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CHAPTER ONE





The Spark

Senator Lyndon B. Johnson’s heart attack hit him on July 2, 1955, while he was visiting a businessman friend and benefactor in the Virginia horse and estate country west of Washington.

President Dwight D. Eisenhower’s came barely ten weeks later, on a late September evening while he was visiting his in-laws near Denver.

This unprecedented cardiac double-header was medically no minor event. Johnson was kept in the U.S. Naval Hospital just outside Washington for seven weeks and didn’t resume his frenetic work schedule until December. Eisenhower remained in Fitzsimons Army Hospital in nearby Aurora, Colorado, for seven weeks and wasn’t working at his accustomed pace until after the New Year.

The shock to the country’s governance and politics was similarly severe. Eisenhower was felled as he was beginning to gear up for what most observers assumed would be a relatively easy run for reelection in 1956. The war hero and America’s thirty-fourth president was popular and not without major successes in his first term. Now, suddenly, his future was in doubt.

Johnson was a rookie, having become the Senate’s majority leader only that January, after the Democratic Party regained control of the Senate in the previous year’s elections, but he had been learning the ropes of leadership for nearly twenty years. His dreams of the presidency were only dreams; first he had a Senate to run. But now his doctors kept him from the work he loved.

In the twenty-first century it is commonplace for heart patients to be up, active, and working within weeks, often days. This wasn’t the case in 1955, when long recuperations predicted long-term disability. In his forties and clearly recovering, Johnson was still robust, but doubts about the health of the sixty-five-year-old Eisenhower persisted for months.

One man among the millions concerned about Eisenhower’s health and future was Joseph Patrick Kennedy, no ordinary man and no ordinary superrich tycoon. He had been around big-time politics for more than twenty years and involved in local politics in his native Massachusetts all his life. Holding the loftiest of ambitions for his second son, then a freshman senator with no national standing whatsoever—yet blessed by his family name, wealth, and nearly a decade of political success—Kennedy saw opportunity in Eisenhower’s misfortune. Being a man of bold action, often rash, he hatched a plan and set out to make it happen.

With the agreement of his son John Fitzgerald and the knowledge of other members of his large family, Kennedy approached Johnson. He knew Johnson well and had supported him financially as he rose to the apex of the Senate. To underline his seriousness, Kennedy enlisted as an emissary one of Washington’s most effective lobbyists, Thomas G. Corcoran, comfortably ensconced in his second career after service as one of the important members of Franklin D. Roosevelt’s White House staff.

Kennedy’s message was simple and over-the-top presumptuous: With Eisenhower hospitalized, the architecture of the 1956 election has been changed. You should run for president. I will make sure your campaign never lacks for lavish financing. And my son will be your running mate.

There is no evidence that Johnson seriously considered Kennedy’s offer and no plausible argument that he should have. To Corcoran and to Kennedy, Johnson simply said he wasn’t interested, that he wasn’t running. There is also no evidence that Kennedy and his son did anything more than let the matter drop quietly, though according to Corcoran there was an outburst from younger brother Robert Francis—still evolving as a young adult but already known for his temper and grudges—over Johnson’s quick dismissal of his father’s overture.

Nevertheless the episode reverberated, though not in the way Joseph Kennedy had intended. It represented a spark, the first time national office was the subject of something other than formless ambition and hope and talk, and it ignited a five-year quest that culminated in Jack Kennedy’s transformative election as the country’s thirty-fifth president at the young age of forty-three.

After that October, every time there was an option on the table involving national office—the vice presidency over the next ten months, the presidency immediately thereafter—Kennedy chose to move forward. His campaign was not a scripted operation but a long, continuous pursuit. At first it was tentative, with Kennedy appearing detached, even doubtful. But by the end of the summer of 1956 Kennedy felt the presidency was staring him in the face. On Thanksgiving that year he made the commitment to start running.

One reason Kennedy decided to move forward is that it was the only direction his fortunes could go. In the mid-1950s he was not a consequential figure in national politics. Even after nearly a decade in Congress he was considered more of a socialite and a war hero than a political leader. He had no developed philosophy or ideology, and his Senate contemporaries considered him an indifferent Democrat with occasionally independent tendencies. He was not involved prominently in any great cause or issue and enjoyed no real standing inside the Senate. He was not even the undisputed master of politics in his home state. He was nowhere near the top of any list of Democrats to watch. When assessing him as a politician, the word commentators used most frequently was potential, not power.

“Kennedy was then really in the second rank even of Democratic politicians,” explained Abram Chayes, a Harvard Law School professor and early supporter who eventually made it to the top of the Kennedy State Department. “He was not by any means thought of as a guy with a real chance even for the vice presidency.”

Senator Joseph Clark, a liberal icon from Pennsylvania who was never particularly close to Kennedy, later acknowledged, “We all underestimated Kennedy. Nobody paid an awful lot of attention to him except as a brash young man who wanted to be President and who would never make it.”

———

Kennedy had prepped for his presidential campaign with a bid to get on the 1956 Democratic ticket with Adlai Stevenson. Amid the first stirrings of that race, others were more seriously considered as running mates for Stevenson. Among the more prominent were Senator Estes Kefauver of Tennessee, who had briefly run for president in 1952 and was known nationally for his investigations of organized crime and the drug industry; young Hubert Humphrey, a senator from Minnesota, who had electrified the national convention in 1948 with his fiery attack on Jim Crow while forever antagonizing the Deep South; and there were others.

As names began to circulate, Kennedy’s interest grew, stimulated by his father’s short-lived initiative. It flowed as much from his bemused, flattered ambition and his long-standing enjoyment of challenges as from any realistic intention to seek higher office. Still, his interest was genuine. And he had someone close enough to his substantive and political life to meaningfully assist him.

Theodore C. Sorensen, then all of twenty-seven, had been a top aide for two years when the two famous heart attacks occurred. A Nebraskan with deep progressive family roots, Sorensen was that rarest of political species: someone who could work on the development of policy and ideas while helping shape them into speeches and articles, often with simple eloquence. “The Senator’s own interest in the nomination was growing, more out of a sense of competition than of conviction,” Sorensen recalled years later. But Kennedy regularly approved his aide’s suggestions to advance his position, albeit with “skeptical encouragement.”

An even closer, more intimate participant, Kennedy’s brother Robert said, “I think he just wanted to see what it looked like, to put his foot in the water and see how cold it was, but he hadn’t made up his mind to swim by any means.”

One of the very first articles that referred to Kennedy by name as a vice presidential possibility appeared in the fall of 1955 in Newsweek magazine’s Periscope column, a weekly compilation of rumors, gossip, and occasionally hard information that many politicians read closely. Kennedy was curious enough to personally call the page’s editor in New York, Debs Myers, to ask who was doing the mentioning.

“Me,” Myers replied, introducing Kennedy to one of the many ways reporters manage to insert their own hunches and views into stories.

But the mentions continued, and reporters increasingly began attributing them to unnamed supporters of Stevenson himself, signaling that the topic was alive for real. Kennedy continued to listen and, whenever an option was on the table, to be proactive. (One exception was an earlier Sorensen memorandum, in November 1955, citing public speculation about Kennedy’s health. The senator was less than a year removed from two major spinal surgeries involving a long recuperation during which he nearly died. He had also started a steroid regimen to treat a form of Addison’s disease. Sorensen had suggested that he prepare a report on Kennedy’s health to deal with any questions. Kennedy simply said no, possibly to avoid attracting more attention to the subject; possibly because it would be too obvious an effort to affect Stevenson’s choice of a running mate; possibly for both reasons.)

———

At the end of 1955, according to Sorensen, Kennedy was thinking of entering the New Hampshire primary three months hence as a New England “favorite son”—a gambit to gain prominence for himself and to hold the delegation for Stevenson. (Kefauver had famously beaten Stevenson there in 1952 and figured to do so again.) However, that idea was dropped after Stevenson’s campaign manager, a veteran politician from Pennsylvania named James Finnegan, made it clear that he favored an actual endorsement instead, which Kennedy promptly delivered once it was certain that his Senate leader, Lyndon Johnson, had no interest in running for president.

But as 1956 began, Kennedy was openly in the mix. He occasionally referred to the situation in public, typically with one of his increasingly notable attributes, his wit. Appearing in January at a testimonial for Senator George Smathers of Florida, a personal friend, Kennedy told a hoary joke about how the Senate held a secret ballot to choose the next president and each senator wound up with one vote.

“We all know that all 96 Senators”—Alaska and Hawaii were not yet states—“do not consider themselves potential candidates for President,” Kennedy said. “Some are only candidates for vice president.”

President Eisenhower’s serious heart attack inaugurated a months-long period of doubt about his future as well as his health. He was in the hospital in Colorado for nearly two months and rested at Key West in Florida afterward. Like Johnson, the president was essentially out of commission until the end of the year. What is more, Eisenhower publicly confessed his reservations about seeking a second term, a topic that divided his physicians. It wasn’t until mid-January 1956 that signs of a budding reelection effort began to appear, and it wasn’t until the end of February that the president formally announced that he would run again.

In short, Joe Kennedy’s timing was poor. Regardless of Eisenhower’s intentions, the elder Kennedy had hardly offered Johnson an easy road to nomination, much less election. Jack Kennedy’s acquiescence in his father’s plan, moreover, proved to be ill-considered in such an uncertain atmosphere. Eventually his father would turn as sharply negative about his son’s presence on the 1956 Democratic ticket as he had once been ebulliently positive. He now argued, by letter and telephone, that Eisenhower would most likely win and that taking the second spot on Stevenson’s slate would wind up being a career failure for his son.

