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Introduction

THERE WAS A BUZZ OF excitement when I arrived at my Harvard office at 78 Mt. Auburn Street one June morning in 1972. Richard “Dick” Goodwin had just taken an office on the third floor of our old yellow building to finish a book project. We all knew who he was: He had worked in John Kennedy’s White House in his twenties, served as Lyndon Johnson’s chief speechwriter during the heyday of the Great Society, and been in California with Robert Kennedy when he died. An acquaintance who knew him said he was the most brilliant, interesting man she had ever met but that he was sometimes brash, mercurial, and arrogant—in short, he cut a scintillating and unpredictable figure.

I had just settled in my office at the top of the stairs when in Dick wandered, plopping down on one of the chairs reserved for my tutees. His appearance intrigued me: curly, disheveled black hair, with thick, unruly eyebrows, and a pockmarked face. Several large cigars stuck out of the pocket of his casual shirt. He introduced himself and asked if I was a graduate student. “No, I am an assistant professor,” I countered. “I teach a lecture course on the American presidency. I conduct seminars and tutorials.”

“I know, I know!” he laughed, holding up his hands to stop me. “I’m teasing you. You worked for Lyndon after I left.”

So began a conversation about LBJ, the Sixties, writing, literature, philosophy, science, astronomy, sex, evolution, gossip, the Red Sox, and everything else under the sun—a conversation that would continue for the next forty-six years of our lives. We had missed being together in the White House by three years. I had become a member of Johnson’s White House staff in 1968; Dick had left in the fall of 1965, already concerned that the escalating war in Vietnam was sucking energy from the Great Society.

Away from Washington, Dick told me, his misgivings about the shriveling funds and focus on domestic policy were supplanted by increasingly strong qualms about the war itself. When he made his first public statement against the war, he was assailed by criticism from the administration’s foreign policy establishment. National Security Adviser McGeorge Bundy told him that, as a former member of the White House team, he didn’t leave in the right way. He should have left silently, keeping his dissent to himself. And from Ambassador Averell Harriman had come the curious accusation that he was biting the hand that fed him.

“What did you say to that?” I asked. Dick’s eyes flashed at the memory of his response. “I told him Lyndon didn’t feed me. I fed myself.” I wasn’t sure if his tone displayed ironic humor or harbored a real contempt.

We talked for five hours straight. He had an edgy nonconformist streak, as well as a distinct gravity, a world-weariness, a sharp wit, yet in his eyes and gestures a kindness.

He suggested we continue our conversation over dinner that night at a restaurant on Beacon Hill in Boston. We had just settled at our table and chosen a bottle of wine when he leaned toward me. “Tell me,” he began. “Where did you get your ambition? What were your parents like? How many times have you been in love?” What struck me was the intensity and eagerness of his inquiry. Given his prompts, I was off and running.

I told him I had grown up in the 1950s in Rockville Centre, a suburb of New York, where the neighbors on our block formed an extended family. With almost a dozen kids the same age as me, we ran in and out of each other’s houses all day. Our street was our playground. I told him stories about my parents and my sisters, my love of history and the Brooklyn Dodgers, the joy I had always found in school.

Dick interrupted me several times but only to ask further questions about my mother, who had died when I was fifteen, and my father, who had died only a month before. Finally, I took a deep breath. I realized how artfully he had turned the tables. I was usually the one asking questions when I met people.

After we finished dinner, he told me about growing up in Brookline, Massachusetts, and attending Tufts College and Harvard Law School. His account was far more condensed than mine. He had recently returned to Cambridge from rural Maine, where he had moved not long after Robert Kennedy’s death. His six-year-old son, Richard Jr. (called Richard), was ready for first grade, and he wanted him to be schooled in the Boston area. He spoke very little about his wife, Sandra. A gifted writer, she had studied at Vassar and the Sorbonne but had struggled with mental illness and been hospitalized for long periods of time. They had been separated for some years.

Clearly, there was far more to the story, but he abruptly changed the subject: “What about the Red Sox?”—the baseball team he adored despite a lifelong expectation they would fail, the team that had also become mine after the Brooklyn Dodgers abandoned me and I had made my home in Massachusetts.

When he dropped me off at my house, he cupped my face. “Well, Doris Kearns,” he said, “a friendship has begun.” He hugged me and said good night. With Dick’s office in the same building as mine, we did indeed become good friends, the deepest friendship of my life.



Half a year later, Sandra had left the hospital and taken her life. In the months that followed I spent as much time as possible trying to help Dick and Richard hold their hectic life together. I came over in the mornings to take Richard to school. Dick and I juggled our days and nights, my teaching with his writing, my writing with Richard’s care, school, and friends. We improvised as best we could during this chaotic, unstable time of great stress and sorrow, teamwork and fun. Before long, I came to the realization that I had fallen in love with Dick and I knew that he loved and trusted me.

But the turmoil and upheaval of Dick’s life made it impossible for him to make a long-term commitment, which he knew I wanted. He worried about his son, his work, and his finances. Most importantly, he feared the consequences for the three of us if our relationship didn’t work out. Until he pulled himself together, he said, it would be better for him to get his bearings, and to focus on Richard.

I understood, but nonetheless, I was devastated. My love for Dick had become a full-blown obsession. Before we had met, I had felt fulfilled by teaching, colleagues, family, and friends. I had been hard at work on my first book—the portrait of Lyndon Johnson that would enable my professional and academic advancement. My self-sufficient life had suddenly begun to unravel.

Indeed, I was so filled with confusion, passion, and anxiety that for the first time I sought support from a psychiatrist, Dr. Grete Bibring, who had trained under Sigmund Freud. I wondered if my obsession with Dick was simply because he was unavailable, or because my father had recently died? I had always had confidence in my ability to make things work. I’d been born with an irrepressible and optimistic temperament, which I liked to think I had inherited from my father. But that confidence had begun to waver. Dr. Bibring allowed me to understand that I had genuinely fallen in love with Dick but that if I wanted a lasting relationship to develop, I would have to wait, to accept his decision to stay apart for the time being.

Dick and Richard soon moved to Washington, where Dick had become political editor at Rolling Stone magazine. In their absence, I worked hard to put my life back together without them—until, a year or so later, when I ran into Dick on a street in Cambridge. He had come to the city for a meeting. On the spot, he invited me to dinner that night, and we resumed our long-interrupted conversation. The next day, he called and asked me to return with him to Washington and stay with him for the rest of our lives.

On December 14, 1975, a little more than three years after our first meeting, we were married. The wedding ceremony was held in the great meeting room of the two-hundred-year-old colonial house Dick and I had rented when we had moved in together earlier that fall. I walked down the aisle to Man of La Mancha’s “The Impossible Dream.” Dick’s best man was fiction writer Michael Rothschild, down from the mountains of western Maine. An Irish tenor sang “Jerusalem,” the wedding hymn based on a poem by William Blake, one of Dick’s favorite poets. Richard, now nine years old, and a group of his friends cut our four-tier wedding cake with a sword.

The Boston Globe’s front-page story described the guest list as “A Great Society Reunion,” combining “New Yorkian style, Washington power, and Boston brains; but most of all it was fun and friends.” Senator Edward Kennedy, Boston mayor Kevin White, Arthur Schlesinger Jr., William vanden Heuvel, and several LBJ cabinet members were there, along with Norman Mailer, journalist Jon Bradshaw and his girlfriend, Anna Wintour, Rolling Stone’s Hunter Thompson (who left the tub running in Concord’s Colonial Inn, flooding two floors), and a circle of my Harvard colleagues.



Where would we make our permanent home? I longed for the bustle of big-city life, while Dick sought the tranquility of the country. Our debate was finally resolved when we struck a perfect compromise in Concord, Massachusetts, a town of eighteen thousand residents twenty miles west of Boston—close enough for easy access to the city, but still a country community with a long, winding river, wooded areas, walking trails, plentiful farms, and a classic main street. We were both drawn to the town’s historical richness: the footprint of the antislavery movement, the circle of mid-nineteenth-century writers who had once dwelled within walking distance of one another—Ralph Waldo Emerson, Henry David Thoreau, Nathaniel Hawthorne, Louisa May Alcott—and whose homes were still standing. Dick revered Emerson’s essays and poetry, particularly admired Hawthorne’s tales (as much as he despised his politics), and was fond of Thoreau’s writings on civil disobedience and The Maine Woods.

Furthermore, Concord was the seedbed of our country’s formative days during the American Revolution. Dick was a boisterous patriot from the top of his head to his toes—a lover of fireworks, parades, and songs. In the years to come, he would drag visitors to the North Bridge and in his deep theatrical voice recite “The Shot Heard Round the World,” Emerson’s stanza carved below Daniel Chester French’s Minute Man statue. I confess whenever I heard Dick’s booming recitation of Emerson’s words, I couldn’t help but associate “The Shot Heard Round the World” with Bobby Thomson’s ninth-inning home run off Brooklyn’s Ralph Branca to win the 1951 pennant for the despised New York Giants, extinguishing the hopes of my beloved Dodgers.

Our marriage brought the joys, pressures, and exhaustion of an instant family. I had long wanted to have children and now, within two years, our family had grown to five. Richard was ten when I gave birth to Michael. Fifteen months later, Joe was born. During these early years of marriage and family, I was moving toward the decision to stop teaching and try my hand at becoming a full-time writer. Chance had given me the opportunity to write my first book on LBJ and its positive reception led to a contract for a second book. I didn’t think then (though I might think differently today) that I would be able to teach with the intensity and absorption I demanded of myself, research and write books, and still spend the time I wanted with my young family. I barely made a dent on my to-do lists and could only dream of what seemed that mythical place—a “room of one’s own.”

I had confidence in my teaching and lecturing, but found defining myself solely and simply as a writer of biography and history unsettling. Dick strongly encouraged me. “You are a natural storyteller,” he assured me again and again. “Write like you talk, only not quite so fast,” he needled.

Dick’s worry that I would write too fast proved way off the mark. Despite my rapid mode of speaking, it turned out I was an agonizingly slow writer. My second book on the Kennedys took eight years to complete, even though I was no longer teaching. At a Harvard party one afternoon, I overheard one student ask another, “Whatever happened to Doris Kearns anyway? Did she die?” What happened, I wanted to shout, is that I have three young boys!

Two writers under one roof offered unique problems and pleasures. Even though we eventually created our own writing rooms, working in the same house meant small separation between work and family. When Michael and Joe were toddlers, we hired a nanny to allow me greater time to write, but whenever the boys wandered into my study wanting to talk or play, I found it impossible to turn them away. I found a solution to my dilemma by creating a workspace in the stately Reference Room of the Concord Public Library. There, writing in longhand on a beautiful oak table, surrounded by sculptures and busts of the great Concord authors and a painting of Abraham Lincoln, I could focus for three or more hours each morning until one of the librarians would come to tell me that my husband had called to announce that lunch was ready.

My love of libraries had begun when I was still in middle school. One of my treasured memories was the privilege of walking to our town library each week, with my mother’s adult card in my hand, along with the list of books she wanted for that week. The rheumatic fever she had suffered as a child had left her with a damaged heart, keeping her housebound. Although she had only an eighth-grade education, she read books in every spare moment. Through books she could travel to places she could never go. And what a joy it was for me to turn left into the adult room instead of right into the children’s room. I felt older, taller, wiser.

Once all three boys were in school, I settled back into my study at home. Proximity allowed Dick and I to engage in one another’s books and articles. We would often exchange pages in the late morning and then go over them at lunch. If we had reached obstacles in our writing or thinking, we would always put our heads together, and more often than not, work things out.

