with new agencies and new governmental authorities creating conflicting lines of authority.1 The presidential scholar and former White House aide Stephen Hess put things starkly: “Roosevelt had designed his whole theory of management on conflict.”2

Truman, however, abjured Roosevelt’s conflict-centered approach, returning to the traditional concept of a cabinet-centric government. As an unnamed Truman intimate told U.S. News during the administration, Truman “likes things to run smoothly” and “doesn’t like his advisers to disagree.”3 Historian Alonzo Hamby observed that while Truman’s “staff was no freer than any other from ordinary tendencies toward turf battles, personality conflicts, and back-biting, such episodes were minimal.” This was so, Hamby explained, because Truman “loathed” such conflicts to the point that “however forced the cordiality may have been between some persons, they all maintained in it their dealings with each other—or found themselves leaving.”4

What Truman inherited from Roosevelt was not aligned with his personal preferences toward conflict or slipperiness. Yet when presented with a Brownlow-recommended White House staff as a concept and reality, Truman was determined to use it to his advantage. This meant that at least some conflict would be inevitable. In these early days, the structure of the White House staff was informal. To quote Clark Clifford, who served as Truman’s special counsel, “There was no hierarchy within the White House. There was no organization chart… I never received any instructions from any other staff member; I got them from the President.” Truman saw the White House staff as a team of equals. As Clifford wrote, “The organization of the White House was a group of individuals, and they were individuals who were equal in status.” Truman could have chosen to create a more formal structure but pointedly did not. Clifford attributes this conscious decision to Truman’s time in the Senate and the personal, oral way he liked to be briefed while there: “The President got more from personal contact than he did from other forms of contact.”5

Truman’s approach had its advantages, but it could be off-putting to those not equipped to deal with oral briefings or White House egalitarianism. There was the risk that traditionally higher-ranking individuals, such as cabinet secretaries, might resent the fact that, as Clifford observed, there seemed to be “no particular rank… between the persons in the White House.”6

The title “Special Counsel” itself was born in a controversy that began in the Roosevelt administration. Roosevelt had wanted to bring Samuel Rosenman in to serve as his White House Counsel—the same role Rosenman held when Roosevelt was governor. Attorney General Francis Biddle objected, thinking that the attorney general of the United States effectively held the role of counsel to the president. To placate Biddle, they came up with the title of special counsel for Rosenman, but fearing the title modification would not suffice, Roosevelt also aimed to make the announcement at a time that Biddle would be unable to object: “We’ll call it Special Counsel to the President, and I’m announcing it next Wednesday when Francis Biddle is in Mexico City.”7 As things would turn out over time, cabinet members like Biddle were right to be worried.
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Harry S. Truman and Clark Clifford in Key West, Florida. Clifford would later recall that he “never received any instructions from any other staff member; I got them from the president.” Courtesy of the Harry S. Truman Library and Museum



Despite the title and the existence of a predecessor in Rosenman, Clifford’s job was ill-defined. As Clifford himself wrote years after both he and others had served in the position, “there is no blueprint for the job.”8 This seems to have been the case for getting the job, too. Clifford’s qualification for the job may have been based more on personal connections than on his record. This is, of course, not unusual for political aides. To this day, there is no clear-cut educational or professional path to the position of White House aide, and in that respect, Clifford was not uncommon. A graduate of Washington University in St. Louis—both for college and law school—Clifford was already in his late thirties when the Second World War began. He joined the navy, commissioning as a lieutenant junior grade and working on readiness assessment for West Coast naval bases. He became a naval aide to Secretary of Defense James Forrestal and then moved over to the White House after making a point of being useful to Rosenman while Truman was away at the 1945 Potsdam Conference. Rosenman noticed this effort and, after Truman’s return, said to the president, “Let’s keep that young fellow here.”9

Clifford continued to make himself useful at the White House, eventually following Samuel Rosenman as Truman’s special counsel. He also became a valued political advisor to the president, a role that would bring him into the crucial presidential decision over whether to recognize the State of Israel in 1948. Many books are still written about this incident, which has had enormous political and policy implications for decades. While an obvious decision to many now, given the closeness between the United States and Israel, at the time it was exceedingly controversial, so much so that nearly the entire national security establishment opposed the decision, particularly Secretary of State George Marshall.

Truman faced enormous pressure on both sides of the recognition question. Politically, the Jewish vote was important, particularly in New York, which was then a hotly contested state in presidential elections. There were also complicated geostrategic issues at play. Those opposed to the recognition pointed out that the surrounding Arab populations vastly outnumbered the small number of Jews in Israel and around the world. As Clifford put it, “I remember at that time the argument being made that there were approximately twenty or thirty million Arabs and a million and a half Israelis, and that the day would come that the Israelis would be pushed into the Mediterranean. Obviously also, the oil was a matter of important military consideration.”10 The Zionists were, however, more “Western,” and had the potential to be allies in a strategically important region. Nascent Cold War politics played a role as well. Both the U.S. and the Soviet Union, which voted with the Jews in favor of partition in 1947 at the United Nations, hoped to make the new state into an ally. There also was the issue of destiny. Truman, well-versed in the Bible, had some sympathy for the position that the Jews had a right to return to their ancestral homeland.