Yet by then Jack Kennedy was comfortable with his own views and prepared to ignore his father’s frequently overstated advice. His competitive family members were accustomed to making their own decisions.



CHAPTER TWO





Mating Game

By tradition, national politicians do not run for vice presidential nominations. Instead they try to attract an invitation to join a presidential nominee’s ticket, always aware that their fate ultimately is not in their hands.

In 1956, the year Jack Kennedy became a national political presence, he followed that tradition—though he walked right up to the edge of violating it. Barely behind the scenes he courted the attention he had begun to receive. He labored to become the dominant figure in his home state. He confronted obstacles that might augur against his selection by Stevenson. And he pushed back against arguments from his father that he was seeking fools’ gold on a ticket doomed to defeat by President Eisenhower.

Kennedy was flattered by the growing interest, but also diffident, displaying elements of his trademark dispassion when analyzing himself. Contrary to myth, he wasn’t privately pining for the presidency from the moment he returned from his celebrated service in World War II, having just lost his older brother—the more natural politician—in a dangerous combat mission over the English Channel. Nor was he simply an agent of the wishes of his father. Joseph Kennedy meddled, kibitzed, and provided money, especially at the beginning of his son’s career. But the old man was also knee-jerk opinionated, overbearing, and imperious. Jack and his siblings loved their father, but they were inclined to take or leave his advice as they saw fit.

The force behind Kennedy’s ambition was Kennedy himself. “Sometimes you read that he was a reluctant figure being dragooned into politics by his father. I didn’t get that impression at all. I gathered that it was a wholesome, full-blown wish on his part,” recalled Charles Bartlett, a close friend and contemporary who became a syndicated newspaper columnist. Bartlett first met Kennedy in The Patio, a popular Palm Beach nightclub, just after the war ended, a time when Kennedy was moving away from a fledgling writing career to try politics. Bartlett, who later introduced Kennedy to Jacqueline Bouvier, knew him and his instincts very well.

From the outset of Kennedy’s first congressional campaign in 1946, there is other testimony that he—not his father—determined his political future. According to James G. Colbert, a veteran political reporter for the old Boston Post who knew the father long before he met the son, it was a “mistaken impression” that Joe Kennedy—or Jack’s locally famous grandfather, John “Honey Fitz” Fitzgerald, a former mayor of Boston—were able to run either Jack’s public or private life. “I want to tell you the one who ran it was John F. Kennedy. He made the decisions. He listened to the ideas of his father and I think probably to a lesser extent to his grandfather and the advice that I know about his getting he disregarded. He made his own decisions which as I say were frequently contrary to what older people thought he should do.”

Andrew Dazzi, a circulation manager for the Boston Globe who was extremely close to Joe Kennedy and aided him as well as his son during a period of primitive press ethics, had this observation: “It’s often been said that his father swayed him. I never believed he could sway him. His father, with all due respect to him, was a politician of the old school. We were now coming into a new era. We had to do different things. . . . I used to see him [Jack Kennedy] stand right up to him. He really let him have it. And I admired him for it because I think it showed he had courage of his own.”

Long before there was a Ted Sorensen on the staff or a loyal “Irish Mafia” composed of men named O’Brien, O’Donnell, Powers, Donahue, and others, Kennedy had assistance from some of his father’s retainers, but he quickly established his own independence.

To the extent Kennedy had a campaign manager for his first congressional campaign in 1946 it was a young man from an advertising and public relations firm that Joe Kennedy used, the Dowd Agency. Mark Dalton worked with Jack Kennedy on politics as well as writing on major issues over the next six years in a role that anticipated Sorensen’s. Dalton was crudely elbowed aside at the beginning of Kennedy’s 1952 campaign for the Senate, but he left with strong memories of his association with the family.

Dalton called the father “the essential campaign manager.” In the beginning he talked to Joe Kennedy on the phone daily. But according to Dalton, his task was to keep the father in the campaign loop rather than to follow his orders.

The father’s immense wealth was certainly a factor in the victory. According to Dalton, the total cost—perhaps $250,000, mostly for billboard and radio advertising—seemed high but was “not exorbitant” for the times. Jack Kennedy himself liked to joke that his famously tightwad father was happy to underwrite a win but refused to pay for a landslide. He knew he was indebted to his father. But he believed that he benefited from name recognition far more than from his father’s money. The fact that most people in the district knew what his name represented was his initial leg up on a crowded field. He had his mother’s father, Honey Fitz, a living political legend in Massachusetts, as well as his own father, one of the country’s best-known and most successful businessmen, who had served as President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s ambassador to Britain before they split over Joseph’s isolationist views just before World War II began.

Fitzgerald and Joseph P. Kennedy represented the polar opposites of the Irish American experience in their immense local celebrity, one the flamboyant politician and the other the overbearing titan of wealth and influence. Honey Fitz became Boston’s mayor at the turn of the century, after serving as a congressman and champion of immigrants. He was gregarious and jovial; his trademark was his habit of singing “Sweet Adeline” whenever the spirit, as opposed to spirits, moved him. As mayor his rise was meteoric, as he put his stamp on a major expansion of the city’s port, its first-in-the-nation subway, and even the construction of a home for the Babe Ruth–led Boston Red Sox called Fenway Park. There were even a few “mentions” of him as vice presidential material for the Democrats in 1912.

Then his political life disintegrated. The corruption in his city administration was as widespread as its successes. Running for reelection in 1913 against an upstart named James Michael Curley, he suddenly quit the race. Only much later did the real reason emerge: a blackmail letter Curley had delivered to Fitzgerald’s wife, threatening to reveal what would have been a gigantic scandal. Curley claimed to have witnesses who saw Fitzgerald kissing a young woman at a roadhouse in the town of Middleton. Her name was Elizabeth Ryan, but she became part of local lore by her nickname, “Toodles.”

After Fitzgerald’s withdrawal from the mayoral race, he came close (within 30,000 votes) in a Senate race with Henry Cabot Lodge Sr. Then came the career-crushing defeats—for mayor, for governor, and in a final indignity, for the Democratic Senate nomination in 1942.

But four years later, introducing his young grandson around the district, Fitzgerald was still personally revered in his hometown. This was the district from which Curley had just resigned after being elected to another term as mayor, though he was already under federal investigation for corruption that would send him to prison while Jack Kennedy was campaigning.

In the early years Fitzgerald had been a rival of Joe Kennedy’s father, P.J., the proprietor of a tavern and a ward heeler with clout in the family’s adopted base of East Boston. But they had become allies after Fitzgerald’s election as mayor. The marriage of P.J.’s son in 1914 to Fitzgerald’s daughter and well-known political surrogate, Rose, was as much a political merger as a love affair.

But Joe Kennedy chose a different path after graduating from Harvard. With local banking, manufacturing, the stock market, the movies, and real estate he had amassed a fortune by the time he started dabbling in high-stakes politics to help Franklin Roosevelt get elected president in 1932. His reward—first chairman of the new, post-Crash Securities and Exchange Commission—may have seemed odd, but his record as a rare fox who actually guarded the chicken coop was widely praised.

In 1938 his appointment as ambassador to Britain seemed to take him even higher until, like his father-in-law, he ended his own career. The issue was not a woman, though his private life was notoriously messy, but his fervent isolationism and then passivity in the face of Nazi Germany’s advances. The break with Roosevelt was ugly, but he remained a prominent figure in Massachusetts with considerable influence and respect who had lost one son in the war and raised another who had distinguished himself in combat.

This was the history and name recognition from which Jack Kennedy benefited when he began his own political career and which set him apart from the large field of two-dimensional pols who opposed him. Boston’s political tradition is not uniquely tribal, but the ironies in this saga are exquisite: Jack ran for the seat left vacant by the man who had blackmailed his grandfather and then refused to sign a petition calling for the man’s pardon. This helped him in his 1952 race for the Senate to defeat the man whose father had put another nail in his grandfather’s political coffin. Jack’s superwealthy father married Fitzgerald’s beloved daughter, and his most trusted assistant was one Edward Moore, who had been the top aide not only to Fitzgerald but to Mayor Curley as well; Joe even named his youngest son after Moore. Not even Chicago or New York could top that tale.

———

Early in his career Jack Kennedy barely looked beyond his congressional seat. He later insisted that when he first ran for Congress—and for years afterward—he never (he repeated the word three times) thought about running for president. “I thought I might be governor of Massachusetts someday,” he confessed.

According to Sorensen, their first actual conversation about higher office took place roughly a year into his first Senate term, probably in 1954. Kennedy, he said, was mostly negative about the prospect, citing his relative youth, inexperience, and spotty record. Sorensen didn’t disagree, but assessing the country’s mood as the Eisenhower period drew toward a close, they both felt youth could be made into an asset. After the episode with his father and Lyndon Johnson, followed by casual references in the press about him as a potential Democratic running mate in 1956, Kennedy began to drop his pessimism. He became interested, if not fully persuaded. At one point that pivotal winter he referred to the vice presidential speculation as “the only game in town.”

As was his habit, Sorensen served as a more positive, assertive, and forward-looking voice in the office. In addition to making the obvious point that an impressive performance in 1956 would be its own reward, Sorensen was the first to point to the elephant in Kennedy’s room: his religion. “As I told JFK,” he said much later, “I believed that the nomination, to say nothing of the Vice Presidency itself, could be a first step to overcome the religious obstacle to his becoming President.”