Book after book of my career as a historian, the practical knowledge Dick had gained during his years in the political cauldron of the Sixties filtered into and enriched my own comprehension of the pressures, limitations, and actual parameters of political choice and action. Though his full-time role in public service had come to an end many years earlier, the issues that had motivated Dick’s political career sustained him for the rest of his life as he continued to write books, articles, and columns, searching out the passions and achievements that had animated change in the Sixties.



For the first half of our married life, we lived on Main Street in Concord. The library, bookstore, coffee shops, restaurants, playing fields, and schools were all within walking distance. Dick was the coach of Richard’s Little League team. I was the team’s scorekeeper, having learned to keep score from my father when I was six years old so I could record the plays of Brooklyn Dodger games on summer afternoons while he was at work. When he came home, I would recount for him every play, inning by inning of the game that he had missed. He never told me then that official box scores were published in the newspapers the following day. Without my scoring, I imagined, he would never have known the details of the games he missed.

Many weekends, we took the kids to Red Sox games. Seated at Fenway Park with my children, I could sometimes shut my eyes and remember myself as a young girl, sitting with my father at Ebbets Field, watching Jackie Robinson, Pee Wee Reese, Duke Snider, and Gil Hodges. There was an enchantment in such moments, for when I opened my eyes, I felt an invisible loyalty and love linking my sons to the grandfather whose face they never had a chance to see but whose heart and soul they had come to know through the stories I told.

When the boys were in high school, our lives were filled with wrestling matches, lacrosse games, school plays, guitar lessons, baseball card auctions, Star Trek, and comic book conventions. Our house became the nucleus of activity for dozens of our children’s friends. We turned a garage into a big playroom with a pool table, pinball machine, air hockey game, and a giant TV screen. Many afternoons our boys came home from school to find a half dozen friends lounging on our couches, waiting for the action to begin.



The only problem with our choice of the Main Street house was that there was no extra space to accommodate the more than three hundred boxes of memorabilia Dick had accumulated over the years. He had saved everything—handwritten letters, mementos, and remnants of his life from his college and law school days through his years in the White House and beyond; there were reams of White House memos, his diaries, myriad drafts of speeches annotated by presidents and would-be presidents, clippings, newspaper editorials, old magazines, scrapbooks, photographs—a mass that would prove to contain a unique and comprehensive archive of the Sixties. What was inscrutable to me at the time was that Dick had such intensely conflicted feelings about the contents these boxes held. They represented a time that he recalled with both elation and a crushing sense of loss.

We hastily selected diaries, some drafts of important speeches Dick had worked on, personal letters, and memos between Dick and Presidents Kennedy and Johnson. The vast remainder we put into storage. But even that cursory overview was sufficient to recognize that his jumble of boxes was significant, not only to Dick, but to history.

When all our boys were off to college, graduate school, and the pursuit of career, Dick and I moved from Main Street down Monument Street past the Old Manse where Emerson wrote Nature and Hawthorne prepared his Mosses, past the North Bridge of the revolutionary battlefield, to the rambling old house where we lived the last twenty years of our lives together. The Monument Street house had a basement and a post-and-beam barn attached to the house which we converted into a gym. Between the cellar and barn, we finally had enough room to accommodate the train of cardboard boxes and plastic containers that had followed Dick through his life.

After decades in storage, the boxes and various containers arrived on a truck and were lugged down to the cellar until they encroached on the furnace and threatened to climb the cellar stairs. And when there was no more space, the remainder were sent off to the barn, to be stacked along the walls of the gym. Still, Dick resisted the idea of starting the process of excavating the files. He was not ready to go back. For him, the end of the Sixties had cast a dark curtain on the entire decade. Scar tissue remained. He was determined only to look ahead.



One summer morning, seven months after he had turned eighty, Dick came down the stairs for breakfast, clumps of shaving cream on his earlobes, singing “the corn is as high as a elephant’s eye” from Oklahoma!

“Why so chipper?” I asked.

“I had a flash,” he said, looking over the headlines of the three papers I had laid out for him on the breakfast table. Putting them aside, he started writing down numbers. “Three times eight is twenty-four. Three times eighty, two forty.”

“Is that your revelation?” I asked.

“Look, my eighty-year lifespan occupies more than a third of our republic’s history. That means that our democracy is merely three ‘Goodwins’ long.”

I tried to suppress a smile.

“Doris, one Goodwin ago, when I was born, we were in the midst of the Great Depression. Pearl Harbor happened on December 7, 1941, my tenth birthday. It ruined my whole party! If we go back two Goodwins we find Concord Village roiled in furor over the Fugitive Slave Act. A third Goodwin will bring us back to the point that if we went out our front door, took a left, and walked down the road, we might just see those embattled farmers and witness the commencement of the Revolutionary War.”

He glanced at the newspapers and went to his study on the far side of the house. An hour later, he was at my door to read aloud a paragraph he had just written:

“Three spans of one long life traverse the whole of our short national history. One thing that a look backward over the vicissitudes of our country’s story suggests is that massive and sweeping change will come. And it can come swiftly. Whether or not it is healing and inclusive change depends on us. As ever, such change will generally percolate from the ground up, as in the days of the American Revolution, the antislavery movement, the progressive movement, the Civil Rights Movement, the women’s movement, the gay rights movement, the environmental movement. From the long view of my life, I see how history turns and veers. The end of our country has loomed many times before. America is not as fragile as it seems.”

I had been wrong to consider Dick’s concept of one “Goodwin” to measure an eight-decade span of American history as simply whimsical. The light of optimism in his eye was in earnest. During the first half of the Sixties, a great window of opportunity had been opened. It had long been his dream, he told me, that such a window might open again.

So it was not out of the blue when he turned to me and said: “It’s now or never!” The time had come to unpack, collate, and examine his treasure trove, box by box, file by file. We hired our friend Deb Colby to work as his research assistant, and together, they began the slow process of rummaging through the boxes and arranging them in chronological order.

Once that preliminary process had been completed, Dick was hopeful that there might be something of a book in all the material he had uncovered. He wanted me to go back to the very first box with him and work our way to the end.

“I need your help,” he said simply. “Jog my memory, ask me questions, see what we can learn from this, find out what we can do with this.”

“You’ve got it!” I exclaimed.

“I’m an old guy after all. If I have any wisdom to dispense, I’d better start dispensing.”

That afternoon I joined him in his study, and we started on the first group of boxes that covered the Fifties and the early Sixties. We made a deal to try and spend time on this project every weekend to see what might come of it.

Our last great adventure together was about to begin.






CHAPTER ONE Coming of Age



[image: Image]
Dick and George Cuomo, his best friend from Tufts College, circa 1951.



I HAD OFTEN ASKED DICK what he was like as a young man. To such questions, he would invariably roll his eyes and shrug. “How would I know what I was like as a young man? I was too busy being him.”

When we first met, he was forty years old; I was twenty-nine. “If I had met you when you were in your twenties,” I badgered, “would I have fallen for you?”

As a historian, I have daydreamed about meeting the presidents I studied when they were coming of age, that formative stage when choices were made that would define their future paths. After years of mining every accessible trace that their lives had left behind, poring over diaries and letters and considering the recollections of those who knew them, it was empathy and imagination that ultimately helped me develop an intuitive understanding, a feeling for what they were like when they were young.

There was Theodore Roosevelt, an undergraduate at Harvard—his quarters smelling of formaldehyde, skins, and feathers from his taxidermy projects scattered everywhere—eccentric, condescending, yet rippling with such uncommon energy that he seemed ready to dance a solo jig. And Franklin Roosevelt, not yet stricken by polio, playing tennis, golfing, swimming, leaping across a brook “like some amazing stag.” Or gangly Lyndon Johnson, his curly black hair slicked back, at once magnetic and overbearing, yet spending half his first month’s salary to nurture impoverished Mexican children during his first teaching stint in Cotulla, Texas. And who would not dream of lingering in the general store of New Salem, Illinois, in order to observe the odd and arresting clerk, young Abraham Lincoln, spinning stories to engage and buttonhole whoever stopped by.

It amused me to reflect that I had spent more time with Abraham Lincoln, Theodore Roosevelt, Franklin Roosevelt, and Lyndon Johnson than with any other man in my life besides my husband. After living upward of a decade immersing myself in each of these figures, I came to feel a powerful, sustained, and complex affinity for them. I had often publicly joked that these men were “my guys.” Given the emotional and intellectual investment I had in them, I realized my designation was hardly in jest.

There was one undeniable difference, however, between burrowing through the presidential archives of “my guys” while engaged in long historical investigations, and my present research: these archives belonged to MY GUY, my husband of four decades, seated across the room. And while my old guy was initially of little help in my quest to bring the young Dick to life, I was thrilled when, early in our venture, I found a typed page of a journal Dick had begun when he was a twenty-year-old student at Tufts College. Finally, I thought, I will meet Dick coming of age:

September 20, 1952. Starting a journal is akin to beginning a new and intimate friendship. You must start slowly at first, a little cautious about confiding your ideas and thoughts, and you need assurance. Assurance that the paper, like the friend will be receptive to whatever you have to offer. For, there are few hurts as deep as a lack of understanding, where you have expected understanding. The difference, of course, is that in a friendship you must have confidence in others, in a journal confidence in yourself.

I am now torn by many conflicting desires and ideas. Activities are piling up on me. Personal affairs, which are pressing, are deteriorating under negligence. At the same time I am becoming farther and farther behind in studies and am carrying such a heavy load. I do not know if my customary last minute sprint will suffice. I will adopt a new resolve. Every time I have a new idea I will lie down for half an hour. I may not get much done but will certainly get a lot of rest.

No sooner had I finished reading this entry aloud to Dick than he began to criticize the prose style of his fledgling self. “Such an earnest young man,” he said. “Already, he feels posterity looking over his shoulder.”

“He’s twenty!” I countered, “and already direct, emotional, filled with self-mockery and humor.” I thought this opening entry was promising, and couldn’t wait to keep reading. With this single page, however, Dick’s diary came to an abrupt halt, not to be resumed until more than a decade later in the days immediately after John Kennedy’s assassination.

Dick’s aborted journal brought to mind the memory of a diary I had started and stopped on a February day my sophomore year in high school. I am fifteen years old and my mother is dead. That was all it said. And that said everything. Feeling inadequate to the task of capturing my feelings on paper, I had simply closed the cover and never wrote in it again.



My hunt to summon the twenty-something Dick continued. In the same box that contained the start of his diary, I found a packet of nearly fifty letters Dick had written to his closest college friend, George Cuomo, who later became an English professor and novelist. George had saved all their correspondence, later sending the letters back to Dick as a keepsake of their long and deep friendship.

These letters turned out to be an invaluable surrogate for Dick’s short-lived journal, for their intimate friendship allowed Dick to speak freely without the worry of misunderstanding. His first letter set the tone.

June, 1953.

… You are the only person whom I dare write so ornately or so descriptively to, knowing that your understanding eyes will dilute my language and restore things to their proper perspective…

I don’t know what you felt about graduation [George had graduated the year before Dick] but when I had time to think it over I felt a little lost. A little! —hell, I didn’t know what to do with myself. It was damn sad.

I have definitely decided on Harvard Law. The monetary angle was too great to be ignored. They offered me $800 to start and $400 more in the middle of the year if I am passing. Tuition at the place is only $600 and the rest will cover a great proportion of my room and board.

Finances had become a source of family anxiety after his father lost his engineering job during the Depression. For reasons I’d never been able to fathom, he had never afterward been able to rebuild a steady career. The family lived in a small, rented apartment on Thatcher Street in Brookline. That summer before law school, Dick held down two jobs. During the mornings and afternoons, he was a Fuller Brush Man, selling brushes, mops, and household cleaning products door-to-door. In the early evening, he headed to Revere Beach, where he worked as a fry cook at Rudolph’s on the boardwalk until 1 or 2 a.m. I laughed when I read about his nights as a fry cook since he had hardly cooked anything for the rest of his life! “Sweltering,” he said, “working in that torrid zone above the fryolator, dropping clams, French fries, and onion rings into the boiling oil. I would have traded places with most occupants of Dante’s Circle of Hell.”