Given the complexity of the decision, Truman had a meeting in the White House to discuss the situation. As Clifford recalled, the president came to him and said, “I want to have a conference on this problem of Israel. I would like you to prepare yourself and you be the lawyer for the position that we should recognize Israel.” Truman knew that Clifford would be facing opposition by taking this stance, saying, “I am inclined to believe that General Marshall is probably opposed to it, but you get ready and we’ll set up a meeting.”11 As Truman wrote in his memoir, he was always aware of the fact that “not all my advisers looked at the Palestine problem in the same manner I did.”12

Truman was right about Marshall. At the meeting, which took place on May 12, 1948, Marshall went first and made the expected case against recognition. Marshall’s argument focused on the geostrategic elements of the situation, particularly the likelihood that the Arabs would defeat the outnumbered Israelis. Clifford went next, ushering in a cinematic Oval Office confrontation. Clifford, who had prepared for the meeting like the trial lawyer he was, gave a formal presentation, “with an introduction and a body to the argument… and ended up with a ringing peroration.” Despite the quality of the presentation, or perhaps because of it, “it infuriated General Marshall.”13 Clifford remembered that even during his presentation, “he noticed the thunder clouds gathering” and “Marshall’s face getting redder and redder.”14

When Marshall did respond to Clifford’s presentation, it was dismissive and personal. Addressing the president, Marshall said, “I don’t even know why Clifford is here. He is a domestic adviser, and this is a foreign policy matter. The only reason Clifford is here is that he is pressing a political consideration.” Truman lashed back quickly: “Well, General, he’s here because I asked him to be.” Not done yet, Marshall said, “I fear that the only reason Clifford is here is so that he can press for a political solution of this issue. I do not think that politics should play any role in our decision.”15

Already stretching the boundaries of appropriate behavior in a meeting with the president, Marshall went even further: “I said bluntly that if the president were to follow Mr. Clifford’s advice and if in the elections I were to vote, I would vote against the president.” As Clifford recalled, Marshall’s disloyalty to the president “was so shocking that it just kind of lay there for fifteen or twenty seconds and nobody moved.”16

Marshall’s comment created an awkwardness that effectively ended the meeting. Afterwards, Truman said to Clifford: “Well, that was rough as a cob,” adding, “That was about as tough as it gets. But you did your best.”17 For the next two days Clifford worked behind the scenes with Undersecretary of State—and future Secretary of Defense—Robert Lovett to hammer things out in such a way that Truman could recognize Israel without embarrassing Marshall and the State Department too badly. Truman would recognize the State of Israel two days later, shortly before the Soviet Union did the same.18 Despite Clifford and Lovett’s efforts, the State Department was not pleased. Truman recorded that he “was told that to some of the career men of the State Department this announcement came as a surprise.” He was unbothered by this; for he wrote, “It should not have been if these men had faithfully supported my policy.”19 Even Lovett, who would fondly recall their working together, still inserted a memo to the file explaining that “I can only conclude that the President’s political advisers, having failed last Wednesday afternoon to make the President a father of the new state, have determined at least to make him the midwife.” Clifford wrote in his memoir that “I knew exactly whom Lovett meant when he referred to ‘the President’s political advisers.’ ”20

Lovett, at least, was civil. Marshall was irate. Going into the meeting, Marshall did not like Clifford, but things clearly worsened after the meeting. As Clifford later wrote about Marshall, “Not only did he never speak to me again after that meeting, but, according to his official biographer, he never again mentioned my name.” To be fair, Clifford did not seem to like Marshall much either, writing in his memoir that “George Catlett Marshall was a man of the strictest rectitude, with little noticeable sense of humor.”21 But at least he was willing to use Marshall’s name.

The May 12 meeting was one of the starker exchanges to take place in the Oval Office. Yet the disagreement between Clifford and Marshall was not strictly a rivalry, mainly because of the power disparity between the two men. Marshall was one of the leading generals of the Second World War, a national hero and someone whom, as Hamby noted, Truman “revered… as he did no other man in public life.”22 Truman thought Marshall would “probably go down in history as one of the great men of our era, not because he was the chief military brains in winning the war, but because he is also a great statesman and diplomat.”23 In fact, when Clifford suggested that the U.S. effort to rebuild Europe be called the Truman Plan, Truman balked and insisted it be called the Marshall Plan.24

Despite Clifford’s anonymity at the time and Marshall’s iconic status, Clifford won the fight over Israel. For this reason, the conflict merits inclusion because of the way it highlights the shifting power from cabinet officials to the White House. Of course, there was another important reason for Clifford’s victory: Truman himself wanted to recognize Israel. He had read the Bible as a child, as well as a book called Great Men and Famous Women, which celebrated, among others, the Persian king Cyrus who returned the Israelites to their land after the Babylonian exile.25

Beyond the influence of Truman’s boyhood reading, it is important to examine the structural explanation for his decision. Clifford may not have had the same status as Marshall, but he did have one huge advantage over him, that of propinquity. As Stephen Hess wrote eloquently in his Organizing the Presidency, Clifford’s effectiveness “illustrated that proximity to the President was a blessing of no small value.” The access close White House staffers like Clifford had could overcome the obvious power disparities between them and congressionally constituted cabinet officials like Marshall.

Another related development during Truman’s presidency was the beginning of the erosion of what Hess called the “distinction between Cabinet officers (policy advocates and managers) and White House aides (facilitators, mediators, and performers of personal and political services).” Clifford played no small role in the beginning of its disappearance, as his “performance during five years under Truman was of a different magnitude: since he acted primarily as a presidential adviser on policies and programs rather than on ways and means, the theoretical line between Cabinet and White House staff began to blur.” As Clifford’s experiences illustrate, the law of propinquity is apt to govern.26

Clifford, always an astute observer of power relations, recognized what was going on even as he was in the middle of it. As he observed, “Marshall’s attitude towards me foreshadowed the conflicts between the State Department and the National Security Council, which would later become a standard part of the Washington landscape.”27 Unsurprisingly, Marshall had similar concerns, worrying in 1947 that the nascent concept of the National Security Council would cause “fundamental changes in the entire question of foreign relations.”28 They were both right. Following the emergence of the concept of a permanent White House staff, able to supply its own guidance to the president in a way separate and sometimes different from the cabinet officers, it was inevitable that conflict would follow. It was clear that this same dynamic began to apply in domestic affairs as well. Hess notes that Truman’s vetoes of legislation related to the Office of Price Administration and the Taft-Hartley Act were “both actions urged by Clifford and opposed by almost the entire cabinet.”29

George Marshall clearly did not like the new national security superstructure or younger political aides like Clifford interfering with his empyrean geopolitical judgments. Nor was it coincidental that the chief exception to Truman’s desire for comity and obedience among his staff was a military man and war hero, whom Truman (a major in the First World War) revered along with the American public. This ability of a high profile and politically popular official to get away with behavior that White House staffers could not was not limited to the Truman White House. It has become a recurring issue in many presidencies. The fear of this phenomenon is one reason the Brownlow Committee suggested that one of the characteristics of a presidential assistant should be “a passion for anonymity.”