By the beginning of 1956 Kennedy had begun to make the transition from a promising freshman senator to a prospective vice presidential nominee. The first words of encouragement came right after the year began, in the form of a letter from a prominent state senator saying he wanted to start contacting Democrats nationally to urge Kennedy’s consideration as running-mate material. This was no ordinary state senator, some local tub-thumper whose zeal exceeded his judgment. Andrew Quigley was Chelsea, one of the older blue-collar communities that bordered Boston; in addition to being its most important political leader, Quigley published the local newspaper and had been a Kennedy ally for years. Within a week Kennedy replied. He suggested to Quigley that the timing was off but said he would stay in touch.

Another sign of interest appeared in the form of reporters trooping to Kennedy’s Senate office to take his measure. The parade started immediately after the holidays. Kennedy was one of several Democrats deemed worthy of consideration for a place on the ticket, so it was only natural that reporters would want to visit, exchange gossip, and trade bits of information.

The crowd in Kennedy’s office reflected the mutual regard between reporters and the freshman senator. They enjoyed each other’s company. Kennedy had several personal friends within the Washington writing corps, especially among syndicated columnists, then a genuine influence in those days before television covered political news and events.

At first there was nothing special about most of the visits, but a change in the content of what he was hearing caught Kennedy’s attention. It was no longer simple “mentions” in political gossip but intelligence that Kennedy’s name was being dropped by people high in the camp of Stevenson, the front-runner for the presidential nomination, should he decide to run again against Eisenhower.

One of the first to employ this tidbit was a writer better known for his foreign affairs reporting. Theodore H. White was working on a piece for Collier’s magazine, one of the mass-circulation picture-and-prose stalwarts of that era. White told Kennedy that Stevenson’s people were touting him; he also supplied a list of the other names being discussed: the popular mayor of New York, Robert Wagner, and two Tennessee politicians, Frank Clement, the young governor with a reputation for oratorical excellence who would wind up giving the keynote speech at the national convention, and the state’s widely admired other senator, Albert Gore.

This was flattering and contributed to the increasingly heady atmosphere in Kennedy’s bustling office. At the same time, however, his supporters couldn’t avoid some prudent conspiracy-theorizing. This kind of speculation, so the reasoning went, would benefit Stevenson as well as Kennedy because it undercut the presidential aspirations of other Democratic figures thinking about running: Governor W. Averell Harriman of New York, another scion of great wealth who had been a New Deal diplomat before winning office two years earlier; and Estes Kefauver, who had come out of nowhere to win the New Hampshire primary in 1952 and was likely to mount a better-organized challenge in 1956. For Stevenson’s people to be touting the likes of Kennedy and Wagner of the East Coast as well as two Tennesseans could be a sly way of undercutting both Harriman and Kefauver.

Events, however, quickly overshadowed possible conspiracies, both on Kennedy’s New England turf and nationally. He got a boost from Governor Luther Hodges of North Carolina, a moderate leader who emphasized economic development rather than race. Hodges declared that having Kennedy on the ticket would be acceptable in the South. In New England the new year brought public support from two governors, Abraham Ribicoff of Connecticut and Dennis Roberts of Rhode Island. But most important, Kennedy got the backing of the region’s foremost figure in national party politics, John Bailey of Connecticut. With New Deal roots, the state party chairman dominated his own turf and exerted influence far beyond Connecticut’s borders. Bailey had a reputation as a coalition builder rather than an iron-fisted boss. As the 1956 campaign year began, he led his state party establishment into an early endorsement of a second Stevenson candidacy, and he used his clout to arrange a regional Democratic event, a dinner in Hartford, with Stevenson as the main attraction. Bailey’s second goal was to increase the luster around Kennedy, whom he had known since he ran for the Senate. Kennedy was on the dais at the dinner when Bailey, in a rare burst of enthusiasm, said in his introduction of Stevenson, “We have at the banquet table tonight not only the candidate for President but also the candidate for Vice President.”

Yet privately Bailey harbored no such illusions. “You have to remember,” he later recalled, “that nobody really thought Jack Kennedy was going to be nominated for Vice President. . . . It was quite something to think of a Catholic even aspiring to run for Vice President.”

———

Into this dynamic walked another writer whom Kennedy used to take his most important step to signal interest in the vice presidential nomination. Fletcher Knebel was a Cowles Publications columnist and writer, representing a mini media empire consisting of Look magazine and the Des Moines Register and Minneapolis Star-Tribune newspapers. Acerbic and witty, he was the kind of journalist Kennedy enjoyed. (Knebel wrote novels on the side. After Kennedy became president, one of them, written with fellow Cowles man Charles Bailey, was made into a popular movie, Seven Days in May, about a fictional attempted military coup in the United States.)

“Early in ’56, I was just chewing the rug with him one day,” Knebel recalled, “and he just kind of casually says, ‘You know, you guys have this Catholic thing all wrong.’ He says, ‘I think a Catholic would run better for Vice President, maybe not President. He would run better for Vice President than a Protestant would on the Democratic ticket.’ I said, ‘Oh is that right, do you have the figures?’ ‘No,’ but he said, ‘Let’s get some up. Let’s research it.’ So he called Ted Sorensen in.”

This little dance had about as much spontaneity as a Latin Mass. Sorensen, believing that the “Kennedy for Vice President” boomlet would help combat the bigotry facing American Catholics and make it easier to elect one president someday, had already begun looking into data about Catholic voting patterns. He was far from finished with his research, but he brought in some of what he’d found. Knebel reacted by suggesting a piece for Look, including quotes from Kennedy himself. Since Kennedy had been hoping to prompt exactly that response, he replied with a single word: “Sure.”

Knebel’s visit motivated Sorensen to finish his study. The result, completed in the spring of 1956, shortly before Knebel’s article was published, was a sixteen-page report loaded with numbers on the Catholic vote in postwar presidential elections. Kennedy decided to distribute the document quietly to a limited number of people to promote public discussion among Democratic Party leaders and selected newspaper columnists. That required a separate decision: What to call it? Kennedy did not want to be linked directly to the self-serving paper. Thus the “Bailey Report” was born.

“I got the credit but Sorensen did the work,” the Connecticut boss chuckled later.

Critics later dismissed Sorensen’s document as propaganda by a cheerleader. In fact it was accurate, thorough, and prescient.

In Bailey’s words, the document “caused many people to think.” Sorensen himself said, “The widespread attention accorded its contents at least reopened the previously closed assumption that a Catholic on the ticket spelled defeat.”

It is impossible to overstate just how “closed” that assumption had been ever since New York’s governor Al Smith was trounced by Republican Herbert Hoover in the 1928 presidential election. Objective analysis of those results has long since confirmed that Smith’s religion, while a factor, was far from the major reason he lost badly in the last national contest before the American economy crashed. But the assumption that Catholicism cost the Democrat became unchallenged “fact” almost immediately and lasted nearly thirty years without being refuted.

The “Bailey Report” contained no theology-based discussion of bigotry. Instead it was a dry study of election returns linked to the argument that a national candidate’s Catholicism could be a benefit as well as a hindrance. It advanced the idea that a Catholic on the ticket in 1956 could help turn around serious problems for the Democratic Party that were visible in Eisenhower’s first victory over Stevenson. This point of view would become central to Kennedy’s political strategy. From his flirtation for a place on the 1956 ticket to his election in 1960, he would defend himself vigorously against the notion that Catholic politicians were susceptible to clerical influence. He would also use his own experience dealing with prejudice to mobilize his fellow Catholics. He came to view his religion as a two-edged sword, at least as capable of helping as of hurting.

Sorensen began his report by asking whether there existed, in fact, a bloc of voters who voted as Catholics rather than as Republicans or Democrats. Citing a considerable body of research from prominent sociologists and pioneering pollsters such as Paul Lazarsfeld, Louis Bean, Samuel Lubell, George Gallup, and Angus Campbell, Sorensen was able to answer yes. “All indicate that there is, or can be such a thing as a ‘Catholic’ vote, whereby a high proportion of Catholics of all ages, residences, occupations and economic status vote for a well-known Catholic candidate or a ticket with special Catholic appeal,” Sorensen wrote.

He quoted Lubell: “Catholic voting strength is currently at its peak, in view of the maturing of the offspring of the Italians, Czechs and other former immigrant elements.” Sorensen also cited the work of Gallup and Campbell in noting that Catholics consistently turned out to vote in greater proportions than non-Catholics. Examining the raw numbers in the polls, he suggested that because of the large concentration of Catholics in fourteen pivotal states with 261 votes in the Electoral College (five fewer than needed in those days to win the presidency), Catholics were even more important than their overall share of the electorate indicated, then about 25 percent.

Moreover Sorensen argued that anti-Catholic sentiment was concentrated in the South, where Reconstruction lore still made the Republican Party largely anathema and Democrats dominated. National polls were finding that 25 percent of voters were “concerned” about a Catholic candidate; that adverse number was closer to 33 percent in the South. But Sorensen’s arithmetic showed that if even a third of those Dixie Democrats stayed home or voted Republican, the “Solid South” that monolithically supported Democratic candidates would still rule and “few if any Southern electoral votes would be lost.”

Sorensen understated the opposition among prominent Democrats to nominating a Catholic for national office, a group including House Speaker Sam Rayburn and former president Harry Truman as well as some Catholic Democrats, among them David Lawrence, the mayor of Pittsburgh, who was destined to become a powerful governor, and a former national party chairman, Frank McKinney.

Opponents invariably cited one date, 1928, the year Hoover defeated Smith, as if that ended the argument. Sorensen confronted it by writing, “The ‘Al Smith myth’ is one of the falsest myths in politics.” He embraced the work of a Columbia sociologist, William F. Ogburn, on an issue that had almost been forgotten: Prohibition. Smith had opposed Prohibition, and after studying the returns in 173 counties in northern states Ogburn concluded, “Prohibition sentiment was three times more decisive an influence in the election than the religious issue.”