July, 1953. Beside the two jobs I am holding down I have got myself right in the middle of a big town fight for rent control. I am doing all the research for a citizens committee, which is leading the fight to continue rent control in Brookline. This work has entailed chasing all over Boston, seeing many people and even a personal telephone conversation with Senator Kennedy in Washington. I have a mass of papers and statistics on my dresser. On top of this we have almost endless meetings all over Boston. Of course, this is the type of thing I can enjoy doing and I’m meeting a hell of a lot of people.

That’s it for my political life. My brush business has really taken a beating from the whole affair and so I have been putting in more time at the beach to salvage myself financially. This of course has irreparably destroyed my social life.

What drew a twenty-one-year-old—just graduated from college, short of time, short of money, and bemoaning an impoverished social life—to leap headlong into the fray of his town’s rent control skirmish?

“Easy,” he said, when I posed the question to him. “I loved being in the middle of the fight. The effort didn’t take away energy, it gave me energy. Both sides—the renters and the property owners—were extremely passionate and well organized. I gave a speech at the big town meeting called to decide the question. The vote was close but we won. Rent control was extended. And when my speech made the front pages of the Boston papers, my social life picked up!”

Dick’s letters to George during the fall and spring of 1953 presented a scathing yet humorous glimpse into the pressurized bubble that was his first year at Harvard Law School.

October 1953. A number of students have gone over to watch Harvard take on little Ohio University and most of the rest of them are listening to the World Series so for the first time since I started I can do something besides study without the uncomfortable feeling that everybody is getting ahead of me. I’m not quite sure how I feel about the whole thing.

You spend your days going to classes and studying, your nights talking about the law or studying and your meals are periods of relaxation studded with constant reference to the law. This damned place is so self-contained that aside from an occasional Saturday night date you could live here for weeks without going as far as Harvard Square.

During the midterm practice exams in January, the pressure escalated. Dick caustically told George: Last year only seven people in the school cracked up completely during exam time and had to be hospitalized. The Deans are confidently optimistic that they can keep the total as low this year. But there are doubts.

As winter turned to spring and final exams came into sight, he confessed:

I never thought it possible to work so damned hard and learn so damned little. But finals are only seven weeks away and in the space of the last two weeks alone the tension has become incredibly more tense. “Incredibly” is a big word but it seems incredible that 500 guys should hate themselves for every hour they are not studying (including time spent sleeping or eating) thinking each hour might mean a percentage point in their grade, which might mean a difference of 40 places in your standing which might mean your future and so on in a continual horribly overblown, distorted, out of perspective view of the whole damn thing. But no matter how you realized how silly it all is it’s hard as hell not to be caught up in the atmosphere.

“The weird thing,” Dick told me after I had read him the passage, “was that the more difficult and challenging the work became, the more fascinating the whole study of law became for me. I started to take real pleasure in the intricacy of law.”

Three months later, he learned that all his efforts and anxiety paid off.

July 1954. P.S. This letter has been sitting around my dresser since Saturday for want of a stamp. However it is a good thing. I have news. Just received my marks this morning. Straight A average. Pardon my bragging here but I’m in a state of intense euphoria and may be suffering from mild shock.

“After discovering I was at the top of my class,” Dick told me, “I understood that so long as I kept up my grades, the doors to the most distinguished law firms would be opened even to a Jewish kid from Brookline.”

Returning early to school that August to begin work on the Law Review, Dick made a decision that had always puzzled me. He was in the library stacks verifying footnotes for an article to be published in the Law Review’s upcoming issue when his life took a radical swerve. At the very moment he was on the verge of clutching the golden key, set on the path to wealth and security, he bolted. Feeling claustrophobic, he fled the library, got into his battered Chevrolet convertible, drove to the Brookline Town Hall, waived his draft deferment, and enlisted in the army.

“Why?” I wondered, “I knew you took off from Harvard, but I never fully understood the reason why.”

“It had nothing to do with reason,” he answered. “I was strolling through the musty halls of the Law Library. I felt I had been going to school forever. It was hardly a choice. I had to escape.”

“Do you think it had to do with panic, pressure, fear of failure?”

“Exactly the opposite. It was fear of success that frightened me, as if a roadmap had unrolled before me that was my future foretold.”



If escape and adventure were what Dick sought in joining the army, little could he have guessed at the strange array of tasks he would be assigned, and the broad cross section of fellow Americans he would encounter there.

Fort Dix, New Jersey, November 1954. The other day our platoon sergeant walked through the door, saw me standing there, asked if I went to college, and when I said yes he shoved a first aid kit in my hand and informed me I was the platoon medic. I had my first major case the other day when a boy tripped on the stairs and fell through a window severely gashing his wrist. Everyone yelled “medic” and old Dr. Goodwin who used to go white when he cut himself shaving threw some large compresses over the wound, applied a tourniquet, using a handkerchief and a bayonet, and got the lieutenant’s car to take the kid to the hospital where I was commended by the doctor who took 25 stitches in the kid’s arm. I then had to go outside where I fought down a few waves of nausea and dizziness and returned to the company.

About thirty % of the platoon are college graduates, the rest include a couple of Puerto Ricans, a logger from Maine, a couple of truckdrivers, some who just finished or failed to finish high school or reform school. What is more amazing even than the diversity of background is the quickness with which the army has managed to make all of us think and act alike. In the mind of everyone from the PhD to the kid from reform school are much the same thoughts. We are tired together, and worry about cleaning our weapons together, and feel a common fear while waiting in line for shots, and hate together, with a fierce hatred for the sergeant who is making us run over soft, sucking sand.

During any free time he was able to muster, Dick retreated to the base library, where he found his own serviceable nook to smoke a cigar, relax, read, and study. He devoured one book after another, covering a broad range of subjects: poetry, history, science, cybernetics, fiction, drama, mathematics, philosophy, psychology. It was a habit that would mark every day of our lives together, for whenever and wherever Dick settled, he would soon enough be nestled in piles of books, magazines, newspapers, and catalogues.

January 1955. I recently read Mann’s Buddenbrooks. I found it a fascinating if somewhat ponderous and slow moving affair full of half-hidden symbolism and a lot different from his later works but a hell of a good first novel. I also have begun one of those projects which one only dares attempt in the army. And that is reading Gibbon’s Decline and Fall. I have read 50 pages and have only about 2500 to go. But then I have at least 17 more months to do it.

After basic training, Dick was assigned for eight weeks to an ordnance supply school and then to an advanced school in Parts Identification. It seemed an unlikely assignment. It is a pretty technical school and one about as far away from my interests and abilities as the army could have managed. I will be taught to pick up an anonymous piece of metal and by a rapid glance determine whether it belongs to (truck, or gun, or binoculars etc.) and then to what specific item on that classification. And if you think I can pick up a carburetor brush and tell you whether it belongs to a 2 ½ ton truck or a jeep you have gone crazy. Why I can’t tell a piston from a carburetor.

I laughed as I read this letter; having been married to Dick for forty years, I knew well that he showed even less technical capability than cooking skill. Yet somehow, this placement proved fortuitous. Dick was sent to the Braconne Ordnance Depot in Angoulême, France—considered the most informal and friendly post in Europe.



In the same box that held Dick’s correspondence with George, we found an even larger sheaf of nearly one hundred letters and postcards, bound together with a ribbon, that Dick had written to his parents during his time abroad. Excited about this discovery, I looked forward to exploring it afresh early the next morning.

At 5:30, my customary time for waking up, I headed downstairs to my study. During those hours before dawn, when the house was quiet and my husband asleep upstairs, I found the best hours for work. I had all that was necessary to begin my writing ritual: a bathrobe, the old blue leather couch, a rug I had once hauled home from Morocco, a low chestnut table stacked with my research, and, with luck, several hours of undisturbed focus. With my back against a pillow on one side, a fireplace facing me on the opposite wall, and a throw blanket nearby, I had created a very homey study.

That morning, rising out of his old letters, I encountered an innocent, high-bouncing, consistently happy character I had never known. I had seen Dick in many joyful moods over the decades, but I would never characterize his basic disposition as happy.

The young man I met in these letters was convinced he lived under a lucky star. Indeed, it turned out that good fortune had landed Dick in a very different job than Parts Identification. The week before Dick arrived, an inspecting officer from headquarters had blasted the post’s troop commander for their completely inadequate educational program. When Dick heard that the fur was beginning to fly, he asked to be reassigned to Troop Information and Education, where he managed to get himself designated “Professor Goodwin,” and was given a free hand to create classes and a testing room for the troops. He gave lectures on public speaking, American government, business law, and leadership. He held discussions on current events.

A few months later, the inspector returned. Overwhelmingly pleased with the transformed and inventive new curriculum, the inspector gave the troop commander a special commendation. The commander, in turn, rewarded Dick with an uncommonly generous share of three-day passes and furloughs, affording a kid who had never traveled beyond the East Coast, the opportunity to explore European places he had previously only been able to read and dream about.

His ritual Sunday letters to his parents revealed a relentless enthusiasm, a wellspring of happiness, that drew me like a magnet.

Good morning. Another Sunday and your soldier son greets the sunny skies with a heart full of good cheer.

I walk around with a smile on my lips and a cheery greeting for everyone I see. At times I am positively exuberant.

Eureka, Joy unbounded. Whoopie!

Your wandering son is again on the move.

He traveled from one country to another as casually as he had moved from Brookline to Cambridge. He spent weekends on Paris’s Left Bank, exploring Hemingway’s shadows. He frequented the theater districts of London, where he saw Olivier in Richard III. He read “Tintern Abbey” as he sat on the banks of the Wye. He wandered through the house where Goethe had lived and worked. His mind, illuminated by the fireworks of such literary and historical sites, was often overwhelmed: Forgive me, he wrote George, after a two-week vacation, I am in the midst of so many literary associations that it has been too great a strain for a lawyer’s mind.

The education he had so abruptly abandoned at Law School—consuming, and leisure-less—had given way to an explosive and emotional period of growth, an entirely different kind of education.

The commander of the depot took Dick under his wing. He was chosen to attend a Discussion Leaders School held in the picturesque seaport town of La Rochelle, France. The instructor at the school told him he was the best student he had ever had. When he returned, he was made a member of the depot’s public speaking team, tasked with delivering a variety of speeches for the benefit of visiting dignitaries.

He even had a chance to act as a full-fledged lawyer when he and another first-year law student, Lawrence Kellam, were tapped to defend five GIs in actual court-martial cases. Their success in securing acquittals for four of their clients led to a sensationalized front-page story in a local paper, which Dick proudly sent back to his family in Massachusetts. The article suggested that the law firm of Goodwin and Kellam would be the envy of client-hungry firms in any American city since GIs were “practically waiting in line” to bring their troubles to these “legal supermen.” The newspaper report failed to mention that neither Goodwin nor Kellam had a law degree.

He was not merely reading some romantic bildungsroman by Thomas Mann, he was living one.

I am having the most wonderful, exciting time of all my life, he told his parents, I can almost feel my own growth and developing maturity. My travels have been an immense experience and when I think back to my thoughts and actions before I entered the Army, it is like looking at a different person. The sun is shining, the forest is in bloom and my heart is light. PS Please do something about the Red Sox. It’s very embarrassing.