If Truman liked order, his successor Dwight Eisenhower loved it. The mercurial Truman saw order as professionally necessary. Eisenhower saw it as a way of life. He entered the Oval Office with none of the hindrances Truman inherited as a relatively unknown vice president to the popular Roosevelt. Like Roosevelt, Eisenhower was also politically popular and respected globally. He was not just a successful general, he was the architect of victory in Europe, which meant that leaders, whether political, business, or military, did not intimidate him.

Eisenhower was even critical of what he perceived as Truman’s lack of order. He felt that Truman “didn’t know any more about government than a dog knows about religion.”30 What Ike did like was organization, as he thought that “disorganization can scarcely fail to result in inefficiency and can easily lead to disorder.”31 With this approach in mind, he delegated authority. Eisenhower was one of the first presidents to have a chief of staff, Sherman Adams; he was also the first president to appoint a national security advisor, Robert Cutler, and held regular meetings of his national security team. For his part, Truman thought Eisenhower was overly rigid in his organization, joking that Ike was slow to react to the 1959 Cuban revolution as “he was probably waiting there for his chief of staff to give him a report, and he’d initial it and put it in his out basket. Because that’s the way he operated.”32

Eisenhower also believed in cabinet government and gave his department heads leeway to run things as they saw fit. He would even get annoyed if cabinet heads came to him too often with what he considered minor problems. His cabinet was largely unknown to him before the selection process began, but nearly all had similar backgrounds as successful executives before coming to government, including CEO of M. A. Hanna Company, George Humphrey; CEO of GM, Charles Erwin Wilson; and president of Procter and Gamble, Neil H. McElroy. Critics derided his cabinet as being composed of “nine millionaires and a plumber.” As a result, Hess noted, “basic differences among the cabinet were minimal.… The like-mindedness of the department heads ensured it.”33

As for the White House staff, they tended to be younger and far more likely to have a prior connection to Eisenhower than the cabinet secretaries. With both the White House staff and the cabinet, Eisenhower sought amicability, or what the historian Fred Greenstein called “friendship as the lubricant of leadership.”34 While minimizing conflict generally worked throughout the administration, Eisenhower did sow the seeds of conflict in future administrations. By increasing the size of the White House staff from thirty-two to fifty over the course of his presidency, he made disagreements between the White House staff and the cabinet more likely in the future. As Hess noted, “the larger the staff, the greater the temptations to try to run the departments from the White House.”35

Tension at State: Dulles versus Stassen

Within the Eisenhower administration, Ike’s desire to avoid friction ensured relative concord among the staff. There was at least one exception, albeit one initiated by Eisenhower because he wanted to put pressure on one of his cabinet members, Secretary of State John Foster Dulles. On March 19, 1955, Eisenhower, concerned that Dulles was moving too slowly on disarmament negotiations with the Soviets, appointed Harold Stassen, a former Minnesota governor, and quixotic presidential candidate, to the newly created position of Special Assistant to the President for Disarmament. The statement detailing Stassen’s appointment indicated that the position would be of cabinet rank, and that it would have “the responsibility for developing, on behalf of the President and the State Department, the broad studies, investigations and conclusions which, when concurred in by the National Security Council and approved by the president, will become basic policy toward the question of disarmament.”36

The New York Times editorial board dubbed Stassen’s position the “Secretary of Peace,” which annoyed the fussy and officious Dulles. Dulles grumbled about the sobriquet: “If he is the secretary of peace, what am I—secretary for war?” In addition, the cabinet rank rankled and interfered with the chain of command. While equivalent to Dulles in terms of having cabinet rank, Stassen was simultaneously under Dulles when it came to handling negotiations with foreign governments. As the historian David Tal wrote, “Stassen was thus at the same time equal to Dulles and under him, a situation that allowed Stassen to defy the clear hierarchy that had been established with his recent appointment.”37
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Governor Harold E. Stassen, Ike’s “Secretary for Peace,” a designation that annoyed Secretary of State Dulles, who wondered if that made him the “Secretary for War.” Courtesy of the Library of Congress



The situation was bound to create a rivalry. Stassen, to his credit, was deferential in the beginning. According to Eisenhower speechwriter Emmet Hughes, Stassen would be sure to issue reassuring statements like, “Whatever you think, Foster” and “Under your leadership, Foster.”38 Regardless of the politesse, the clashes were inevitable. Stassen was twenty years Dulles’s junior, and had nowhere near the foreign policy credentials of the older man. Despite his relative lack of experience, Stassen had little doubt about his own abilities. As Hughes observed, “Many of [Stassen’s] cabinet colleagues were impressed, and not appreciatively, by the exceedingly high importance that Stassen seemed to attach to his words and his own ambitions.” Stassen also came to the office believing he had some kind of mandate from Eisenhower to accelerate disarmament talks with the Soviets, concluding that Ike was “frustrated by Dulles’s inability to ‘break through the stalemate of the Cold War and [he] moved far too slowly.’ ”39