Sorensen also claimed that 1928 was a Republican year anyway, the fruit of eight years of GOP dominance in a period of general prosperity, while Smith was painted as “a Tammany product from the streets of New York, a portly, cigar-smoking stereotype of the immigrant-based political boss.” The country had changed since then, Sorensen argued, especially in its view of Catholics as increasingly mainstream. As evidence, one 1956 Gallup poll was headlined “Qualified Catholic Could Be President.”

Finally, Sorensen used voting statistics and his gaggle of experts to argue that the famed New Deal coalition of voters began developing in 1928, four years before Franklin D. Roosevelt’s election. He employed statistics from urban counties in New Jersey and Ohio with big Catholic constituencies demonstrating that the Democratic vote skyrocketed in 1928, when Smith was a candidate. He invoked a claim made by Lubell, one of the first American pollsters, that the Republican hold on the cities was broken not by Roosevelt but by Smith. And Sorensen quoted a young pollster with the Roper Organization, Louis Harris, who claimed, “Al Smith marked the beginning of the Democratic era which ended in 1952.”

With memories of Eisenhower’s 1952 election still fresh, Sorensen considered the impact of the Catholic vote. He found that Eisenhower had enjoyed strong support from Catholics who seemed to be moving away from the Democratic base. The shift threatened the party’s national interests. Truman’s winning margins in four heavily Catholic cities (Chicago, Los Angeles, Cleveland, and Providence) had led to victories in Illinois, California, Ohio, and Rhode Island in 1948. Without the Electoral College votes of those four states, Truman would have lost. Four years later all four states went to Eisenhower.

The ultimate prize in the coming election, in Sorensen’s view, was winning those fourteen states where swing-vote Catholics could hold the balance of power and deliver 261 electoral votes to the Democrats, almost enough to triumph

———

Kennedy had already identified two distinct problems: his age—he was only thirty-nine—and his comparative inexperience in national and international affairs, not to mention politics. He had left few footprints in his first Washington decade. No legislation bore his name, nor was he identified with any significant issue or cause. He had no close allies in Congress, and in the Democratic Party he had a reputation for being an occasional maverick not always amenable to party discipline, much less loyalty.

As spring arrived in 1956, the principal competitors for the second spot on a national ticket headed by Stevenson continued to be Estes Kefauver and Hubert Humphrey. In fact Kefauver was still a presidential candidate; he and Stevenson faced decisive primary contests in Florida and California after the Tennessee senator’s early victories in New Hampshire and Minnesota. Meanwhile Stevenson made a weak showing in Massachusetts, where a write-in campaign for House Majority Leader John McCormack, who was assumed to be for Averell Harriman, succeeded.

But Stevenson held the upper hand, and Kennedy knew that both of his potential rivals to join Stevenson on the ticket had regional flaws. If Stevenson chose Kefauver, he would have to confront the powers in the southern Democratic Party, who despised Kefauver for his refusal to play the role of a diehard segregationist. With Humphrey, who had combined traditional liberalism with passionate attacks on racial segregation for nearly a decade, there was an equally stark problem in the South. He too would be looked upon with disfavor by the vital southern bloc.

Kennedy contemplated an opening for himself. Perhaps he might be selected to deliver the keynote speech at the national convention, a job often given to promising fresh faces in the party. But another Massachusetts man, Governor Paul Dever, had been given the honor in 1952, and it turned out badly. Dever, an occasional competitor of Kennedy’s back home, gave a lackluster address and wound up losing his bid for reelection. In 1956 the keynote speech was ultimately given to another young and up-and-coming figure, Governor Frank Clement of Tennessee. The “boy orator” was also considered a vice presidential possibility, but the two other Tennesseans, Kefauver and Gore, were thought to outrank Clement on Stevenson’s short list.

Even though he was passed over, Kennedy continued to hold out hope of a breakthrough.

That was not his father’s attitude. With Eisenhower no longer vulnerable, a place on a losing Democratic ticket would tarnish his son’s image—and Catholicism would be blamed for defeat.

In a rare written response to his father, Kennedy downplayed the likelihood of his nomination. He said the attention he was getting would someday be worth his backstage effort, pointing out, “While I think the prospects are rather limited, it does seem of some use to have all this churning up.”

———

Apart from his father’s disapproval, Kennedy faced opposition to his selection from two factions in the party that were important to Stevenson: agriculture interests centered in the Midwest and liberals in love with both FDR’s legacy and Stevenson’s record as an ideological purist.

Almost from the moment he arrived in the Senate, Kennedy had acquired a reputation for being an Eisenhower ally on agriculture. He had cheered the president’s proposal to make vital government programs supporting crop prices “flexible”: higher in bad times, but lower when prices were producing relative prosperity. But ever since the New Deal, Democrats were advocates of fixed support levels. Their allies on small and medium-size farms were in favor of keeping the price support programs stable, based on a fixed percentage of past levels, a concept known as “parity.” Most midwestern Democrats opposed the flexible support idea—not to mention its hard-line and controversial advocate, Agriculture Secretary Ezra Taft Benson.

In the face of mixed conditions in rural America, Kennedy eventually saw the error in his past advocacy and changed his mind, but Democrats from the Farm Belt were not inclined to forget. They generally embraced Kennedy’s competitor for Stevenson’s attention, Hubert Humphrey. As the vice presidential maneuvering increased in 1956, one of Humphrey’s most vocal surrogates, another attractive young governor, Orville Freeman of Minnesota, pronounced Kennedy “unacceptable” in the region.

The misgivings of many liberals were no less formidable. Their doubts primarily concerned Kennedy’s record regarding one of their most emotional issues: the activities of Senator Joseph McCarthy of Wisconsin and the practice of communist witch-hunting that became known as McCarthyism in the 1950s.

McCarthy had been elected to the Senate in 1946 as another veteran who had Joseph Kennedy’s financial support. No matter that McCarthy was Republican, he was an Irish Catholic and friendly with the family. He had visited the compound on Cape Cod and expressed interest in dating Jack’s sister, Eunice. The elder Kennedy continued to support him even after McCarthy emerged as a demagogue who indiscriminately branded blameless Americans as dangerous communists. Joe Kennedy was not his only patron. In the Catholic hierarchy and the more conservative elements of the laity, anticommunism was almost gospel. McCarthy was able to elicit strong support in heavily Catholic Massachusetts, where the most conservative newspaper back then, the Boston Post, was often rabidly in his corner.

Further complicating the McCarthy-Kennedy relationship, the senator’s younger brother Robert had worked for McCarthy. Just out of law school and after a brief stint in the Justice Department, Robert took a job on his committee as the Democrats’ staff director. He was loyal to his party, even joining a walkout they staged over their representation on the committee and its staff. But according to McCarthy’s top aide throughout this period, the infamous lawyer Roy Cohn, Robert had no role in the seemingly endless investigations of alleged communist influence in and outside the government. Instead he asked for and got the assignment to look into the practices of Greek shipowners who regularly transported American products to Iron Curtain countries. The trade would have been illegal if direct. Cohn emphasized that Kennedy “had one principal investigation. And he ran that all his way. I had nothing to do with it and he had nothing to do with anything I did. . . . I saw him almost never.”

His older brother was not involved in any of McCarthy’s activities and never made any statement as a senator supporting him—or condemning him. He did oppose McCarthy on a handful of political matters involving appointments. As a congressman Kennedy had joined McCarthy in pursuing a labor leader from Wisconsin who organized a strike at a factory during World War II and subsequently went to jail for perjury regarding his communist ties. But as a senator Kennedy had stayed silent.

When McCarthy’s excesses finally went way too far—involving alleged communist influence in the army—a move to censure him unfolded in the Senate in early 1954. A vote was scheduled, and Sorensen prepared a long statement for Kennedy, justifying a planned Yes vote. But after the Senate decided that it should further investigate the charges, Kennedy canceled its release at the last minute. By the time the probe was completed Kennedy was in a New York hospital after the first of his two surgeries.

When the roll-call vote that destroyed McCarthy came in December 1954, Kennedy was still in the hospital, in serious condition. The reason for his absence has been largely accepted. However, there was another option open that day, involving a Senate procedure known as a “pair,” in which two absent senators announce positions on opposite sides of a question. Sorensen was on the Senate floor that day, authorized to pair Kennedy with another senator. Sorensen always insisted it was his own decision not to make the move because he was not then in communication with his ailing boss. He preferred to let Kennedy be recorded as absent on the grounds that it would be wrong for him to take a position on a grave matter he had not studied.

As a result Kennedy’s record during the McCarthy period became the subject of much criticism. In a sarcastic reference to his Pulitzer Prize–winning book, Profiles in Courage, about eight senators who braved political retribution on principle, Eleanor Roosevelt wisecracked that she wished Kennedy had shown “less profile and more courage.”

(The last word, ironically, may have been prepared by Kennedy himself, when there was a stirring of the old embers in 1959, with his presidential campaign already well under way. In elite circles it was triggered by the first major book about the period, by the New Yorker’s Richard Rovere. Kennedy arranged to review Senator Joe McCarthy for the Washington Post. He consulted with several supporters on his draft, including Harvard professor and former Stevenson confidante Arthur Schlesinger Jr. and Edwin O’Connor, author of a best-selling novel about Boston politics, The Last Hurrah. At his request they submitted a small number of paragraphs for inclusion in Kennedy’s broader, if belated condemnation of McCarthyism, including the following: “In the early 1950s many Americans in Congress and out failed to respond to a sustained series of damaging and irresponsible assaults made in the Senate of the United States against innocent American citizens and against every principle of liberty itself. . . . They were wrong to keep silent. And I was wrong in keeping silent.” Kennedy thanked them for their help but never delivered the statement, saying he would keep it “in reserve.”)