I heard Dick stirring upstairs. My three-hour morning session had flown swiftly past. I hurriedly picked up The Boston Globe, The New York Times, and The Wall Street Journal from our front driveway, and set up his breakfast just in time to hear him bellow “Doris! Doris!” as he often did to announce his descent. I felt like I had just awakened from a dream, having finally made the acquaintance of my future husband as a twenty-five-year-old.

Over breakfast that morning, I read aloud from another long letter young Dick had written, this time describing a week’s vacation in Geneva, Switzerland, chosen to coincide with the Big Four summit of leaders of the U.S., Britain, France, and the Soviet Union. Anticipating how electric the atmosphere would be with correspondents from all over the globe, Dick had persuaded three of his army buddies to go along.

July 1955. Week in Switzerland, one of best I have spent in my young life.

From behind a fence we watched the arrival of the delegations. Suddenly there was a shout behind us and we turned to see an open convertible. Bulganin and Khrushchev were arriving and had foregone the closely guarded approach to go out of their way to ride through the crowd of onlookers.

Then an open convertible full of FBI men sitting solemnly and following a closed Cadillac sedan from which flew the US flag and then another convertible full of Secret Service. The entourage entered the gate, six men jumped from the still moving convertible and jumped on the running board of the closed car where they completely shielded the occupants from view—Ike had arrived. The dictators had come in like South Boston politicians though the leader of Democracy had arrived with all the panoply of a medieval king.

But the crowd cheered Eisenhower where they only gasped at the Russians. I talked with many people in Switzerland and France and there is no doubt that most of them also “like Ike” and they liked him ever more after the conference. Democrat or not, I still got a tremendous thrill out of seeing MY President arrive to the cheers of foreign people and the Stars and Stripes flying from the cars.

After our glimpse of high level politics we left Geneva. Coming through the San Bernardino pass we rounded a turn past a waterfall and there was a small hotel in the middle of nowhere, and we stopped for a beer. In the downstairs room there were two very attractive Swiss girls and the woman who ran the place was delighted to see Americans and insisted we stay the night. We changed into good clothes and came down and played the part of rich American tourists, buying drinks for everyone. The Swiss girls joined us. They spoke excellent English and were witty, intelligent, vivacious.

This was a night only Steinbeck could do justice to. Beer and song flowed forth in equally herculean proportions. At 2 AM we rumbled out into the quiet mountain night. Hands over each other’s shoulder we walked up the road singing, overcome with the feeling of good fellowship. I have often wondered of the feelings of the drivers of cars edging themselves through the narrow, dark roads high up in the mountains whose headlights suddenly illuminated four men, in sport coats and ties, arm in arm, singing Dixie at the top of our out of tune lungs.

The next morning we had breakfast and talking to the girls found they were driving to St. Moritz. So we got into our cars and went off to St. Moritz. That evening we all went to dinner at the Chesa Veglia. A world famous restaurant. They brought a large inverted wine decanter shaped like an inverted teardrop and when you pushed your glass under it the wine flowed into the glass. And so here we were, four American boys and two Swiss girls. Marvelous food being served us and the music and surroundings and the deep red of the wine and the blond hair and laughter of our companions. It was one of those supreme moments of my life. At the risk of sounding maudlin I was close to tears at the table.

My own eyes welled with tears as I finished reading this. “I am,” I exclaimed, “totally smitten with this guy.”

To my surprise, Dick did not seem to share my enthusiasm. “Well, I’m glad you like him so much,” he said with a look of almost sadness behind his wild brows and thick lashes. “I rather envy him myself.”

“Envy? But it is you!”

“No, it’s not. And it’s not simply that I’m much, much older now. He’s got something I’ve lost along the way.”



A new note was sounded in Dick’s correspondence with George when he reached Fort Dix, awaiting his discharge. His travels and army experience had given him a new perspective on America.

June, 1956. The return to America has been an exciting one. For the first few days I seemed to view it almost as another of the foreign countries through which I have sped in the last 15 months. The unbelievable lights and sounds of music everywhere and commercials and all the other paraphernalia of American life were strange and disconcerting to one who hasn’t heard a radio program or seen a TV show for 15 months. With all this it’s a great country and alive and the people are tough.

I enjoyed Europe very much, in fact at first was a little overcome; but this is home and I’m very glad of it. It’s really true that people are freer here and a poor kid can get somewhere and education is open to all or nearly all. Sure these things are filled with qualifications, but in other places, there is not even the belief that they are true, not even the hope that they may be.

I have need now to pursue my own White Whale. It will be difficult as I have many interests and praise has come too easily. I know I may be highly successful. I don’t think that would be enough.

This last passage seemed to me to hold a kernel of what would become Dick’s self-appointed mission: to do whatever work he could to close the gap between our national ideals and the reality of our daily lives. The story of his public life, as I have come to see it, is the story of a young man’s love affair with America—not the geographic bounds of the country, but the constellation of democratic ideals that lay behind its founding. His belief in the credo set forth by Abraham Lincoln—the right of any man to rise to the level of his industry and talents—would inform every speech he drafted, every article he wrote, every cause he pursued. It would lend a coherence to the zigzagging vagaries of his public life.

The America that Dick returned to after nearly two years of service was not the same country he had left behind. The Supreme Court’s decision in Brown v. Board of Education, ordering the desegregation of public schools, had sparked a nascent civil rights movement. In December of 1955, while Dick was teaching courses on American government at his army post, Rosa Parks refused to give up her seat to a white man on a Montgomery, Alabama, bus. A few days later, a young local pastor, Martin Luther King Jr., led a protest that evolved into a year-long boycott that eventually ended segregated seating on Montgomery buses. A movement that would change the face of the country was beginning to gain strength.

In late August of 1956, Dick returned to Harvard, reenergized to once again begin his second year of law school. No sooner had his classes and work on the Law Review begun, than he became deeply involved in a civil rights issue at Jackson College, Tufts’s sister school. The local chapter of Sigma Kappa had been ousted from their national sorority after they pledged two Black freshman girls. The evasive letter revoking their national affiliation simply said that the ejection was “for the good of the sorority as a whole.”

When Dick learned of the ouster, he contacted his state representative, Sumner Kaplan, and drafted a press release calling for a joint House-Senate committee to investigate discriminatory practices on college campuses and determine whether any state action could be taken. While Jackson’s Sigma Kappa sorority was not a state-supported institution, there was a Sigma Kappa sorority at the University of Massachusetts. The creation of the joint committee made headlines throughout the state. Dick was appointed committee counsel, responsible for gathering evidence, interviewing witnesses, and holding public hearings. The fire that this appointment ignited in Dick radiates through his entire account of the matter to George.

There will be no pay, but the satisfaction will be enormous. I have even had my picture in the paper congratulating the President of the Senate for his firm stand on the matter. The inside plan is now to widen the investigation to include a study of all discriminatory practices on College campuses. There are many interesting legal points especially as fraternities and sororities partake of the tax exempt status of a University.

Sigma Kappa’s national officials refused to appear, warning that they would hold the committee responsible for any unwanted publicity. Answering for the committee, Dick said: “We accept that responsibility. We have given them adequate opportunity to be heard.” Jackson’s dean, Katherine Jeffers, told the committee that the administration wholly supported the local chapter’s decision to take in two Black pledges. The committee report concluded that the national office of Sigma Kappa had “engaged in discriminatory action which cannot be condoned,” adding that the actions of the local chapter and the support of the administration “should be an example to all.” In response to the committee’s report, the Massachusetts legislature passed a resolution chastising private schools for allowing national organizations to dictate who their sororities could choose as pledges.

While Dick’s original hope for mandatory legislative action to end discrimination on the campus of the University of Massachusetts proved premature, the hearings spurred a dialogue on the issue of racial discrimination on college campuses. An editorial in The New York Times praised the strong stance Jackson had taken, suggesting that if integration were to be achieved in colleges and universities, “college students—the future parents, teachers, businessmen and politicians of the nation—must take the lead.”



How was it possible, I wondered, that during the many thousands of hours Dick and I had swapping tales over the years, he had never told me of his reckoning with campus discrimination? And then his story prompted my own somewhat vague memories of a similar experience at Colby College in 1960, when I joined Tri Delta, a southern-based sorority.

To help sharpen hazy memories, I called my former roommate and sorority sister, Marcia Phillips. Happily, she had saved a box of Colby memorabilia, which she kindly sent to me. In the box, I found material about Tri Delta, including a small yellow pamphlet, Manners for Milady. “What you do, how you act, what you say reflects not only on you but on Tri Deltas everywhere,” one passage read, insisting that baggy sweatshirts and letterman sweaters only be worn in the privacy of your dorm rooms. “Clothes make the woman. Be sure a stranger can say, ‘There’s a well-groomed girl. She’s a Tri Delta.’ ”

Though I had long thought of myself as “a Sixties girl,” imbued with the rising spirit of liberation, the Milady precepts make it clear that vestiges of an earlier time survived. We were told that a young lady should “eat with only one hand above the table unless cutting meat or buttering bread. The hand not in use should be left in your lap. Butter bread one bite at a time. There should be no conversation between the waiters and the diners. When you are finished eating, leave your knife, fork, and spoon on an empty plate at the 10-4 position. Enter and leave a chair from the right.” And how bizarre it seemed to be given advice on how to smoke gracefully, how to lift the cigarette to your lips and light it in one motion.

More to the point, when I served as rush chairman of Tri Delta, we took in our chapter’s first Jewish pledge, Barbara Gordon, from Newton, Massachusetts. Two years later, we took in our first Black pledge, Judy Turner, from Brooklyn. We did not consider the invitation a test case. We liked her and wanted her to be in our sorority. The rules required a recommendation from an alum, which was readily secured. This step, we later learned, was regularly used to prevent local sororities from pledging sisters who would not be mutually acceptable to all the members of the national organization.

Looking back more than half a century later, Marcia Phillips remembers that two women from Tri Delta headquarters, dressed in beautifully tailored suits, flew to Maine to meet with us. While claiming that the sorority had no discriminatory clauses, they nonetheless issued a private warning: Our actions might result in the loss of our national charter. No further step was taken at that time. It was clear to us that the national officials were fearful of negative publicity that might result.

In the eight-year span between Dick’s serious scuffle with Sigma Kappa and my tussle with Tri Delta, public sentiment against discrimination was slowly but surely growing. President Dwight Eisenhower had sent federal troops to protect nine students from a local mob which was attempting to block their entrance to Little Rock Central High. Three years later, a sit-in movement had begun when four Black students refused to leave a segregated lunch counter in a Woolworth’s in Greensboro, North Carolina. The following year, Black and white Freedom Riders took bus trips through states in the South to protest segregated bus terminals and restrooms. And just before the start of my senior year in college, Martin Luther King delivered his “I Have a Dream” speech at the Lincoln Memorial to a quarter of a million people.

Although these fights Dick and I had encountered were but skirmishes, they told a story, with accelerating momentum, of a new future being born.



During Dick’s second year in law school, as he wrote George, he witnessed, with commingled wonder and dread, the feeding frenzy that encircled third-year colleagues on the Law Review.

November 1956. Being on the Review makes you the choice target for firms throughout the country. The bidding this year has really been fantastic. The third year students are being treated as if they were outstanding high school athletes. They are being flown to San Francisco and Milwaukee and Tulsa as well as to New York and Washington, just so they can look over the firms and decide if they would like to work for them when they graduate.

I have accepted a summer job in Washington. I will be working for a firm called Covington and Burling in which [former secretary of state] Dean Acheson is a senior partner. It is one of the finest firms in the country. They give you summer housing in the mansions owned by the senior partners, which are vacant during the summer because the owners are cavorting in Europe or elsewhere.

Right now I don’t think I want to practice in one of those high powered law firms. They are almost like legal factories, although on a very lavish scale. But I am anxious to see what it is like.