Dulles brought his own flaws to the relationship. According to Stassen, “My best summary of Dulles is that he always knew he was absolutely right. Further, he knew that anyone who disagreed with him was, of logical necessity, always wrong. And finally, he could not understand how anyone could dare question the fact that he was always right [italics in original].”40 It wasn’t just Stassen who had a problem with the priggish Dulles, though. As Supreme Court Justice William O. Douglas once said, “I’m not sure I want to go to heaven. I’m afraid I might meet John Foster Dulles there.”41 Some U.S. allies had misgivings about Dulles as well. Harold Wilson, a British member of Parliament and future prime minister, once mocked Dulles’s propensity to try to be everywhere all the time: “I heard they are inventing an airplane that can fly without Dulles! They hope soon to get it into production.” Winston Churchill himself once famously mocked Dulles via declension: “Dull, Duller, Dulles.…”42


[image: Image]
Secretary of State John Foster Dulles, about whom Supreme Court Justice William O. Douglas once said, “I’m not sure I want to go to heaven. I’m afraid I might meet John Foster Dulles there.” Courtesy of the Library of Congress



Whatever the flaws of and personal difference between Stassen and Dulles, the two men had a fundamental philosophical difference on arms control policy. Stassen favored a more ambitious approach, supporting a nuclear freeze. Dulles was more cautious, wanting slower movement overall, with trust-building steps like mutual inspections. Eisenhower went with a third approach, in between the two, called Open Skies—a proposal that would allow the Americans and the Soviets surveillance flights over each other’s territory, as a way to reassure each side that neither side was planning an attack. The Soviets rejected it, but it effectively became U.S. policy. Still, Stassen and Dulles disagreed over how to implement Open Skies, leading to continual and even personal strife between them. In one comical incident in 1955, Dulles had his security team take away Stassen’s assigned car at a foreign policy gathering. In a not-so-subtle example of Washington territoriality, he then offered Stassen a ride in what was supposed to be his own car.43

Stassen’s undoing was semi-comical as well. During the 1958 arms discussions in London, Stassen shared his own position on arms control with Soviet diplomat T. K. Zorin, implying it was the American position. Dulles, Eisenhower, and the British were angered. Dulles called Stassen back to Washington, demoted him, and gave him a career state department official as his minder. In another embarrassment, Stassen’s staff was moved out of the White House to a different location. Stassen did not last long after that, handing in his resignation to Eisenhower, not Dulles, on February 18, 1957. Ike’s statement on his departure noted his deep “regret that you are leaving the Federal government, effective today, and that our five-year association together in government service is to terminate.”44

Here again, the power disparity was important. Dulles was the Secretary of State; if he acted to the president’s liking, he was bound to win out. But Stassen brought advantages too, as a young and dynamic governor, and a former and future presidential candidate. (He would end up running a record ten times for president.) Eisenhower bore some blame as well, giving Stassen at least the impression that he wanted to push Dulles, convoluting his usually buttoned-down organization chart by giving a White House staffer cabinet rank. The Stassen-Dulles contest was not exactly a fight among equals, but it did show what such a fight between a cabinet official and a sufficiently senior White House staffer could look like.

In later years, struggles like the one between Dulles and Stassen would have generated more attention and media fireworks. The issues of turf, ego, and control, which would govern most internal staff conflicts in the future, were evident in the conflicts under Eisenhower. Both Truman and Eisenhower presided over governments in the early days of the White House staff. In this period, the Brownlow Committee’s recommended “passion for anonymity” largely reigned among White House aides. The conflicts within the administrations came in areas where the presidents themselves were willing to tolerate dissension over substantive policy disagreements, such as Israel or arms control. And they were worsened by perceived affronts to the normal process. These three factors—presidential tolerance for conflict, internal ideological disagreement, and challenges to the established order of doing things—would serve as combustible ingredients for conflicts to come.






CHAPTER 2 JOHN F. KENNEDY Passion for Anonymity on the White House Staff? Not So Much.


The feuds in the Kennedy White House reflected changes in the presidency and society at large. The power of television was instrumental in electing Kennedy, as modern celebrity culture began to influence the world of politics. While the concept of aides with a “passion for anonymity” still existed, it was certainly not what the Brownlow Committee had expected. Furthermore, complicated questions of influence and status began to hinge on more than position and title, as closeness to the president, fame, and even familial ties began to play a larger role in the power equation.

True Hatred: RFK and LBJ

The best-known feud in the Kennedy administration was not between White House staffers but between two people at “the principals’ level.” Over the course of the administration of the thirty-fourth president, Attorney General (and president’s brother) Robert “Bobby” Kennedy and Vice President Lyndon B. Johnson squared off in a legendary feud, characterized by the kind of drama and fury that would make for an excellent Netflix series.

At the beginning of his book on the White House staff, Bradley Patterson observed that the vice president and the first lady were the “two key players whom the President cannot remove.”1 Mrs. Kennedy was a powerful first lady, a celebrity in her own right. Similarly, Kennedy could not get rid of Lyndon Johnson as he was elected with him. Yet Johnson was miserable as vice president after an illustrious career as Senate majority leader. Plus, he craved power—and the presidency—for himself and would not resign under any circumstances. Johnson’s predicament was worsened by the fact that the Kennedy administration had a third category of person who could not be removed: the president’s brother.

It is unusual to have a relative serve in a presidential administration. There are good reasons for this, and today they are written in law. But even before there were statutes against it, there were political reasons for avoiding this circumstance. A president needs to be able to fire people, and direct relatives are hard if not impossible to fire. This is not to suggest that Kennedy had any interest in firing Bobby. In fact, Bobby was one of his most effective cabinet secretaries. But Bobby’s feud with Vice President Johnson created an awkwardness that persisted throughout the administration—and beyond. Since he could not fire either of them, Kennedy did not have the leverage required to deal with the problem. But if Kennedy had lived to complete two terms, his 1964 re-election might have forced a final showdown between his brother and the vice president.