———

Farmers, liberals, and his father aside, Kennedy’s sub rosa campaign for Stevenson’s attention never stalled. It included contacts between Kennedy allies and Stevenson intimates. John Bailey and Sorensen, in particular, tried to stay in touch. At one point in the spring Bailey saw Stevenson himself in Chicago. According to a note Abe Ribicoff wrote to Kennedy, Bailey reported, “Adlai is giving considerable thought to you for the second spot.”

Throughout that fateful spring there was one additional Kennedy project, conceived in secret but executed in public with bizarre fanfare. From the time he went to Washington a decade earlier, Kennedy had been slow in accumulating power in his home state. He won his House seat as an outsider; he was elected to the Senate as an outsider. It had been an article of faith in Kennedy’s world that Massachusetts’s grubby politics were to be shunned.

But by 1956 his lack of clout in the state was a source of concern among an Irish American coterie of his close aides who were steeped in Massachusetts politics. They recognized that Majority Leader McCormack, another Bostonian, had a hold over the state Democratic Party and that his power posed a threat to Kennedy’s interests. If he wanted to begin maneuvering for national office, they argued, it was time to challenge McCormack and erase the impression that Kennedy was powerless on his own turf.



CHAPTER THREE





Ousting Onions

Even as Kennedy wrestled with strategy to build national strength and recognition before the 1956 Democratic convention, several of his wily associates pushed on him a less lofty project. They urged him to plunge into the rawest form of politics, to seize control of the Massachusetts state Democratic Party apparatus by overthrowing its chairman in a daring coup d’état.

The move would not only put Kennedy into open conflict with the venerable John W. McCormack, who controlled the party establishment in the state; it would also force Kennedy to engage in the sort of Pier Six brawl with cantankerous county chairmen and committeemen that he had been avoiding since he first became a congressional candidate ten years earlier. His target would ostensibly be the chairman of the party’s eighty-member executive committee, William H. Burke, an obscure tavern owner and farmer from western Massachusetts known as “Onions” for one of the crops he raised. But the public fight would be with Burke’s patron. And in the words of John E. Powers, a veteran of the Boston political scene, Burke “was controlled wholly by John McCormack. As chairman of the state committee, he operated that just as a subsidiary to John McCormack’s office.”

McCormack was a native of South Boston, a working-class, Irish Catholic neighborhood justly famous for its insularity and suspicion of outsiders that produced an inordinate number of successful politicians throughout the twentieth century. A generation older than Kennedy, McCormack enjoyed status and seniority on Capitol Hill. He had been a member of the state legislature before Kennedy was in kindergarten and won election to Congress in 1928. He had been the number two Democrat since 1940. As the chief lieutenant for Sam Rayburn of Texas, the speaker of the House, McCormack served as the New England half of the very first “Austin-Boston axis,” a reference to the marriages of convenience that were made in Washington between crafty leaders from Texas and Massachusetts.

Though they were fellow Democrats from Massachusetts, Kennedy and McCormack had never been close. In private conversations with friends the young senator spoke guardedly about the older man but made it clear that he did not consider McCormack a role model. At the same time Kennedy knew that seniority delivered authority and license in Congress, and it had been necessary to show deference to the House leader. By undertaking the challenge, Kennedy knew he risked antagonizing not only McCormack but also Rayburn, one of the most durable and influential figures in the capital.

Kennedy would be creating trouble back home as well. He would be battling McCormack loyalists in the party, a cast of characters that seemed to have spilled from the pages of The Last Hurrah, published that very year. The book was a colorful fictionalized account of the all-too-real career of James Michael Curley, a quintessential Boston politician whose corruption was as famous as the power he accumulated over the years as mayor, governor, and member of Congress—and as inmate at the Federal Correctional Institution in Danbury, Connecticut. Curley had won a full pardon from President Truman in 1950. A few years earlier McCormack had circulated a petition to win Curley’s release from prison, and Kennedy had refused to sign it—the only member of the state’s delegation to Congress to do so. Kennedy was settling an ancient score. His mother, Rose, had passed on a bit of family history: it was Curley who undermined her father, John Fitzgerald, and helped drive him from office as mayor of Boston in 1913. So the grandson of Honey Fitz turned his back on Curley decades later, and Curley would not forget the slight. Now Curley was out of prison and had two years left to live. He too would be sure to fight Kennedy.

McCormack’s South Boston and other ethnic communities in the city were regular battlegrounds, their disputes often over petty issues of patronage; they seemed foreign to Kennedy. Though a descendant of Irish Catholic politicians himself, Kennedy was a son of Harvard and privilege. He did not grow up in “the neighborhoods”; he never lived in “the projects.”

Kenny O’Donnell and Dave Powers, two early political allies of Kennedy’s, began encouraging him to take over the state party organization after he won his Senate seat in 1952. They argued that the committee was full of hacks, and being veteran Massachusetts Democrats by then, they were familiar with hacks.

O’Donnell had become a loyal member of the Kennedy team in 1946, when Robert Kennedy, his football teammate at Harvard, enlisted him in his brother’s first congressional campaign. Ten years later O’Donnell, by this time a corporate public relations man, had become one of Kennedy’s most valuable—and unpaid—political advisors in the state. Powers was more than a decade older, and though he lacked an Ivy League degree he was no less vigilant about Kennedy’s interests. The son of Irish immigrants in the gritty Boston neighborhood of Charlestown, he evolved into one of Kennedy’s closest friends.

Both O’Donnell and Powers studied local politics and fully understood that the tavern owner Burke was indebted to McCormack for his position as collector of the Port of Boston, and they knew that during Democratic administrations the state committee was filled with others who held patronage jobs that could be traced to McCormack. The senator’s advisors insisted that the committee was weak and ripe for picking by energetic activists tied to Kennedy. Originally he was not inclined to take that step. But by the spring of 1956 he saw that if he could take charge of the state party he would be in a position to control the state’s delegation to the national convention that summer. When his aides renewed their appeal, Kennedy showed interest.

It would require him again to ignore the advice of his father. According to O’Donnell, the elder Kennedy told his son, “Leave it alone and don’t get in the gutter with those bums up there in Boston.” The fight promised to be the Irish equivalent of a Tong war, and Joe Kennedy complained that O’Donnell and Larry O’Brien, another leader of his son’s Irish Mafia, were advocating action “to feather their own nest” in the seedy politics of Massachusetts, an especially ridiculous example of the elder Kennedy’s hyperbole habit.

O’Brien, for example, was an attorney with deep roots in the state Democratic Party. His father had been a player in Springfield politics; the son had labored for other Democratic officials before serving as director of Kennedy’s 1952 Senate campaign.

There were several subplots in the developing drama.

Kennedy supported Adlai Stevenson in the contest for the Democratic presidential nomination and wanted to arrange for as many Stevenson votes as possible on the Massachusetts delegation. McCormack, on the other hand, was working with Rayburn and former president Truman—who favored New York’s governor and former prominent New Deal diplomat Averell Harriman—to deny Stevenson the nomination.

Kennedy was joined by an unlikely ally, former Massachusetts governor Paul Dever. Relations were cool between the two men. Kennedy was on the rise, while Dever had been out of office for four years, powerless and recovering from a heart attack. Onions Burke served as a mutual enemy. Dever was still annoyed that after his loss of the governor’s office in 1952 his own man had been replaced as committee chairman. Dever hoped that Burke’s overthrow might restore some of his influence while also serving as a measure of revenge. Besides, Dever, like Kennedy, supported Stevenson.

Without revealing that he planned to strip Burke of his chairmanship, Kennedy approached him and McCormack prior to the April primary, ostensibly in the interests of Stevenson’s presidential campaign. He told them he was prepared to run as a favorite son himself against McCormack unless they agreed to give him and Dever a hand in selecting convention delegates. If they made that concession, Kennedy said, McCormack could run unopposed as a favorite son—and Burke would be able to continue as chairman.

The deal was struck, and McCormack shared the selection of the delegate slate with Kennedy and Dever. But Kennedy betrayed the second part of the bargain when he set out to find enough fresh candidates to run for seats on the state Democratic committee in the primary in order to stack the organization with his own followers, who would then vote out Burke. Kennedy instructed his staff, “We can’t let Burke or McCormack know that we’re trying to get our people on the state committee. Keep working on it, but don’t let Burke know about it, and don’t mention my name to anybody.”

The brewing struggle also broke up a tenuous relationship between John Fox, the temperamental publisher of the Boston Post, and the equally headstrong Kennedy family.

In 1952 the elder Kennedy loaned Fox $500,000 that the publisher desperately needed to keep his newspaper afloat. The Post had been reliably Republican; now it endorsed young John F. Kennedy, who was opposing incumbent Republican senator Henry Cabot Lodge that year. Though there were suspicions that the father had bought his son the Post’s support, the link between the loan and the endorsement did not become known for several years.

But Fox broke with the Kennedys in 1956, when his newspaper began championing McCormack’s favorite-son campaign in editorials that appeared almost daily. Fox’s broadsides were aimed at Stevenson, who was depicted as soft on communism; the editorials implied that Senator Kennedy’s colors too had turned pinkish. Fox, a Harvard man, had sought Kennedy’s support for an alumni committee that would discourage financial gifts to the school until it purged the faculty of leftists. Kennedy refused to participate and fell from Fox’s favor less than two years after the Post’s endorsement.