“That promised affluence cast a hypnotic spell,” Dick told me. “I had been anxious about money all my life, but the price of conformity seemed oppressive. I didn’t want to become The Man in the Gray Flannel Suit. There was a real tug-of-war going on inside me.”

“Hard to imagine you ever becoming a good company man,” I said.

“What I didn’t want had become clearer to me than what I did want,” Dick acknowledged.

By the spring of that second year, Dick’s prospects had immeasurably broadened when he was elected president of the Law Review.

“The election itself was a fascinating process, running for three days—until 7 a.m. Sunday morning—without a final choice,” Dick told me.

“It sounds like they were electing a new pope with puffs of black and white smoke,” I said teasingly.

“It was a big deal. I remember Justice Felix Frankfurter telling me of a moment when he was a first-year law student. He overheard a student whisper reverentially of a young man passing in the corridor: ‘That’s the president of the Law Review.’ Silly as it sounds, the justice had remembered that moment all his life.” One way or another, Dick knew that his selection would impact the trajectory of his future career.

March 1957. This election opens all doors to me. Next year I can work for any law firm in the country of sufficient size to do hiring, or I can clerk for a Justice of the Supreme Court or I can take a $3000 stipend and go traveling around the world by the virtue of a Sheldon fellowship. And so my problem, which would not seem burdensome to some but is to me, is to make the right choice.

The burden of making the right choice still lingered in my mind when I happened upon a box containing staff papers of the Harvard Law Review, and a long rectangular photograph of the assembled members of 1957–58. There, holding the president’s baton, sat Dick, front row center of three tiers of formally posed young white men. On closer inspection, on the far-left and far-right flanks of the sixty male staffers, I spotted the only two women. The small woman on the far right, wearing a distinctive white collar and dark jacket, was Ruth Bader Ginsburg.

I had known that the future legendary Supreme Court justice had been on the Law Review with Dick. I knew from Dick that work on the Law Review was nearly a full-time job—in addition to classes and exams. Dick had told me that Ginsburg had somehow managed to balance this academic and Law Review load along with a husband and a baby. Seeing this photograph, however, brought her challenging situation home to me for the first time. I took the photo into Dick’s study and placed it on his lapboard so we could inspect it together.

“So many men,” I said, “and only two women.”

“Is that an accusation?” Dick asked.

“Not against you, personally, of course,” I said. “But it is maddening nonetheless. Look, there is Ruth Bader Ginsburg, right up there at the top of the class with all of you; and yet, while you were bemoaning the burden of choice to George, it is well known that she was not offered a single job with any law firm!”

The photo of the assembled Law Review members so whetted my interest that it spurred a search for a better understanding of what the Law School was like for women in 1957. I discovered that there were only ten women in Dick’s class of five hundred. While meeting with these ten women, the dean of the Law School famously asked: “Why are you here occupying a seat that could be held by a man?” Harvard provided no housing for women. There was no women’s bathroom in Langdell Library. The women were relegated to using the janitor’s bathroom in the basement. Certain university libraries were restricted to men only. How remarkable that this extraordinary woman, Ruth Bader Ginsburg, before whom so many doors had been closed at the start of her career, had then spent a lifetime opening doors for others.

We hung the group photo on the wall of Dick’s study, where I passed it every day. Then one afternoon, I became intrigued by the other young woman who stood to the far left—one Nancy Boxley. She now lived in California, where I was heading for a lecture in several weeks. We arranged to have lunch together. In her eighties, she still cut a striking figure: stylish, elegant, with a sharp wit and a memory to match. In response to my question as to what impact the Law Review had on her life, she quipped, “It helped me fulfill my mother’s dream. I married a Jewish surgeon.”

She explained that like Ginsburg, she had two marks against her when she interviewed for a job: She was female and she was Jewish. But unlike Ginsburg, she was not yet married and did not have a child. She landed a job at Simpson Thacher & Bartlett in New York, where, at a party, she met her Jewish surgeon. She worked at the law firm for several years until she became pregnant with her first child, at which point one of the partners told her they were letting her go. “Not that we are embarrassed by your circumstance,” he assured her, cradling both his arms before his midriff to suggest pregnancy, “but we fear a client might be.” When she and her husband later moved to California, she had resumed her legal career. That earlier conversation, however, remained etched in her memory—as did her visit to a first-year contracts course while attending a Harvard Law reunion three decades after her graduation. Much to her satisfaction, she told me, the professor, an attractive young female, wore boots, a short dress, and was pregnant!



November 1957. The elfin good fortune which seems to dog the path of my career continues. I have been selected as a law clerk to Justice Frankfurter. There is no doubt that Frankfurter has the finest mind on the bench. He is also a warm man of wide culture and interests. He is known for taking a strong personal interest in his clerks and always discusses his opinions and ideas with them. His law clerks form a sort of an informal group and have a yearly dinner in Washington. It is very exciting to become part of that tradition.

“There was something magical about the Justice,” Dick fondly recalled to me. “He was small and delicate, an elfin-like creature himself, who managed to simply materialize in a room and then just as suddenly vanish.”

Dick always referred to Frankfurter as “the Justice,” as if he personified that abstraction. “I remember the initial bit of advice the Justice gave to me when we first met at Harvard after my selection as his clerk—‘Relax this summer. Take a vacation. I’ll see you in September.’

“ ‘I don’t need one,’ I insisted. ‘I’d like to come down right after graduation.’

“ ‘Young man,’ he said, ‘there’s something I want you to remember for the rest of your career, the laws of physiology are inexorable.’ ”

Dick smiled at the recollection. “I think the Justice was afraid I’d burn out.”

Nonetheless, Dick decided to forgo the restorative lures of summer. Rather than wait for his clerkship to begin in September, he arrived early, in time to attend a special session of the court called to deal with the Arkansas state legislature’s attempt to delay the desegregation of public schools, as mandated by Brown v. Board of Education. The legislature claimed to be acting on the grounds that the present chaos required a two-and-a-half-year postponement of the court’s ruling. In Cooper v. Aaron, the Supreme Court unanimously held that public opposition could not undermine the ruling in Brown v. Board. Arkansas must proceed to desegregate its schools “with all deliberate speed.” This landmark ruling was the first case Dick heard argued before the Supreme Court.

What stood out most vividly in Dick’s memory of his clerkship year were the stories he heard as he drove the Justice to and from work each day. Dick was spellbound by anecdotes about the great men the Justice had known: Franklin Roosevelt, Oliver Wendell Holmes, Louis Brandeis. He freely discussed a wide range of subjects, from the latest news stories to the comparative merits of two English chancellors in the eighteenth century, to the personalities of his fellow justices. Chief Justice Earl Warren, despite his beaming smile and warm handshake, struck Frankfurter as cold and distant; Justice John Marshall Harlan, one of the best men on the bench in his view, he saw as a majestic figure of sound and independent views; Justice Hugo Black, he considered the formidable intellectual leader of the liberal wing.

“When the Justice put an opinion before me,” Dick said, “it was never to persuade me and certainly he wasn’t seeking my agreement. He presented his opinion like a knife, and expected me to provide the steel to hone it.”

“That doesn’t sound awfully pleasant,” I said.

“Nor was it supposed to be,” laughed Dick. “His Socratic method was to draw me out, to challenge me, to encourage critical thought. He was a great and a crafty teacher. Maybe the best I ever had.

“Regularly, he cautioned and instructed me about the role of the court. And regularly, he throttled my activist approach to court decisions. He was constantly worried that if the justices imposed their own social or political views, the authority of the court itself would be chipped away. His institutional conservatism left a permanent mark on me.

“ ‘Our job is to enforce the law, including the Constitution,’ the Justice repeatedly said. ‘We have nothing to do with your abstract notions of justice or liberty. Only with what the law provides. Trample the law for your own ends, Dick, and the time will come when you’ll be trampled under someone else’s ends.’ ”

During Dick’s clerkship with Frankfurter, offers from big law firms kept rolling in. Despite the promise of pot-o’-gold ambitions and the lure of a larger salary than his father had made in the previous decade, Dick decided that practicing law in a big firm was not for him. Instead, he chose to stay in government service, to accept an offer from the House Subcommittee on Legislative Oversight, which had jurisdiction over all administrative agencies, including the Federal Communications Commission, which regulated the gargantuan, if still infant, power of television. It was a decision that would land Dick in the bullseye of a national scandal.



“Would you want to marry Charles Van Doren?” I remember posing that question to a group of my girlfriends in 1957, my freshman year in high school. To be sure, Charlie wasn’t in the league of Elvis or James Dean, but he was an intellectual hero, a television rock star, and the biggest winner featured on Twenty-One—the most popular of a series of TV quiz shows, which had captured American families during the Fifties. My family was one of them. Wednesday nights would find me with my mother and father on our closed-in porch watching Twenty-One on our tiny, ten-inch screen. Few events—heavyweight championship fights, presidential elections, the seventh game of the World Series—so arrested tens of millions of American families as the reign of the quiz shows in the Fifties.

Every Wednesday night for fourteen consecutive weeks, there was Charlie—an English instructor at Columbia, with all-American good looks, the scion of a famous literary family. His father was the renowned Shakespeare scholar Mark Van Doren; his mother, Dorothy, a novelist; his uncle Carl, a Pulitzer Prize–winning biographer; Carl’s wife, Irita, the book review editor of the New York Herald Tribune.

There was Charlie, his forehead furrowed, his expression a study in concentration as he stood in an isolation booth, straining to recall one arcane fact after another—the whole drama playing out beneath the logo GERITOL, a promised cure for tired blood (“twice the iron in a pound of calves’ liver”).

And Charlie was rich! After winning the largest amount on record, $129,000, NBC had given him a $50,000-a-year post as a cultural correspondent on the Today show. For that astronomical sum, he appeared once a week to read a poem, discuss a new book, talk about history or science.

But by 1959, rumors had begun to swirl about that the contestants on both NBC’s Twenty-One and CBS’s The $64,000 Question had been provided with both questions and answers ahead of time, that the shows were a hoax. In New York, a grand jury was convened.

That’s where things stood when Dick commenced work on the congressional Subcommittee on Legislative Oversight. By the time Dick and I began sorting through the archive, I was well acquainted with Dick’s involvement with the congressional investigation; after all, we had been able to build our pool and install a hot tub with the money Dick had received from the option on a chapter of his 1998 memoir that led to the production of Quiz Show, an Academy Award–nominated film directed by Robert Redford.

I hadn’t realized, however, that Dick had initiated the federal investigation that ultimately unearthed the quiz show scandal. This became clear to me for the first time when I happened upon a nine-page memo Dick had written to the chief counsel of the committee, Robert Lishman, on July 24, 1959—only ten days after he had started his new job. In the memo, he told Lishman he had just learned that the judge (who later would be removed from the bench for corruption) had impounded the final report of the nine-month investigation of the New York grand jury—a highly unusual action. The entire matter was buried under a seal of secrecy. “If there was nothing wrong,” Dick noted, “why keep it a secret?”

Dick’s memo presented a series of legal, political, and moral arguments for opening a congressional investigation, which, he suggested, could begin with the immediate demand to release the grand jury minutes:

The prime attraction of course was the spectacle of the unknown genius whose wizardry and intellect baffled and attracted the nation. The winners on these shows became national folk heroes, and their daily activities were followed on the front pages of the nation’s newspapers.

In the atmosphere of innuendo, half-truth and complete secrecy which now surrounds the true nature of these television quiz shows, certainly the American people who took on faith the representations that they were watching true contests of skill, are entitled to the truth. Moreover, it is highly important that such practices when discovered, be brought to public attention, for by so doing we help to ensure that similar fraudulent schemes will not be undertaken in the future.