From the moment they met, Johnson and Bobby detested each other. In 1953, Bobby was sitting at a table in the Senate cafeteria with his boss, Senator Joe McCarthy, and some of McCarthy’s other aides. Johnson entered and McCarthy stood to greet him, as did the other aides—all except for Bobby. Johnson noticed Bobby’s snub and stood over Bobby with his impressive height until Bobby reluctantly stood and shook Johnson’s hand. Johnson “won” the encounter, but at the high price of a thin-skinned man’s eternal enmity.2 As Bobby’s father once said, with an odd sort of pride, “Bobby’s my boy. When Bobby hates you, you stay hated.”3

There was little interaction between them while Bobby served as a lowly Senate GOP staffer. Johnson at the time was ruling the institution as one of the most powerful Senate majority leaders in history. But in 1959, Jack Kennedy sent Bobby down to Johnson’s ranch to learn of Johnson’s presidential intentions and possible support for his 1960 presidential bid. Bobby was already angry about the things Johnson had been saying about Kennedy in the press, including allusions to Kennedy’s poor health and to Joseph Kennedy’s softness towards Hitler before World War II. But things worsened on Bobby’s trip to Texas. In one famous encounter, Johnson took Bobby hunting on his ranch. When the recoil from Bobby’s rifle sent him sprawling to the ground, Johnson helped him up but not before condescendingly quipping, “Son, you’ve got to learn how to handle a gun like a man.”4 Bobby may have been good at maintaining hatreds, but Johnson was showing that he had a talent for staying hated.
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Secretary of State Dean Rusk, Vice President Lyndon B. Johnson, Attorney General Robert F. Kennedy, and President John F. Kennedy in the Oval Office. Attorney General Kennedy was far more influential than Vice President Johnson while President Kennedy was alive, and he was not above tormenting Johnson, who hated his time as vice president. Courtesy of the John F. Kennedy Presidential Library and Museum



The feud escalated at the Democratic Convention in 1960. In a period that the historian and Kennedy White House aide Arthur Schlesinger described as governed by “confusion,” Johnson and Kennedy engaged in an ambivalent dance around Johnson’s place in the vice-presidential slot on the 1960 Democratic ticket. Bobby visited Johnson three times to negotiate some agreement between the Johnson and Kennedy camps. The enmity between the two was plain before they even sat down. When Bobby called to announce his intention to come by for the first visit, Johnson said, “Whatever it is, I don’t want to see him.” Bobby was reluctant to offer Johnson the vice presidency, and Johnson was reluctant to take it. Bobby, beyond his personal dislike for Johnson, was concerned that having Southerner Johnson on the 1960 ticket would alienate Kennedy’s liberal supporters.5

Johnson, meanwhile, was concerned about the loss of power that the move from senator to vice president would entail, saying, “I wouldn’t trade a vote for a gavel.” On the third visit, after Johnson had already accepted the nod, Bobby later recalled trying to convince Johnson to withdraw from the ticket. A wary Johnson then spoke to Jack Kennedy himself, who kneecapped his own brother by saying that “Bobby’s been out of touch and doesn’t know what’s been happening.” Later, the Kennedy team tried to make it sound as if Johnson was eager if not desperate for the job, with Schlesinger recording Kennedy as saying, “I didn’t offer the Vice Presidency to him. I just held it out like this and he grabbed at it.”6

Tensions often diminish when people from different campaigns converge in an administration, but this did not happen when both men joined the Kennedy administration. Johnson was now vice president. To outsiders, it is a position of great prestige, but to a power player like Johnson, the former Senate majority leader, it was a comedown. By most accounts, including his own, he was miserable. As Johnson recounted, the vice presidency “was filled with trips around the world, chauffeurs, men saluting, people clapping, chairmanships of councils, but, in the end, it is nothing. I detested every minute of it.”7 As vice president, Johnson had a special phone installed in his office for calls from the White House, but the phone rarely rang.8 Indignities like this made him so miserable that, per Press Secretary George Reedy, “He couldn’t bear to appear on television,” forcing Reedy to become ever more creative in explaining Johnson’s sudden media shyness.9

Bobby’s slights intensified Johnson’s misery. These happened most often in the area in which their jurisdictions overlapped, that of civil rights. RFK, both as attorney general and as President Kennedy’s top advisor, was deeply involved in the issue, even at a cost to the administration. The fact that Kennedy was the president’s brother complicated the administration’s political standing in the South.10 For understandable reasons, Kennedy wanted his vice president involved in the civil rights issue, with its special sensitivities in the South. As the president told White House aide Lee White about civil rights issues, “Look, you work with Lyndon Johnson and you make sure that he knows about all these things. I want him here. I think he can do a lot.”11

Johnson may have been involved, but Bobby did not make that involvement pleasant. In one meeting with civil rights leaders at the White House, Johnson was speaking and RFK was impatient for him to finish. He called over Louis Martin, an African American and top official at the Democratic National Committee, and asked him to get Johnson to expedite matters: “I’ve got a date and I need to get on this boat in a few minutes. Can you tell the Vice President to cut it short?” Martin’s reaction to this request was understandable. He ignored it. But this non-response did not satisfy RFK, who called over Martin for a second time, and showed less patience this time: “Didn’t I tell you to tell the Vice President to shut up?” Martin then dutifully but reluctantly went over to Johnson, who was still talking, and whispered to him, “Bobby has got to go, and he wants to close it up.” Johnson glared at Martin but kept on talking. It is unclear whether Kennedy made it to his “date.”12