The skirmish over control of the state committee widened as liberals, who abhorred McCarthyism and Fox, rallied to Kennedy’s side. Stalwarts of Americans for Democratic Action (ADA) such as Samuel Beer, a renowned Harvard professor who later became the national chairman of the liberal organization, joined in the putsch against Onions Burke. According to Joseph Rauh, a leading ADA figure who was constantly pushing the national Democratic Party to the left, Kennedy was suddenly perceived as “a young liberal against the machine.”

The morning after the primary Kennedy asked his aides for a head count. Of the eighty committee members who had been chosen, they figured that no more than thirty were loyal to Burke. Twenty were considered friendly to Kennedy. That meant the fight would be decided by the thirty committee members who had not pledged loyalty to either side. Kennedy asked for a list of their names and all the information that could be gathered about each one. He said he intended to visit personally with each of them.

The following day Kennedy drove to the western part of the state to begin canvassing the committee members; he astonished his aides by calling Burke and making an appointment to have breakfast with him in Northampton. The meeting did not go well. Kennedy told Burke he would be voted out of office and suggested that he resign gracefully to save face. Instead of surrendering, Burke warned Kennedy that he would suffer a humiliating defeat if he tried to unseat him. As soon as the breakfast was over, the normally diplomatic senator surprised a local reporter by vowing to remove Burke as chairman. A feud that had been mostly confined to Democratic politicians burst into a public donnybrook, dominating the front pages of newspapers across Massachusetts.

Burke provoked one story with the accusation that Kennedy had offered him Curley’s seat on the Democratic National Committee if Burke would step down from the state committee. Curley, an enemy of the Kennedys and a master at assuming the posture of a man unfairly wounded by political calumny, corroborated the story, claiming that Kennedy had tried to bribe him into retiring. “He hasn’t got enough money to buy me. I never took any money from him, or from his family, and I never will,” declared the legendary Bostonian, who had twice served time for fraud, in state prison in 1904 and in a federal penitentiary in the late 1940s.

The situation degenerated into just the kind of spectacle Joe Kennedy had predicted.

———

Kennedy had been so preoccupied with dethroning Onions that he failed to tap an alternate candidate. When his aides reminded him to do so, he thought of two Irishmen with whom he felt comfortable: O’Donnell, his brother Robert’s roommate at Harvard, and an impressive young man named Dick Donahue, who had a Dartmouth degree and was beginning to attract notice in the party.

O’Donnell argued that the new committee members would reject either one of Kennedy’s well-educated friends. “They want an old familiar face,” he insisted. He suggested John M. “Pat” Lynch, an old-shoe Irish Democrat who for years had been mayor of Somerville, a Boston suburb. O’Donnell padded Lynch’s résumé by pointing out that he had played football at Holy Cross. But when he brought Lynch to meet the senator, Kennedy seemed appalled by Lynch’s appearance. He was small, bald, and fit the image of a Boston pol. O’Donnell reasoned that Kennedy “was probably expecting somebody tall and distinguished looking—like Henry Fonda. Instead, I had brought him a leprechaun.”

Mired in the ferocious culture of Boston politics, where practitioners joked about “Irish Alzheimer’s,” a mythical malady causing one to forget everything but a grudge, Kennedy agreed to settle on Lynch as his candidate.

The dispute headed for a showdown, but the two sides could not even agree upon a venue. Burke’s forces planned a committee meeting for Saturday, May 19, at a hotel in Springfield, close to Burke’s Connecticut Valley home. Lynch’s backers called for the meeting to be held at the Hotel Bradford in Boston. When Burke yielded, he said he did so to avoid “further disruption of the Democratic Party.”

The day before the gathering, the Boston Globe’s front-page headline was “McCormack Rebukes Kennedy, Dever.” The paper reported the majority leader saying “he [would] consider it a personal repudiation” if Burke was not reelected chairman. McCormack then implied that Kennedy’s failure to support a former Massachusetts congressman, Foster Furcolo, in his Senate race in 1954 had cost the Democratic candidate the election. He also complained that Kennedy seemed to have forgotten how McCormack came to his aid in his 1952 Senate race. (Republican senator Jacob Javits of New York campaigned for Henry Cabot Lodge in a predominantly Jewish neighborhood in Boston, reminding the audience that Kennedy, the Democratic candidate, was the son of a man many believed to be anti-Semitic. McCormack, who represented two of the Jewish wards and was so popular there that he was called “Rabbi,” came to Kennedy’s defense, ripping Javits in a speech on Blue Hill Avenue in the Roxbury section of Boston.)

———

The Hotel Bradford, a traditional meeting place off Boston Common, was conducive to Kennedy’s interests, but the date was not. His sister Jean was being married that Saturday, and he was expected to be an usher with his brothers Robert and Ted at the ceremony at St. Patrick’s Cathedral in Midtown Manhattan. One of the most prominent Catholic clergymen in the land, Francis Cardinal Spellman, was to officiate.

Kennedy flew to New York for the wedding, then quickly caught a shuttle back to Boston. Because McCormack had chosen to stay in Washington, Kennedy’s advisors insisted that his presence was vital at the Hotel Bradford that afternoon as the committee members began arriving for the meeting. Kennedy disliked the ritual of glad-handing the small-time politicians, but he made the concession, standing in the lobby, smiling and greeting each committee member with a hearty handshake, a personal word, and an assurance that he stood behind Lynch.

The Kennedy team believed they had 47 votes lined up, enough to defeat Burke. But they were fighting rumors that Joe Kennedy was paying $500 for each one, and some of the Kennedy delegates who had not gotten $500 were left wondering if they had missed out on a deal. Meanwhile McCormack’s men were said to be dangling promises of lush patronage jobs before wavering committee members. One member was prepared to switch from Lynch to Burke after he was offered a job as bartender at Otis Air Force Base on Cape Cod. He tearfully switched back to Lynch after Kennedy confronted him.

While Kennedy worked the crowd, he drew glares and boos from Burke’s followers. He astonished everyone by approaching the majority leader’s brother, Edward “Knocko” McCormack, at three hundred pounds a menacing, intimidating figure. Each year at the rowdy St. Patrick’s Day Parade in South Boston, Knocko rode an enormous white horse down Broadway to drunken cheers. Like a pair of prizefighters at the start of a bout, Kennedy and Knocko shook hands. It would be the last gracious gesture of the afternoon.

Kennedy prudently retired to a private room, leaving his political fate in the hands of his aides, who had always been more enthusiastic about the enterprise than he. For their first maneuver, they hired two plainclothes policemen to keep everyone but committee members from the ballroom where the meeting would take place. Although Burke served as chairman of the state committee, he was not a formal member, so the policemen were prepared to stop him from entering. However, Burke was as big and brawny as the guards, and he was accompanied by three of his followers on the committee. Bellowing that Democrats, not the police, would determine who could attend the meeting, Burke and his crew pushed past the officers. Once the doorway was breached, dozens of reporters, photographers, and curious spectators poured into the room. There were cries to expel the press. Amid the commotion, a scuffle broke out between another pair of Irishmen, a pro-Burke committeeman named Cleary and a former Boston election commissioner allied with Kennedy named Connors. When Connors put his nose within an inch of Cleary’s face and demanded to know “What right has Burke or the press in here?,” Cleary responded by shoving him out the door and a dozen feet down the hallway.

Inside the ballroom the two candidates for chairman exchanged insults. Burke, a hundred pounds heavier than his adversary, told Lynch, “Paddy, I ought to knock you right on your ass.” Rising to his full height of five feet, six inches, Lynch the leprechaun replied, “Here’s my card, Bill. You know where you can find me.”

Meanwhile Knocko McCormack looked as ominous as an aggravated bull. Larry O’Brien, one of Kennedy’s top aides, thought it would help to reinforce the two plainclothesmen by calling Boston Police Commissioner Thomas F. Sullivan to the scene. But Sullivan turned out to be a disciple of John McCormack’s, and he threatened to arrest O’Brien.

The room teetered toward riot, with shouts and taunts and threats, until Ida Lyons, the committee secretary, called the meeting to order. Kennedy’s forces objected to her as an officer on the grounds that she was a member of the committee that was being replaced. There were also arguments over the credentials of new members and whether the chairman’s election should be held by secret ballot. But finally, a semblance of order was restored. Assured that the proceedings would remain public, Burke retreated to his private room to await the vote.

In the end it wasn’t close. Pat Lynch took 47 votes to 31 for Burke. Reporters found Burke huddled in his room with several of his supporters who had brought him news of his defeat. He was defiant, declaring that he would run against Kennedy in 1958 for the Senate seat. “The junior senator may be able to buy a majority of the members of the state committee at the last hour,” he snarled, “but I will face him on his record two years from now. . . . The multi-millionaire senator will be asked by me to place his record before the Democratic voters.”

Kennedy ignored Burke’s blast. In a statement he called the outcome “the beginning of a new era for Massachusetts Democrats” and insisted that the action was not directed at John McCormack. Then he rushed back to New York, where his sister’s wedding reception at the stately Plaza Hotel was still lively.

The next day the Boston Globe described the event at the Hotel Bradford: “The will of United States Senator John F. Kennedy prevailed last night as his choice for chairman of the Democratic State Committee won election at a stormy meeting marked by scuffles, name-calling and booing.”

———

A month later Kennedy met with McCormack in Washington to settle the aftermath of their confrontation over the state committee. The senator was able to bargain from strength. McCormack conceded that it would be “satisfactory” for Kennedy to be elected chairman of the Massachusetts delegation to the Democratic National Convention. Kennedy acceded to McCormack’s request that the delegation support him unanimously as a favorite son on the first ballot, and McCormack agreed to release the delegates after one ballot. When McCormack asked for “some position” for Burke, Kennedy told him, “It would be difficult for me to accept Burke because of what he had said.”