On July 31, a week later, committee chairman Oren Harris issued a press release announcing a federal investigation. In all essential points and in the language used to express those points, the press release followed Dick’s memo. The great attraction of the television quiz shows, the chairman explained, “was the spectacle of the unknown genius whose wizardry and intellect baffled the nation.” If an investigation of these shows proves that contestants were coached and given answers, then “the American people have been defrauded on a large scale.”

“Well, you certainly had a nose for trouble,” I told Dick, “and an instinct for the center of action.”

“Truth is,” he replied, “I didn’t have a clue when I began where this would lead. Armed with a pocketful of blank subpoenas, I went to New York to demand the release of the grand jury records. I wasn’t even a member of the New York bar. I had taken the Massachusetts bar exam a few weeks earlier, but had not yet received the results. Yet I figured my impersonation of a full-fledged lawyer was less consequential than the fraud that had been perpetrated upon the American public if the quiz shows were rigged.”

In the late summer and early fall of 1959, after Dick succeeded in securing the grand jury records, he began interviewing dozens of contestants, producers, sponsors, and network executives. The testimony of the producers and the contestants chronicled exactly how the deception was carried out. The producers not only provided contestants with the questions and answers ahead of time, they rigorously coached them on how to create the appearance of tension by biting their lips, mopping their brows, and drawing out their answers. And the producers decided—depending on the audience reaction, ratings, and advertising sales—who would win or lose, and at what juncture.

The most powerful evidence that the entire production was a concocted drama, an orchestrated entertainment rather than a contest of prowess and incredible recall, was provided by Herbert Stempel, the first big winner on Twenty-One. Surveys had increasingly revealed that viewers found Stempel awkward and his personality unappealing. The producers therefore contrived that the time had come for him to be “defeated.” Short and stocky and born to a poor Jewish family, Stempel was convinced that anti-Semitism had hastened his demise. To make things worse, he had taken the fall to the graceful, gentile figure of Charles Van Doren. He had developed such an intense hatred toward the Ivy League Van Doren that he was more than willing, indeed eager, to admit his own role in the fraud if he could scuttle his privileged nemesis.

Van Doren was one of the last to insist that his performance was not a sham. Whatever might be true for others, he repeatedly told Dick, he had never seen the questions ahead of time. He had not been coached in any way. He was so persuasive that, for a moment, Dick began to question his own conviction that Van Doren was lying.

We found notes Dick had written after interviewing Van Doren:

I am torn and somewhat thrown off track by my feelings toward the two main characters in this national drama. On the one hand, I identify with Stempel. He is, like myself, of poor Jewish background with no family connections. I know he is telling me the truth but I am deeply troubled by his obsession with destroying Van Doren. On the other hand, I like Van Doren. I want to believe him. He has studied and loves literature. I see him as a mentor at a distance. I do not want to believe that one of his family would take part in this scam.

I have plenty of evidence without implicating him. We are just emerging from the McCarthy era. I have no desire to expose for exposure’s sake. The contestants are just being used. The real culprits are the big money makers—the producers, the sponsors, the networks. They are my targets. They masterminded the effort. They are the crystallized materialism of the fifties.

So I will tell Van Doren we will not call him to testify at the public hearings, but once they begin, he must say nothing for if he chooses to defend himself publicly the committee will be forced to bring him in.

No sooner had the public hearings begun, than Stempel implicated Van Doren. Immediately, the NBC executives told Van Doren that unless he issued a public denial, the Today show would be forced to sever ties with him. To save his position at NBC, Van Doren issued a fatal public statement professing his innocence. The committee chair now had no choice. He instructed Dick to issue a subpoena and serve it on Van Doren in New York.

Still conflicted, Dick sought the counsel of his mentor, Justice Frankfurter. “We don’t need his evidence,” Dick explained to the Justice. “If only he had kept quiet,” Dick said. “To the public, Van Doren is the quiz shows,” Frankfurter responded. “It would be like playing Hamlet without Hamlet. You’re not pursuing an innocent victim but a willing participant. The fact others may have done worse doesn’t make him guiltless.”

Faced with the congressional subpoena, Van Doren decided that a full admission of guilt was all that was left for him. He would admit that he had lied to the grand jury. He would confess that he had willingly participated in what he knew was a rigged show, a massive fraud perpetrated on the public. The night before he was set to testify, Van Doren and his father, Mark, who until then had refused to believe that his son would be part of such a hoax, went to Dick’s house to review the next day’s proceeding. Afterward, Van Doren wrote Dick a strangely poignant, yet literary note of thanks:


What an extraordinary evening it was. I will of course never forget it.

Hunters used to say that the stag loved the hunter who killed it… thus the tears which were tears of gratitude and affection. Something like that does happen. I know. And Raskolnikov felt the same.

I should have taken your advice.

You must never, in any way feel any regret for your part in this. Perhaps it is nonsense to say that, but I thought it might be just possible that you would.



On November 2, 1959, the House Caucus Room was jam-packed with members of Congress and their staffs. More than a hundred reporters and photographers layered the walls. Dick remembered that a silence settled over the room when Van Doren took the stand. “I would give almost anything I have to reverse the course of my life in the last three years,” he began. “I was involved, deeply involved, in a deception.”

“He looked unbearably wretched,” Dick told me. “His eyes were bloodshot and he appeared so shaken, I could hardly look at him. I was thumbing through documents when I caught sight of Stempel entering the room. Eager to get as close as possible to the action in front, Stempel literally crawled on his hands and knees so that he could look Van Doren in the face as he gave the testimony that would ruin his life.”

Within hours, NBC announced that Van Doren had been fired and Columbia University released a statement that he had “resigned.” The young instructor’s promising academic career was over. Never again would he risk becoming a public figure. And Van Doren had been right: Dick confessed that a twinge of regret had always lingered, stirred by the very name “Van Doren.”

After the hearings had concluded, Dick wrote an article for Life magazine, his first nationally published piece, telling the story of the quiz show investigation. And for the first time, serious public attacks were leveled at him—accusations that he had secured a “fat fee” from Life magazine for work that he had completed while being paid by the government with taxpayer dollars.

A syndicated columnist maintained that “any information he had on how they [the contestants] were deceived and how the dupers and the duped were brought to justice, should have been given—free—to his ultimate employers: The Public.” His supposed unethical behavior, the columnist suggested, should be taken up in the courts and in Congress. A Washington Post editorial echoed this charge a few days later, again condemning the young investigator for profiting from public service.

“It still makes me angry,” Dick said to me nearly sixty years after these events had taken place. “I hadn’t divulged a thing that wasn’t part of the public record. The committee counsel had approved the article before I submitted it. And I hadn’t received a fat fee! I wanted to challenge the bastard to a duel on the banks of the Potomac, but first I went to Justice Frankfurter for solace and advice. He chuckled and found my duel idea rash and imprudent.

“ ‘Some pains are like stomach infections which stay for months,’ the Justice told me. ‘Others are like toothaches which you can’t even remember after you leave the dentist. This kind of thing is like the toothache.’ ”

In the end, Dick’s mother, Belle, had the last word:

We are so proud of your magazine article. Life never had so great and wonderful an article. Our popularity has soared up—kind of nice to receive so many phone calls about you. And I love your picture cigars and all. I saw you on the movie tone news. Boy did we get a charge out of that. We are lucky to have a son who is tops, i.e., blessed.

If Belle saw her son as tops and blessed then, I only wish she had lived to see Robert Redford’s 1994 movie Quiz Show. I remember sitting down with Dick and Redford after a glittering premiere in Rockefeller Center. When the three of us were alone, Redford asked Dick, “Well? What did you think? Did you like it?”

“What’s not to like,” Dick roared with laughter. “I’m the moral center of the story. I’m portrayed by a young good-looking guy. And I get to sum it all up with the last line, ‘I thought we were going to get television. The truth is, television is going to get us.’ ”

Yet when Dick reflected on the movie, it wasn’t with the feeling of accomplishment or triumph. “I never got to the root of it,” he told me. “I never got to the real culprits, the big moneymakers—the sponsors, and the networks. The contestants were pawns, willingly exploited by the temptations of money, fame, even rationalizations of the good they were doing. No one showed much appetite for getting to the bottom of things—certainly not the congressmen. It was their deference to the sponsors and the network chieftains that disillusioned me most. Not only did they not pursue questioning, they treated the chief perpetrators as if they were fellow victims of the fraud.”

The quiz show scandal proved to be a sentinel moment at the end of the Fifties, one that epitomized, in near allegorical fashion, the force fields that defined that decade: the hunger for material success, the instant celebrity granted by the new medium of television, the power of advertising, and the widespread perception that we were adrift, that we were losing ground. Sputnik circled the earth, proclaiming our backsliding across the heavens. President Eisenhower, who had previously declared that the dazzling intelligence revealed by the quiz show contestants was our best answer to Sputnik, now had to concede that he was “astounded” and “almost dismayed” by the revelations of fraud. A general feeling pervaded the country that America was mired in a slough, that we needed a jolt to somehow get us moving again.



While still flying around the country interviewing contestants, Dick unknowingly became a contestant of sorts in a job search being conducted by Senator John F. Kennedy’s aide, Theodore Sorensen. For some years, Sorensen had been toiling behind the scenes for the junior senator from Massachusetts on an unannounced presidential bid. Out of the blue, Sorensen called to ask Dick if he would like to try his hand at writing a speech. He did not mention that Dick was one of a dozen candidates—among them several published authors—auditioning for the post of junior speechwriter, who would work under Sorensen himself.

“At the time,” Dick said, “I simply thought I was helping out on a speech.”

All that Dick remembered of that initial call was the formula that Sorensen succinctly conveyed to him for a Kennedy speech. It was to be made of three “interchangeable parts” that could be snapped together as needed, like some version of Legos: first a tribute to the grandeur of the Democratic Party; second, a brief exploration of the “soup du jour”—foreign policy, arms control, health care—and third, an invocation of American greatness and our responsibility to make a great country even greater. “Sorensen,” Dick recalled, “delivered the formula in a straightforward fashion, without irony. The important thing was that interchangeable parts would enable the senator to deliver two or three speeches from the same core speech, to fit the occasion without simple repetition. ‘Why don’t you take a crack at it,’ Sorensen urged, and the call was over.”

It was with great surprise that we discovered, folded in a manila envelope, Dick’s long-forgotten maiden speechwriting venture.

It began with a quote attributed to an unnamed American playwright: “On the wreckage of all dead civilizations should be inscribed, ‘They did not dare.’ ” Beneath this bombastic opening, however, was an exhortation that touched a nerve, a summons that would come to characterize a core theme of the campaign to come—a challenge to shake off the lethargy that seemed to have settled upon the country:

It has been charged that we have become too prosperous and contented, that we have lost the iron drive of the pioneer, and lack the daring to bring this new vision to the world, Dick asserted in this trial run. And often, sitting in Washington, watching the paralysis of imagination and leadership which grips our administration, it has been hard not to listen to the doubters.

But I do not believe them. I have crossed this great nation from end to end. And seen the people at work in farms, in factories, in offices and in homes. I have felt in these people the enduring strength of our land.

“You know,” I said to Dick, “in a funny way, you’ve got your finger on something. Beneath the brass, I hear the summons to a new spirit of imagination, youth, and leadership.”

“No great claims for this sample,” Dick said, handing the sheaf of pages back to me, “except that it worked. It got me the job!”

A job and an opportunity that would forever transform his life. For if the quiz show investigations had drawn Dick into the center of action, that center would not compare to where his new job would lead him. “A human being lives out not only his personal life as an individual,” remarked Thomas Mann in The Magic Mountain, “but also, consciously or subconsciously, the lives of his epoch and his contemporaries.” The contours of an epoch may stunt or stir ambition. And an immense tailwind of social and cultural change was already beginning to drive the generation coming of age at the dawn of the Sixties.