On another occasion, RFK took over a meeting Johnson was chairing for the president’s Commission on Equal Employment Opportunities. Johnson was already sensitive about his chairmanship of the CEEO since Kennedy had inadvertently changed its composition without telling him. This oversight stung Johnson so profoundly that Lee White recalled that “I’ve never seen a more surprised, disappointed and annoyed guy than Lyndon Johnson when the president of the United States issued an executive order changing the jurisdiction of his committee.” Johnson’s attempt to keep his composure impressed White, who called it “about as good as a guy can get when he gets a mackerel in the face!” At the meeting, RFK came in and impatiently grilled the participants over what he saw as insufficient progress, which made Johnson look inept. Johnson later complained bitterly about Kennedy’s behavior, saying “he humiliated me.”13

Kennedy and his friends also hurled a torrent of personal digs at Johnson. Bobby’s residence in McLean, Virginia, is known as Hickory Hill, and Bobby’s friends and allies, known as the “Hickory Hill Gang,” gave Johnson no quarter. At one party, a voodoo doll meant to represent Johnson caused great hilarity. Oh-so-witty guests asked smart-alecky questions such as “Whatever happened to Lyndon?” In addition, nicknames for Johnson abounded at both Hickory Hill and at fancy Georgetown parties, such as “Rufus Cornpone,” “Judge Crater”—referring to a judge who had disappeared—and, for the vice-presidential couple, “Uncle Cornpone and his Little Pork Chop.” They howled upon hearing that Johnson mispronounced “hors d’oeuvres” as “whore doves,” and on the rare occasions when the Johnsons did come to Hickory Hill, Uncle Cornpone and Mrs. Pork Chop would get placed at the “loser’s table” by Ethel, Bobby’s wife, who despised Johnson. Her nickname for the vice president was Huckleberry Capone.14 Sometimes spouses moderate the worst and most competitive instincts of their partners. This was not the case with Ethel Kennedy, who hated Johnson even more than Bobby did, which is saying a great deal.

These petty anti-Johnson activities ate at Johnson. He had his own nicknames for the Kennedys, including “the boy” and “Johnny” for JFK, and “Sonny boy” for his brother. Johnson also had a derisive nickname for the entire Kennedy crowd, calling them “the Harvards.” Years later, when Johnson aide Joe Califano reported to Johnson that the 1968 race riots were threatening Georgetown, Johnson replied, “Goddamn! I’ve waited thirty-five years for this day.” Clearly, the slights of Bobby, his wife, and his entourage during this period both irked and stuck with Johnson.15

The historian Jeff Shesol characterizes the Kennedy presidency as a period of an “uneasy peace” in the Bobby-LBJ relationship. It was—at least compared to the ugliness that was to follow in the Johnson administration and in the 1968 campaign. Listing all the slights and counter-slights between Kennedy and Johnson has filled more than one book. The important thing here is not to recount every poisonous interaction but to understand the shifting power dynamic. Johnson, as a powerful senator, was on top at first, and not shy about letting Bobby Kennedy know it, even if their interactions were infrequent. The power differential shifted as RFK’s brother sewed up the presidential nomination in 1960, but both players were on equal and shifting ground during the confusing period of the Democratic convention in 1960. Johnson wanted the vice-presidential nod despite his conception that trading a “vote for a gavel” would be disempowering. Bobby’s reluctance to have Johnson on the ticket showed in his discussions with the senator and his team, and JFK ended up undercutting his own brother to secure Johnson’s agreement to join the ticket. Once they were both in the Kennedy administration, they saw each other more often, and RFK made the most of his closeness to the president in his efforts to humiliate Johnson. The dynamic shifted again after Kennedy’s assassination, and Bobby ended up serving unhappily under the thumb of the man he had tormented. Finally, Bobby would later take advantage of Johnson’s political unpopularity and run to succeed him in 1968. The lesson from all this to future aides and officials is to tread carefully. Washington has a ladder that goes up and down, and those you kick beneath you on the ladder might—will—kick back harder when they are on an upper rung.

The Johnson-Kennedy feud was unusual in the history of White House rivalries in that it involved a vice president and a presidential sibling. Furthermore, the typical levers of presidential power did not apply here, as the nature of the feud went beyond process or ideology, and a noted lack of presidential tolerance for anti-Johnson behavior had little impact on RFK’s behavior. After all, Jack Kennedy needed Lyndon Johnson to carry vote-rich Texas in the Electoral College. But the feud also had elements that fit certain recurring patterns. While the vice president is technically senior to the attorney general, RFK’s closeness to the president gave him an edge over Johnson, at least for the period in which JFK remained president. Ego was at stake in their clash, as in most rivalries, and the efforts to humiliate one another took place in both professional and social situations. And, as with most rivalries at the White House level, standard tactics for resolving internal disagreements would have been inadequate. President Kennedy even tried to make sure that his staff treated Johnson with respect, but no president could realistically police every action between two senior officials, even if one was his brother.

Within the White House Staff: Schlesinger and Sorensen

Just as the LBJ-RFK feud would continue and even escalate after Kennedy’s tragic assassination, so would another Kennedy-era feud, this one taking place at the White House staff level. When John F. Kennedy came to the White House, he brought a bigger team with him than earlier presidents. Roosevelt had already been elected twice by the time the Executive Office of the Presidency was created; Truman entered office on Roosevelt’s death, and therefore inherited Roosevelt’s structure and much of his staff; Eisenhower, while entering with a clean slate after the 1952 election, was a relative newcomer to politics and did not bring a large coterie of longtime aides with him.