The victory put Kennedy in a commanding position as the Massachusetts delegation prepared to go to Chicago for the convention. Although he privately held out the hope that he would be chosen as Stevenson’s running mate, he continued to deny that this had been the motivation for his move on McCormack and Onions Burke. “I was not fighting for the Massachusetts delegation in order to have ‘chips’ for the vice presidential race,” he wrote in a memo to Ted Sorensen. “I was fighting for it because I had publicly endorsed Stevenson and I wanted to make good on my commitment.”

One of the first phone calls Kennedy made after the riotous affair had ended and before he dashed back to New York was to James Finnegan, Stevenson’s campaign manager. Still involved in their own tussle with Kefauver, the Stevenson people were pleased.

———

In retrospect Kennedy’s closest advisors were split in their judgment about the wisdom of his fighting for the state party chairmanship. Sorensen believed that Kennedy had “plunged into the fray” against his own instincts. O’Brien felt it had been a mistake, that the battle had not been necessary. But to Kenny O’Donnell and Dave Powers, who had egged on Kennedy to seize control of the state committee, it was a “turning point in his career.” Sixteen years later they would write of the Kennedy years, “Those of us who were closely associated with Kennedy regard his fight with Burke and McCormack as his coming of age as a party politician. . . . Kennedy arrived in Chicago as a new figure of stature in the party because he had beaten the Old Guard’s John McCormack, a crony of Harry Truman and Sam Rayburn in a power struggle in McCormack’s own state.” Kennedy’s “rise to prominence at the 1956 convention,” they wrote, “was entirely due to his hard fight against an onion farmer back in Massachusetts a few months earlier.”



CHAPTER FOUR





Winning by Losing

By the middle of 1956 Kennedy had many reasons to be encouraged. He had proved to be the master of politics back home. His cultivation of the press resulted in favorable national coverage; his face was being splashed on the covers of popular magazines. In the “Bailey Report” his Catholicism was portrayed as a plus rather than a minus. And the appearance of his own book, Profiles in Courage, added gravitas to his résumé. The thin, 164-page volume paid tribute to a bipartisan handful of men who served in the Senate, from John Quincy Adams shortly after the birth of the nation to Robert A. Taft, a modern conservative from Ohio. Following its publication in the spring of 1956, Profiles in Courage quickly made its way to the best-seller list.

With the approach of the Democratic National Convention, to be held in August in Chicago, things seemed to be breaking his way. Now that Stevenson had the presidential nomination in his grasp again, Kennedy felt that he should be included in any group of candidates being considered as Stevenson’s running mate. Before leaving for the convention he confided to his secretary, Evelyn Lincoln, “I think I have the best chance with Stevenson.”

Kennedy had been an early supporter and had ensured that a majority of the Massachusetts delegation would wind up in Stevenson’s column. His family had already laid the foundation for a strong relationship with the former Illinois governor. His father owned Chicago’s enormous Merchandise Mart commercial building, and his sister Eunice and her husband, Sargent Shriver, who ran the business for Joe Kennedy, were personal friends of Stevenson. In conversations with members of the Kennedy family, Stevenson talked of his fondness for Jack. Kennedy had his own allies among Stevenson’s close advisors, especially Arthur Schlesinger Jr., a leading liberal, and Newton Minow, a partner in Stevenson’s law firm.

Even before he took out Onions Burke at the gathering of state Democrats, Kennedy had been making moves to strengthen his influence at the convention. He called Congressman Thomas P. “Tip” O’Neill Jr., a friend who held his old U.S. House seat, to ask if his brother Robert could be appointed as a delegate from the state. No matter that Robert lived in Virginia; he was registered to vote at 108 Bowdoin in Boston, an address, O’Neill once said, that “all the family at one time or other” used as everything but an actual residence. Since most of the elected officials in Massachusetts named themselves delegates, O’Neill doubted there would be room for Kennedy’s younger brother. “We kind of looked at Bobby as a kid in those days,” he said. But Kennedy was insistent. “Tip, listen,” he begged. “The reason I want Bob in there, in my opinion he’s the smartest politician I’ve ever met in my life, and if lightning strikes, I’d like to have him on the floor with the credentials so he can be a real worker for me.” O’Neill agreed to give up his own convention seat and allow Robert to serve as his substitute, loyally putting aside a personal dislike for the brash younger Kennedy that he never got over.

Meanwhile Sarge Shriver stayed close to the Stevenson operation and regularly passed on intelligence from Chicago. In July he telegrammed that the Chicago Sun-Times had just reported that Stevenson liked either Kennedy or Humphrey as a running mate. The newspaper preferred Kennedy. The Kennedy interests kept up the drumbeat. “We were lobbied to death,” one Stevenson aide complained. After hearing from Schlesinger, who was inside the Stevenson circle, that “things looked good,” Kennedy finally told Sorensen that he was prepared to make a serious bid for the spot.

He was anything but passive in his backstage activity. At one point in the spring he called a family friend and supporter, Robert Troutman, a politically active lawyer in Georgia, to request help in promoting him for the vice presidential nomination. Troutman, a Kennedy supporter but not a civil rights proponent, mentioned opposition in the region to the liberal Humphrey and the apostate Kefauver; on Kennedy’s behalf he contacted Democrats in Georgia and South Carolina and reported a friendly reaction.

Kennedy was already certain of a place center stage at the convention. After the first choice for an early speaking role, Maine’s new governor, Edmund Muskie, declined for local political reasons, Paul Butler, the national Democratic chairman, arranged for the ambitious senator to attract some of the spotlight. He asked the filmmaker Dore Schary to include Kennedy in his plans for The Pursuit of Happiness, a documentary extolling the party’s history that would be shown to the delegates—and a nationwide television audience—on the first night of the convention. While visiting the California home of his brother-in-law, the actor Peter Lawford, Kennedy watched footage of the documentary with Schary. He liked what he saw and even offered some of his own language for the script he would read. Schary found Kennedy “so quick and so charming” when he dubbed his voice onto the film that he suggested to Stevenson that Kennedy would make an excellent partner in the general election.

Kennedy learned a week before he left for the convention that he might also be asked to deliver the speech nominating Stevenson. The two high-profile assignments would make him one of the most visible figures at the convention. But Kennedy began to fear that they might be consolation prizes. It seemed unlikely, he thought, that the man who nominated Stevenson would also be picked as his running mate.

———

Kennedy remained publicly coy. Landing in Chicago he told reporters, “I am not a candidate, and I am not campaigning for the office.” But the activity of his followers said otherwise. The Kennedy organization had been preparing for the convention for weeks. They had been privy to inside information that there was a good chance Stevenson would throw the choice of his running mate to the delegates rather than make the decision himself.

The idea of an open convention had first been floated to Stevenson’s high command in February in a memo from John Sharon, a former congressional aide who now worked for Stevenson. Sharon admitted that it was audacious of him to suggest such a departure from tradition, but he felt it could symbolize the democracy of the party, in contrast to a fixed Republican convention, and he argued that it would introduce an element of excitement to the proceedings.

Sharon had gotten to know Kennedy when he worked for a congressman with an office adjacent to Kennedy’s, at the time a freshman in the House. He and Kennedy occasionally had lunch together and actually double-dated a few times. He admired Kennedy, but when he wrote the memo he was promoting a concept, not a man. Sharon met resistance from several of Stevenson’s key advisors, but he continued to advocate an open selection of the vice presidential nominee in staff discussions and in conversations with political leaders friendly to other potential candidates.

Eventually speculation that Stevenson might turn the selection of his running mate over to the convention appeared in press reports. Through his backchannel contact with allies in the Stevenson campaign—corroborated by inside information conveyed by Sarge Shriver—Kennedy knew an open convention was a distinct possibility. He had come to Chicago hoping that Stevenson would pick him. But if the vice presidential nominee was to be chosen by the delegates, he was prepared to fight for it.

Over the summer political commentators had compiled a growing list of candidates. The nationally syndicated political columnist Doris Fleeson wrote that the Democrats enjoyed “an embarrassment of riches in vice presidential timber” and mentioned Senators Kennedy, Humphrey, and Kefauver.

Because Kefauver had served as chairman of a Senate committee whose investigation of organized crime in America had attracted national television coverage of its hearings, he was better known than his colleague Albert Gore. He added to his name recognition with arduous campaigns in 1952 and 1956 for the Democratic presidential nomination. Sometimes donning a coonskin cap for effect, Kefauver barnstormed across the country and proved to be Stevenson’s principal opponent. When he withdrew from his failing campaign before the convention and endorsed Stevenson, Kefauver felt he had earned a favor from the nominee, and as soon as he got to Chicago he announced that he would accept the vice presidential spot if it became available. His supporters opened a “Kefauver for Vice President” headquarters in a ballroom of the Conrad Hilton. Kefauver met with Stevenson and asked him directly if he was in line to become his running mate. Stevenson was noncommittal.

Stevenson disliked Kefauver, who had a reputation for excessive drinking and reckless extramarital affairs. Some of his colleagues in the Senate, where he was not very popular, found him crude and conniving. But Kefauver had built considerable strength at the convention by winning delegates during the primary season.

If not as well known as Kefauver, Gore was considered more respectable. He had a following among some fellow senators and members of the party establishment. If Stevenson intended to balance his ticket with a southerner, then Gore might be a safer choice.