CHAPTER TWO “A Sort of Dead End”
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Six-year-old Ellen Anich presents a bouquet of roses to Senator Kennedy in Ashland, Wisconsin. March 17, 1960.



I BEGAN TO FEEL A sense of foreboding as our time-traveling adventure reached the threshold of the Sixties. Some thirty archival boxes covering Kennedy’s campaign were stacked in more or less chronological order in Dick’s study, their precise contents neglected for many decades. Both of us looked back upon these years with a decided bias. And our biases were not in harmony.

During his twenties, Dick had the chance to join the small, select group surrounding John Kennedy, who would become the youthful face of leadership for a new generation. Into his old age, Dick had retained a loyalty to John Kennedy, as well as an enchanted memory of his introduction to the often brutal world of politics.

In my twenties, the chance to work in Lyndon Johnson’s White House and accompany him to his ranch to assist on his memoirs had left a permanent imprint on my life. During these early years, I developed an empathy for and loyalty to Lyndon Johnson that has lasted all my life.

A fault line between the Johnson and Kennedy camps had opened with the blowback following Kennedy’s choice of LBJ as his running mate. This rift had deepened in the wake of Kennedy’s assassination, and erupted with seismic force when Robert Kennedy chose to challenge LBJ for the presidential nomination in 1968.

Tremors from this division ran through our marriage, at times provoking tension as I repeatedly insisted that the great majority of Kennedy’s domestic promises and pledges found realization only under Johnson, while Dick repeatedly countered that Kennedy’s inspirational leadership had set a tone and spirit that defined the decade. “Had Kennedy lived,” Dick would say, “the war in Vietnam—” Straightaway, he stopped himself: “Who knows?”

Our squabbles over the relative merits and demerits of the two administrations had such lasting power over us because they were neither academic debates nor historical assessments. Beneath all such arguments dwelled a clash of loyalties both of us had established before we met.

Thus, with Dick in his eighties and me in my seventies, we resolved to start from scratch as we opened the boxes, to scrape away these fixed opinions, the defensiveness and prejudices that had accumulated over the years, to see what firsthand evidence we could unearth.

“Let’s set some ground rules,” I said. “Let’s start with our first impressions of John Kennedy and see how they changed over time.”

“A clean slate,” Dick exclaimed, and reached out his hand to shake mine. As we shook hands, we both burst out laughing.


AUGUST 1956

I never met John Fitzgerald Kennedy in person. I first encountered him on our black-and-white ten-inch television screen. As it turned out, television was the most winning way to be introduced to his charms. I was thirteen years old. It was a Friday afternoon in the middle of August 1956. I was in my bedroom reading when my mother called me downstairs so I could witness a grand moment that was about to take place. I was happy to hear an unusual animation in her voice. She told me that in a wholly unexpected move, the Democratic presidential nominee, Adlai Stevenson, had thrown the selection of his running mate to the floor of the convention—and that it looked like her choice, the handsome young Catholic senator from Massachusetts, was on the verge of winning.

From the small screen came the sounds of whooping and hollering, the confusion and din from a crowd numbering in the thousands, as if some tremendous sporting event were taking place. Before long, I was curled up on the sofa alongside my mother’s chair, trying to keep score on a big piece of poster board. The magic number to win, the commentators kept repeating, was 686 ½. The rules of this game were far more peculiar than those of my accustomed, orderly universe of scoring baseball games with my father which progressed play-by-play, out-by-out, inning-by-inning. Here, numbers rose and fell as states waved their standards in the air, howling for recognition to announce their tallied votes, which somehow shifted from one candidate to another in the space of fifteen or twenty minutes.

At the time, I knew almost nothing about conventions. My parents were not especially active in politics. At the dinner table, politics was discussed no more than money or sex. All I knew was that my mother rarely showed the sense of vitality and elation that was apparent that afternoon of the Democratic convention. Rheumatic fever as a child had left her with a damaged heart. Angina attacks had begun in her thirties. Three summers earlier, a major heart attack had taken a permanent toll on her body. But on this day, her eyes were bright and her voice was strong.

She explained to me that even though the senator from Tennessee, Estes Kefauver—I’d never heard the name Estes before (to say nothing of Kefauver), and it struck me as funny—had led after the first ballot, Kennedy, showing a surprising momentum, had come in second, ahead of Senators Hubert Humphrey and Albert Gore Sr. And sure enough, on the second ballot, my mother’s young Irish prince jumped into the lead—and she jumped to her feet and cheered.

Midway through the second ballot, after New York delivered big for Kennedy, I had my first glimpse of a long figure with big ears. It was Lyndon Johnson. He grasped the microphone and shouted that Texas would cast its entire vote total for John Fitzgerald Kennedy. Banners waved. Shouts for Kennedy filled the air. Ahead of Kefauver now, Kennedy was within 20 ½ votes of victory. Tension mounted in the amphitheater and in our family room.

What happened next made no sense to me. Senator Gore of Tennessee requested that his name be withdrawn in favor of Kefauver. All of a sudden, the incoming tide for Kennedy abruptly stopped. Then the tide ebbed as one state after another snatched their votes away from Kennedy and delivered them to Kefauver. It seemed ridiculous, as if my Brooklyn Dodgers had scored two runs in one inning, before both were suddenly taken away the next inning and given to the Yankees. Soon, Kefauver was safely beyond the magical 686 ½, my disappointed mother was close to tears, and I was angry at what seemed an utterly mystifying affair.

That was when the defeated candidate stepped to the rostrum. My mother and I both fell silent. He didn’t look like anybody else up on the speaker stand, so slender, so young, with his full head of hair. His face looked weary. I could tell he was sad. But he maintained an earnest and graceful control in accepting defeat. He thanked his supporters from all over the country. He praised Stevenson for his “good judgment” in letting the convention select the vice presidential nominee, and, finally, asked the delegates to nominate Kefauver by acclamation. As Kefauver made his way into the convention hall to the strains of the “Tennessee Waltz” and the roar of the crowd, the television camera switched instead to a close-up view of Kennedy collecting himself in the aftermath of defeat, standing tall and clapping for Kefauver. Indeed, there was something in the vulnerability he displayed, his magnanimous demeanor, that transformed my mother’s sorrow into pride, and suspended my own anger and bewilderment in favor of a newly minted curiosity.

More than six decades after watching Kennedy’s concession speech with my mother, I replayed that day’s proceedings on YouTube. In the years since, I had become familiar with the ebb and flow of delegate tallies. I had come to understand that when Senator Gore withdrew and the midwestern and Rocky Mountain states held firm for Kefauver, Kennedy had likely reached the limit of his support; once that situation became clear, a bandwagon effect in favor of Kefauver had set in. No one wanted to be on the wrong side after the finish line had been crossed.

In the decades afterward, I had studied and written about both JFK and LBJ. I knew that in contrast to Kennedy’s praise of Stevenson’s “good judgment” in allowing the convention to select the nominee, LBJ considered the decision “the goddamndest stupidest move a politician could make.” As I watched a video of the convention online, I listened carefully to the words Johnson used when he delivered the state of Texas for Kennedy: “Texas proudly casts its fifty-six votes for the fighting sailor who wears the scars of battle, the fearless senator, John Fitzgerald Kennedy.” I could not help but smile, for these flattering words were in stark contrast to the image LBJ had painted of the junior senator for me one day at the ranch, calling him “a young whippersnapper, malaria ridden and yellah,” who “never said a word of importance in the Senate” and “never did a thing.” Such feelings mattered little, I now understood. For the Texas delegation, anyone was preferable to the outspoken liberal Kefauver. And Johnson believed that Kennedy had the best shot at beating Kefauver. Furthermore, in a political era marked by the rise of television, Johnson acknowledged that “Kennedy looked awfully good on the goddamn television screen.”

My mother and I were alone in our house that summer afternoon, but the impression Kennedy made on the two of us was shared in all parts of the country by millions of people. It was this realization that struck me most forcibly during my recent rewatch of the convention: the power of television to ignite a personality in a single moment, transforming a young senator into a national figure, conveying an impression of vitality, excitement, and promise that would linger and grow in the years ahead.




MARCH 1958

Curiously, the romantic aura surrounding John Kennedy that both my mother and I had felt via television in 1956 was nowhere in evidence in March of 1958 when Dick first encountered the young senator in the flesh. A kind of introductory interview had been arranged by Sumner Kaplan, the state representative from Brookline who had championed Dick’s first forays into politics during the rent control struggle and the fight to prevent discrimination in local fraternities and sororities. Sumner would become a lifelong friend and mentor to Dick.

Dick only had a vague memory of a chilly spring day and trudging up three flights of stairs to a cramped, shabby apartment at 122 Bowdoin Street in Boston. This tiny apartment—across from the State House and next to the Bellevue Hotel where local politicians gathered—had been Kennedy’s official Boston residence since his first run for Congress twelve years earlier. An outer room was crowded with local politicians and lobbyists. After twenty minutes, Kennedy’s aide, Frank Morrissey, showed Sumner and Dick into an adjacent room, where Kennedy greeted Sumner warmly and shook Dick’s hand.

“I understand you’re going to work for Frankfurter,” Kennedy said, and then with a shrug and faint smile, added, “He’s not my greatest fan.”

“Kennedy remained standing,” Dick told me, “and so, of course, did we. Then, with a skill that did not signal dismissal though indeed that’s exactly what it was, Kennedy waved to a small group of men Morrissey was bringing into the room. Almost simultaneously, Morrissey reached for Sumner’s arm to escort us to the door. But before we left, Kennedy took my hand a second time and, meeting my eyes, said simply, ‘I’ll be looking for people in January once I finish my reelection campaign. Come and see me.’ We weren’t in there very long.”

Dick’s description reminded me of Theodore Roosevelt’s rapid-fire meetings with visitors when he was governor. It was said that his stately desk might well have been removed altogether for he was always standing, receiving and dismissing record numbers of visitors so adroitly that each person somehow felt he had truly and personally engaged with him.

A few days after the Bowdoin Street encounter, Dick wrote George Cuomo:

I recently had an interesting meeting with Senator Kennedy when he was in Boston. He intimated strongly that he would like to have me come to work for him next January after he finishes running for re-election for the Senate.

However, even if he wants me to work—and this is not at all certain—I am not sure. Work for him, no matter how interesting, is bound to be a sort of dead end for one so young.

“A dead end? So you thought, at twenty-six, you’d be stuck in some sort of Senate cubicle forever?” I asked.

“I’m not sure what I thought. Only that there was nothing intoxicating about the senator or his confining quarters. The size and impression of the place should have no bearing on the size of its occupant—but of course it does.”




JANUARY 1959

After the dust of the Senate reelection campaign had settled, Dick followed up on Kennedy’s invitation. Kennedy had been reelected by a historic, whopping 73 percent of the vote. This second meeting took place not in the cramped Bowdoin Street apartment above a cobbler’s shop, but in the grand and formal setting of the Old Senate Office Building. The senator’s office, Room 362, was across the hall from the Senate office of Vice President Richard Nixon.

“I don’t know,” Dick told me, “whether it was the regal Old Senate Office Building, Kennedy’s resounding reelection to the Senate, or the crackling electricity generated by his impending presidential bid, but the atmosphere that day was charged.”

After passing the hive of activity surrounding the secretarial desks—clacking typewriters, ringing phones, competing voices—Dick was guided into the relative tranquility of Kennedy’s inner office. This time, Kennedy rose from behind his desk to shake hands and ushered Dick to a leather chair opposite the desk. This was not simply a Teddy Roosevelt meet-and-greet.