Kennedy was different. Elected after eight years of Republican rule, it was expected that he would bring his own people with him. In fact, Kennedy had two main groups he was bringing with him, the “Irish Mafia” and the “Intellectuals.” The Irish Mafia were political pros like Ken O’Donnell and Lawrence O’Brien, who had worked on Kennedy’s campaigns, and had risen with him in the world of Massachusetts politics. The “Intellectuals” were people like law professor Archibald Cox, economist John Kenneth Galbraith, and especially Pulitzer Prize–winning Harvard historian Arthur Schlesinger Jr., who brought intellectual credibility, a sense of history, and current ideas from the academic world to Kennedy’s campaign.

There had been an expectation among outsiders in the press and elsewhere of a feud between the Irish Mafia and the Intellectuals. But these expectations rested on a fundamental misunderstanding of the loyalty of both groups to Kennedy. Ted Sorensen made this point quite explicitly in his memoirs, dismissing “outside observers” who “attempted to divide the staff into two camps.” According to Sorensen, “No such division, in fact, existed.” As Sorensen observed, the misunderstanding was based on the fact that “those with primarily political roles were men of high intelligence. Those who came from primarily academic background often had political experience. Many could not be simply classified as either intellectuals or politicians (and I insisted I had a foot in each camp).”16

There is something immensely self-serving about Sorensen’s analysis, here and elsewhere in his memoir. In fact, Sorensen himself makes clear at the very beginning of his book that it was not going to be a tell-all nor was it going to make the late president or his administration look bad. As Sorensen notes: “[Kennedy] expressed disdain for the reliability of most government memoirs and diaries. He thought that Emmet Hughes, a part-time speech writer for Eisenhower, had betrayed the trust of Republican officials by quoting private conversations against them. ‘I hope,’ said Kennedy, ‘that no one around here is writing that kind of book.’ ” Sorensen then made his intentions clear, writing, “This is not that kind of book.”17

Yet despite Sorensen’s goal to downplay feuds or indeed any problems between administration insiders, he was right that the two groups largely did not take potshots at each other. The intellectuals in the administration were too committed to Kennedy and his goals to create any separation between a political and an intellectual operation. “The fight never came off,” Stephen Hess wrote, in large part because “the intellectuals in residence did not place politics lower in the scheme of things.”18
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President John F. Kennedy meets with Special Assistant to the President Arthur M. Schlesinger Jr. (left). The famous historian found himself relegated to the East Wing in the Kennedy White House. Courtesy of the John F. Kennedy Presidential Library and Museum



In addition, more than any administration before it, the Kennedy team viewed themselves as separate and apart from the growing federal civil service. The federal workforce, which stood at 699,000 in 1940, had reached 1.8 million by 1960—not that far from the current two million, and proportionally more when you take into account the smaller population of the 1960s.19 With the larger federal workforce came suspicion. As Hess notes, “The staff’s suspicions of the civil service, however, steadily increased in the Kennedy White House.”20 Arthur Schlesinger noted his distrust of the civil service on several occasions. He felt that the agencies “remained in bulk a force against innovation with an inexhaustible capacity to dilute and delay, and obstruct presidential purpose. Only so many fights were possible.”21 More specifically, he felt that they had “convincing evidence that the president required people in the State Department whose basic loyalty would be to him, not to the foreign service or the Council on Foreign Relations.”22 With this comment, he expressed his skepticism not only of the career bureaucracy but of the D.C. intellectual establishment as well.

At the same time, there were certainly some disagreements between the camps. In Schlesinger’s Pulitzer Prize–winning memoir, he notes that during the presidential campaign, “a chronic tension existed between the Sorensen-Goodwin-Feldman operation and the Cox office,” i.e., the Academic Advising Committee (AAC), which was set up to solicit thoughts from top academics. Schlesinger further described this as a natural tension, “since the men on the road, sensitive to the ebb and flow, the very vibrations, of the campaign, found little sustenance in the weighty and academic material they received from Washington.”23 As Sorensen himself wrote of the AAC, “not all their material was usable and even less was actually used.”24 Furthermore, when discussing the makeup of the White House staff, Schlesinger reported that Kennedy and his team felt that “some neutral figures ought to be introduced in order to relieve what he feared might be a tension between the Sorensen and O’Donnell groups.”25

Adding to this tension was the fact that the Kennedy presidential campaign itself was a rough, sharp-elbowed environment. When Harris Wofford was trying to convince the campaign to have Kennedy call Coretta Scott King, the wife of the imprisoned Martin Luther King Jr., he found that he could not get his calls to campaign headquarters returned. When he did finally get the opportunity to argue his case in front of Kennedy, O’Donnell warned him starkly about what he faced internally from the campaign staff: “If it works, you’ll get no credit for it; if it does not, you’ll get all the blame.” Then after the call, Bobby Kennedy tore into Wofford’s internal ally, Sargent Shriver, who happened to be Kennedy’s own brother-in-law, saying that “Jack Kennedy was going to get defeated because of the stupid call.” As it turns out, the “stupid call” ended up being a political masterstroke, as the goodwill it engendered for Kennedy within the African-American community was indispensable in the close election against Richard Nixon in 1960.26

Part of the challenge in both the campaign and the White House was that Sorensen was a prickly sort whose ego required frequent massaging. When the tensions flared between Sorensen and Cox, even Kennedy himself was aware of the problem. According to Schlesinger, JFK “regretted the problems between Sorensen and Cox”—but he was not eager to do much of anything about it. Sorensen was just too valuable a player to risk alienating him. In explaining his reluctance to get involved, Kennedy told Schlesinger that “Ted is indispensable to me.” Schlesinger agreed. In one of the many passages in which Schlesinger praised Sorensen just a little too effusively, the professor wrote that “from his long experience with Kennedy and his superb service for him, Sorensen had come to feel that no one else knew the candidate’s mind so well or reproduced his idiom so accurately.” Yet Schlesinger also knew that Sorensen was thin-skinned and needed careful handling. After the fulsome praise of Sorensen, Schlesinger added, “Justifiably proud of his special relationship, he tended to resent interlopers.”27