The third Tennessean said to be under consideration was Frank Clement, who had visions that his keynote address on the first night of the convention might propel him to heights once reached by William Jennings Bryan, whose “Cross of Gold” speech at the 1896 convention created a delegate stampede that gave Bryan the presidential nomination. (In his address Clement criticized President Eisenhower, a golfer, for gazing down “the green fairways of indifference.” He cried, repeatedly, “How long, America, oh how long” would the nation suffer a Republican administration? But the speech was so lengthy and florid that he never materialized as a candidate for the vice presidential nomination. One irreverent journalist composed a mock biblical beginning for his account of the speech: “The Democrats last night smote President Eisenhower with the jawbone of an ass.”)

There were others eager to serve with Stevenson. Among them the most prominent was Humphrey, who arrived at the convention believing he would be chosen. The Minnesota senator had made a name for himself at the 1948 convention. As a youthful mayor of Minneapolis his famous speech on behalf of a strong civil rights plank led to a walkout by some Deep South delegations and the formation of a segregationist Dixiecrat ticket in the general election that year. Humphrey became a bête noire among conservative elements of the party as a result of his outspoken views on race and his progressive record in the Senate. Yet for those very reasons he was embraced as a darling by liberals generally allied with Stevenson.

After a private conversation in late July with Stevenson, Humphrey was convinced he would be chosen. In their talk the prospective presidential nominee had been blunt about his reluctance to choose Kefauver. He had mused openly about Gore, Senator Stuart Symington of Missouri, and Mayor Robert Wagner of New York. After leading Humphrey through a discussion of the strengths and weaknesses of these men, Stevenson asked, “Well, Hubert, why don’t you think about it yourself?”

Humphrey had already been thinking about it for weeks. He believed he would be supported by southern leaders in Congress such as the two powerful Texans, Senate Majority Leader Lyndon Johnson and House Speaker Sam Rayburn, as well as Senator Richard Russell of Georgia. Humphrey was so confident he would be Stevenson’s choice that he announced in early August that he would be a formal candidate for the vice presidential nomination, a rare break with tradition.

But Stevenson had been put off by a meeting with party elders in late July, when former president Truman dismissed Humphrey as “too radical.” The leaders warned Stevenson that Kefauver would be unacceptable and that Catholicism probably ruled out Kennedy. Rayburn was particularly contemptuous of Kennedy. “If we have to have a Catholic,” he told Stevenson, “I hope we don’t have to take that little pissant Kennedy.”

———

The convention began on August 13 with both Kefauver and Humphrey satisfied they would be on the Democratic ticket before the week was out, while Kennedy had great hope for himself. During opening night ceremonies Kennedy received a resounding ovation from the delegates for narrating The Pursuit of Happiness. The Massachusetts delegation staged the first favorite-son demonstration of the week with a noisy parade around the floor, and the cheers for Kennedy when he appeared on stage to take a bow were louder than those for Clement after his keynote address.

The next morning, however, Kennedy had his spirits dampened. A mutual friend, Washington lawyer Abba Schwarz, arranged a meeting between Kennedy and Eleanor Roosevelt, the doyenne of the Democratic Party, in the hope that he might win her favor. The widow of Franklin Roosevelt was known to be cool toward Kennedy. She had disliked his father for years, from the time he served as ambassador to London, when his tolerance of the Nazis had been an embarrassment to her husband. And she felt that Jack Kennedy had been cowardly when the Senate grappled with the zealous anticommunist Joe McCarthy earlier in the decade.

The meeting took place at the Blackstone Hotel, scene of the infamous “smoke-filled room” where Republican satraps chose Warren G. Harding as their party’s nominee for president in 1920. When Kennedy arrived, he found Mrs. Roosevelt’s suite filled with two of her sons, a daughter-in-law, and a secretary typing in the corner. The noise of telephones constantly ringing was disconcerting, and the disorder grew when several of the Roosevelt grandchildren arrived to pick up their convention tickets. Rather than arranging a private space to talk with her visitor, Mrs. Roosevelt told her grandchildren, “Just sit on the beds. I’m busy.”

She was brutally brusque with Kennedy, asking one question: “Why did you not stand up against McCarthyism?”

“That was so long ago,” he fumbled, and he gave a rambling account of Senate procedure. But he had been the only senator who did not vote, and though he had a legitimate reason for his absence, he had failed to take a public stand against McCarthy. Mrs. Roosevelt was not satisfied with his explanation and dismissed him.

It was a humiliating experience, and Kennedy was further discomforted later in the day during a private meeting with Stevenson. As he had anticipated, he was asked to deliver the nominating speech. Kennedy asked flatly whether that meant he had been disqualified as a candidate for the vice presidential nomination. “No,” Stevenson answered. “Not necessarily.” But Kennedy had begun to develop strong doubts. He even recommended Humphrey for the position.

Later in the day Kennedy told his friend Schlesinger, “I think I should know whether or not I’ve been eliminated before I make the nominating speech.” Schlesinger assured him that no decision had been made yet.

In this atmosphere of uncertainty Kennedy tackled his latest high-priority assignment. When first approached about the speech, he and Sorensen had been assured by Stevenson’s staff that they would have plenty of time to work on it. Now he was told by a Stevenson aide that the speech was being written by the Stevenson campaign. Less than twenty-four hours before Kennedy would go on national television again, a draft was delivered to Sorensen. He thought it terrible. He found Kennedy on the convention floor and showed him the draft. Kennedy was appalled by the collection of clichés and boring tropes produced by the Stevenson staff.

They went to work on their own version. Kennedy dictated the opening lines and suggested some general ideas, and Sorensen labored through the night. At 7 a.m. he rushed a copy to Kennedy at his hotel. The senator excised some passages and added others. A secretary retyped the new draft, and a copy was sent to the TelePrompTer booth at the convention.

Kennedy would be speaking at 11 a.m., so he and Sorensen boarded a taxi and set off on the long drive to the Chicago Amphitheater, the convention site adjacent to the vast stockyards on the far south side of the city. En route Kennedy looked at his copy of the speech and realized that parts of it were illegible. Oaths reminiscent of his navy days spilled from his mouth. It was a fuck-up of major proportions. As the cab sped down Michigan Avenue, Kennedy saw a familiar face trying to hail a taxi: Tom Winship, a reporter for the Boston Globe. The senator commanded the driver to stop and pick up Winship, then he enlisted the journalist’s help. As soon as they reached the Amphitheater, Winship went to the press room and typed two clear pages. Kennedy got the refreshed copy to the TelePrompTer fifteen minutes before he would go before the cameras.

Kennedy delivered the address flawlessly, and for the second time that week applause washed over him. At this point he had done all he could do to make himself irresistible as a vice presidential nominee. He didn’t know that Stevenson had conducted two private meetings that would turn the convention’s orderly process into a night and day of frenetic activity.

———

In a session with his closest advisors it became clear Stevenson was leaning toward an open convention. Some big-city bosses, such as Jake Arvey of Chicago and David Lawrence of Pittsburgh, had come around on the subject, and the only major holdout was Stevenson’s campaign manager, James Finnegan. The candidate instructed the group to “thrash it out.” Realizing that he alone still opposed the idea, Finnegan gave in.

Fortified by the unanimity among his advisors, Stevenson summoned the party’s top leadership to a room at the Stock Yard Inn, adjacent to the Amphitheater, where he told them of his decision. Rayburn, who presided over the convention, and Butler, the Democratic national chairman, strongly opposed holding an open convention. They felt it reflected Stevenson’s indecisive nature, a terminal weakness among politicians. But for once Stevenson’s mind was set.

Encountering John Sharon, who had first suggested an open convention, Stevenson said, “John, I have either done the smartest thing in my life or I’ve done the dumbest thing.” Lyndon Johnson, who had attended the meeting, afterward pronounced it “the goddamndest, stupidest move a politician could make.”

Near midnight, after formally accepting the nomination, Stevenson shocked the delegates by announcing, “I have decided that the selection of the vice presidential nominee should be made through the free processes of the convention, so that the Democratic Party’s candidate for this office may join me before the nation, not as one man’s selection, but as one chosen by our great party, even as I have been chosen.”

This triggered a frantic rush involving most of the leading figures of the party as well as men who would dominate American politics for the coming decades, and it set the stage for an afternoon of drama the next day. No modern convention since then has matched the suspense, intrigue, deal making, and high-stakes pressure it produced over an eighteen-hour period.

Kefauver felt betrayed. He called New York’s Liberal Party leader, Alex Rose, one of his most prominent supporters, and told him, “I’m packing up and I’m leaving Chicago with a blast. They double-crossed me.” Rose pleaded with him not to do anything intemperate, then hurried to Kefauver’s suite, where others were counseling him to stay and make a run for the second place on the ticket. “At least talk to Adlai before you leave town,” suggested the pollster Elmo Roper.

Kefauver agreed to accompany Roper to a private visit with Stevenson. Mollified by their conversation, he then agreed to have his name put in nomination, and his forces began an all-night effort to track down delegates who had supported his presidential campaign.

However, the Tennessee delegation refused to endorse Kefauver. He was so unpopular among most of his fellow Tennesseans that they had intended to vote for Clement as an alternative. Then, when Clement’s speech failed to generate momentum, the delegation turned to Gore, using the unit rule to ensure that he would get all 32 of the state’s votes. (For the states that used it, a simple majority could command an entire delegation.)

A similar situation prevailed in the Texas delegation, which had been prepared to support Clement in an effort to block Kefauver, who was detested by both Rayburn and Johnson. A short-lived Gore campaign, which attracted scattered southern votes, materialized among other foes of Kefauver.
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