Kennedy knew about Sorensen’s sensitivities as well. At one point, Kennedy told Schlesinger to punch up a speech that he found lacking, but to make sure his efforts were kept quiet. His instructions to Schlesinger were revealing: “[R]ework this a little, but don’t tell Ted I asked you.”28 On another occasion, when Sorensen was trying to block Schlesinger’s edits from inclusion in a final draft, Kennedy himself knowingly joked that “Ted certainly doesn’t go for additions to his speeches!” When some of Schlesinger’s words did make that speech, and those words made the New York Times’ “Quotation of the Day,” Kennedy recognized that Sorensen would be put off, telling Schlesinger that “Ted will die when he sees that.”29

Kennedy’s “adhocracy” approach left room for internal disagreement. Even if the warring camps expected by the press did not arise, there were certainly disagreements among individuals within the two broad camps, if not outright enmities. In the case of Sorensen and his friendly rival Schlesinger, there was more of an ebb-and-flow in their rivalry. It’s clear that Schlesinger in the White House was more focused on Sorensen than the other way around. In their respective memoirs, Schlesinger pays far more attention to Sorensen than Sorensen does to Schlesinger. Furthermore, when Schlesinger does mention Sorensen, he tends to be more descriptive and more apt to praise Sorensen and his closeness to Kennedy, as well as to issue the occasional subtle digs. Sorensen’s fewer mentions of Schlesinger are more neutrally written.30

This disparity in attention stems from a core reality. Sorensen was a much more important player in the Kennedy White House than was Schlesinger. Sorensen was closer to Kennedy, knew the president’s mind and rhetoric, and was more of a political operator. Overall, he was indeed indispensable, as Kennedy himself said. Therefore, Sorensen’s role was more senior and more important within the Kennedy operation. As budget director David Bell put it, Sorensen was “the strongest man in the White House on all matters except foreign policy.”31

Yet Schlesinger was indisputably the more famous one. He was the celebrated Pulitzer Prize–winning intellectual whose fame derived from his own impressive accomplishments rather than from his closeness to a politician. Looking back at their fame disparities decades later, Sorensen dismissed the idea that he could have seen Schlesinger as his competition: “Competitor? It could be as easily asked whether I regarded tennis champion Arthur Ashe as a competitor! Arthur Schlesinger was an intellectual giant, liberal champion, prodigious writer and leading scholar while I was still figuratively in knee pants.”32
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Ted Sorensen, Kennedy’s top aide in the White House. He had more areas of responsibility in the White House than any aide in the modern era. Courtesy of the John F. Kennedy Presidential Library and Museum



On one level, Sorensen was right. But it is also important to remember that these gushing words were written decades after the fact. Sorensen’s more contemporary comments on Schlesinger were much more careful and nuanced, not to mention occasionally negative. Inside the White House, there was little competition between the two men, since it was Sorensen who was so much more integral to the Kennedy operation. This gap was most clear in the differences between their job descriptions in the Kennedy White House. Sorensen had the title of Special Counsel, the same job that Rosenman and Clifford held under Truman.33 As Richard Neustadt, who advised the Kennedy transition, wrote, Sorensen’s assignments “encompassed drafting all the public documents through which the president defined and pressed his program: speeches, messages to Congress, drafts of legislation, statements on enrolled bills, executive orders. This put the counsel at the center of domestic affairs.”34 The 1960 campaign chronicler Theodore White put it more simply, but no less expansively, writing that Sorensen served as “JFK’s intellectual chief of staff.”35 After the Bay of Pigs, Sorensen’s responsibilities expanded even further, including foreign affairs as well.36 Sorensen’s role was so expansive that Commerce Secretary Luther Hodges tried to lodge a complaint about him at a 1961 cabinet meeting, putting it on the agenda under the title, “A candid discussion with the president on relationships with the White House staff.” Kennedy ended the meeting without allowing the topic to come up.37 Sorensen’s tremendous roster of responsibilities would be unmanageable today, and more than any White House staffer could realistically hope for since.

Schlesinger’s responsibilities, in contrast, were modest and vague. Ken O’Donnell and Dave Powers described Schlesinger’s role as that of a “special assistant without a special portfolio, to be a liaison man in charge of keeping Adlai Stevenson happy, to receive complaints from the liberals, and to act as this sort of household devil’s advocate who would complain about anything in the administration that bothered him.” Sorensen also focused on the liaison aspect of the Schlesinger role, seeing him as the administration’s contact person with “liberals and intellectuals both in this country and abroad, as an advisor in Latin American, United Nations and cultural affairs, as a source of innovation, ideas and occasional speeches on all topics and incidentally of the lightning rod to attract Republican attacks from the rest of us.” Sorensen’s use of the word “occasional” to describe Schlesinger’s role in speechwriting is revealing, especially given how protective Sorensen was of his role as Kennedy’s wordsmith. Richard Goodwin, another Kennedy speechwriter, used the same word to describe Schlesinger’s role, writing that “occasionally when a Sorensen speech draft was unsatisfactory, Kennedy would give it to Arthur Schlesinger.” Attorney General Robert Kennedy recalled that JFK “liked Arthur Schlesinger, but he thought he was a little bit of a nut sometimes. He thought he was sort of a gadfly and that he was having a hell of a good time in Washington. He didn’t do a hell of a lot, but he was good to have around.” RFK further recalled, also dismissively, that Schlesinger “wasn’t brought in on any major policy matters, but he’d work on drafts of speeches.” RFK did not bring out the word “occasional” here, but he might as well have.38
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