“He seemed different, more impressive,” Dick recalled. “He asked me all kinds of questions about my experience at Harvard Law School, about my work on the court, reiterating that Justice Frankfurter was not one of his supporters.”

Dick wisely chose not to enter into a conversation about the Justice. He knew that Frankfurter despised Kennedy’s father, Joe, believing him an anti-Semitic Nazi appeaser during the early days of World War II. Frankfurter considered young Kennedy a lightweight.

“The conversation lasted twenty minutes or so. It was genial. He was sizing me up. His curiosity felt genuine. I didn’t feel uncomfortable. I doubt I had grown much in size since the first meeting, but I felt certain that he had. The strongest impression he made was of a powerful, disciplined ambition.”

“Were you projecting all this on him, imagining him as president,” I wondered, “or was it actually emanating from him?”

“I’m not sure,” Dick said. “All I know is that I was sufficiently engaged to tell him straight out that once my time as a law clerk was over, I would like to help in the campaign that was brewing in his offices. No commitment was made. He simply said keep in touch, but my guess was that my name was put into a file of potential staffers when the Kennedy team for a presidential run was assembled.”

Perhaps, I later thought, it was from this file that Ted Sorensen picked Dick’s name to enter the contest for the post of junior speechwriter.




DECEMBER 1959

“There were no swimming lessons on that job,” Dick laughed. “Ted Sorensen handed me folders overflowing with memos, articles, and various background materials on arms control, something I knew next to nothing about. He showed me to a desk in an outer room of the Senate office, and with a brief, ‘I’ll stop by later, we need the article for tomorrow,’ he threw me in the swimming pool to fend for myself and left.”

Throughout that first day, Dick pored over position papers, suggestions from a variety of advisers and academics, as well as every public statement Kennedy had made on the topic. Dick had always been a quick study, adept at scanning and cramming, yet somehow also able to distill an immense mass of material into something clear and clean. He told me, however, that as the hours passed and he began to peck out a draft of several thousand words on his typewriter, the work made law school begin to feel like a romp in kindergarten.

By the time Sorensen reappeared to pick up the pages Dick had produced, everyone else had left the office. Sorensen read through the draft while standing. “Not bad” was all Dick remembered as an introductory compliment. Then, Sorensen pulled up a chair, and for the next hour or more, underlined and slashed Dick’s pages, his crisp and vigorous mind pointing out the slightest deviations from Kennedy’s policy positions while also tightening the syntax to suggest the clipped mannerisms Kennedy favored. No sooner had he finished this intense tutelage session than he rose, slid back the chair, picked up his briefcase, and, turning to Dick, said, “It still needs work and we still need it by tomorrow. Good luck.” And then he was gone. So Dick’s first day in the office led to his first long night of coffee and cigars, working until dawn.

Sorensen, chief of the speechwriting team, and Dick, the sorcerer’s promising apprentice, made for an odd couple. It would be difficult to find two more different characters than Dick and Ted. The mentor, immensely helpful, yet sparing in praise, undemonstrative, guarded, and possessive of his long, exclusive relationship with Kennedy; the student, idealistic and emotional, bright and ambitious. Although Sorensen seemed at least a decade older than Dick, in actuality, only three years separated them. For the prior half dozen years, Sorensen had been Kennedy’s sole speechwriter, intellectual and policy sounding-board, adviser, and traveling companion as they had toured every state of the Union.

If conceivable, Sorensen would never have tolerated an assistant speechwriter at all, but the need to generate material for the fledgling campaign had grown to the point where it was no longer possible for him to produce the material that was necessary on his own.





JANUARY 1960

On January 2, 1960, hardly a month into the job—in the immediate aftermath of Kennedy’s announcement of his candidacy for the Democratic presidential nomination—Sorensen gave Dick a chance to collaborate on an assignment that was different from the usual articles and position papers. He told Dick that Kennedy wanted to make a speech on the presidency itself. He wanted to draw a line between the complacent, passive presidential leadership of the Fifties, and the progressive, active conception of the presidency that he felt certain the new decade of the Sixties required and that he intended to offer. On that collision between active and passive, old and new, between what he would do in the coming decade and what had not been done in the previous, Kennedy had decided to wager the identity of his campaign.

Dick remembered rushing with Sorensen to deliver the speech draft to Kennedy, in transit from one city to another, at Butler Aviation Terminal in Washington, D.C. “That presidential draft was the first time I had ever observed him read a speech I had worked on. Quick marks with his pencil, nothing encouraging or discouraging, but there was a remarkable intensity of focus. He said he didn’t mind “sticking it to old Ike,” so long as the immensely popular president’s name was not mentioned.

Rifling through Dick’s boxes, we found an advance copy of the speech, given on January 14, 1960, before the National Press Club in Washington. As we carefully reread the speech, what surprised me most was that it spoke of “the challenging, revolutionary sixties,” forecasting the future of a decade then little more than two weeks old!

“What do the times—and the people—demand for the next four years in the White House?” The speech suggested that they demanded an active commander in chief, “not merely a bookkeeper.” They demanded “more than ringing manifestoes issued from the rear of the battle.” They demanded that the president “be the head of a responsible party, not rise so far above politics as to be invisible.”

These biting phrases were so transparent that they seemed to me to clearly cross the line of not directly criticizing Eisenhower. Apparently at the last minute, Kennedy made a similar assessment. A journalist who had seen the advance press release recognized that when he delivered the speech, he “pulled his punches.” He dropped the critique of a passive leader fighting from the rear of the battle. And he eliminated the demeaning “bookkeeper” reference. Nonetheless, the speech was pungent enough to elicit a most unusual round of applause from the press corps.

What I liked most about the speech was that history formed its spine. Quotes from past presidents were sprinkled throughout as they would be in nearly all the work Dick crafted during his speechwriting career. Looking back, I was particularly fascinated to note Kennedy’s desire to mold his future presidency in the expansive tradition of Franklin Roosevelt, Theodore Roosevelt, and Abraham Lincoln—“my guys,” the presidents with whom I had spent decades of my life. Indeed, Kennedy’s speech ended with Lincoln’s statement after signing the Emancipation Proclamation: “If my name ever goes into history, it will be for this act, and my whole soul is in it.”

After we had finished reviewing this speech, eighty-four-year-old Dick waxed nostalgic: “So there I was,” he said, “twenty-nine years old, a history major in college, summoning my passion for the story of America into my first speech for Kennedy in those first days of the Sixties.”

“And there I was,” I added, “a seventeen-year-old high school senior, dreaming of becoming a high school teacher. You, dreaming of changing history; me, of teaching how those changes were made.”



In 1960, the only path to the Democratic nomination for John Kennedy was through the primaries. He was not the darling of the party bosses. Given his age, inexperience, and Catholicism, they had serious doubts about his ability to win the general election.

Kennedy knew there were not enough primary votes to secure his nomination. The primaries did, however, offer a proving ground, an opportunity to audition for the power brokers of the Democratic Party—to demonstrate, in a trial of popular appeal and strength, his viability as a candidate.

From the moment he had announced his intentions on January 2, he had issued the challenge that “any Democratic aspirant to this important nomination should be willing to submit to the voters his views, record, and competence in a series of primary contests.”

Hubert Humphrey was the only rival to take up Kennedy’s gauntlet, although Stevenson, Missouri senator Stuart Symington, and Lyndon Johnson waited and watched from the wings.

When I asked Dick to tell me about the primary trail with the senator, he said, “Mostly I wasn’t there! I was holed up day and night in his Senate office in Washington, an overheated cog in a promise-and-pledge machine.”

Dick became adept at Sorensen’s tripartite formula of a stump speech, recognizing how a stock opening and closing of every speech would sandwich the meat of what the candidate might promise to persuade that particular audience. It was this formula that enabled him to churn out a variety of stump speeches with great speed, transforming hitherto inscrutable questions concerning wheat markets, coal extraction techniques, and dairy supports into somewhat coherent proposals and pledges that might be accomplished in the future. And of course, there were general patriotic and partisan themes, such as a great America could be even greater.

As Dick and I searched through a sampler of these stump speeches, he estimated that he had written about 40 percent of them. And how dense they were!—he hefted onto the table a stack of stump speeches, fact sheets, position papers, and assorted files. “Wow… not so profound maybe,” he said, “but I was goddamn prolific.”

Afterward, we read a few of them aloud. “Pretty dull,” I said to Dick.

“Exactly,” Dick nodded, “but designed to show that Kennedy was not a lightweight. He had command of hard facts and issues. He had gravity.”

Dick had to assimilate reams of position papers in order to fashion informed statements—about agricultural policy for the South Dakota plowing contest, about timber in the Northwest, about water in California, about hard and soft coal in West Virginia, and about dairy programs for farmers in Wisconsin. After working on a farm speech with the candidate, Dick recalled Kennedy remarking, “Here we are, two farmers from Brookline.”

Promises and pledges were the steady drumbeat of Kennedy’s stump speeches, variously tailored for a Jewish community center, a grange, a high school auditorium, a luncheon, or a brief after-dinner speech: “We pledge ourselves to passing a water control bill… to a program of agricultural research… to preserve the fish which inhabit our lakes… to assist small businesses to get a larger share of defense contracts… promise to strengthen and expand employment services to assist displaced men to find better jobs…” His proposals, pledges, and promises to build a dam or dredge a harbor accumulated until, by the campaign’s end, Dick compiled a list of more than eighty-one pledges.

While Kennedy was trying to prove himself to the party bosses, he was also learning how to better speak to people crowded before him. It was often difficult to comprehend his accelerated mode of delivery and clipped Boston accent. Dick had kept a copy of a taped interview with Robert Healy, a friend from The Boston Globe, who covered Kennedy during the 1960 race. In the early days, Healy recalled, the candidate wasn’t a “polished speaker. He spoke so rapidly that nothing really sank in.” He raced through his prepared speeches like a young kid giving a report who was eager to get back to his seat. But he excelled during question-and-answer periods, and came across as articulate, informed, and often humorous.

And most impressively, Healy noted, Kennedy actually sought criticism. He would ask reporters all kinds of questions about the crowd’s reaction. Did they seem to like him? When and where did their attention drift? Where were they enthusiastic?

“So of all this stuff you and Sorensen helped concoct for the primaries,” I asked Dick, “what has stayed with you?”

“Ashland,” Dick responded without hesitation, “Ashland, Wisconsin. I remember drafting a pledge for Kennedy’s visit there, a promise to clean up the harbor and provide federal aid for this small town on the shores of Lake Superior that was down on its heels. Manufacturing was gone, jobs scarce, a polluted harbor. I’m not sure why,” Dick said wistfully, “but over the past half century, I’ve often wondered about Ashland. I even wanted to go there to see what happened to that harbor, but I never made it.”



Dick’s words echoed in my head as I continued sifting through the archive to explore material relevant to the 1960 Wisconsin primary, the first of the competitive primaries (Kennedy had easily won New Hampshire, his neighboring state). I resolved to find the answer to Dick’s old question: What had happened to Ashland? Had Kennedy’s pledges been fulfilled? Or were they only so much political bluster? The answer turned out to be more complicated than I had imagined.

Curious, on a whim, I called the Ashland Historical Society and reached out to longtime residents. I dug up old newspaper clippings spanning the decades from 1960 to the present. I reread Theodore White’s The Making of the President 1960, which I had first encountered six decades earlier in graduate school.





MARCH 1960

According to White, who shadowed Kennedy during the Wisconsin primary, the candidate had reached Ashland on March 17, 1960, at the close of a long, grueling day that had begun at dawn in the city of Eau Claire. Only eight people showed up for a rally planned at a roadside diner. Driving north through the sparsely populated region, a hatless Kennedy jumped from his car in village centers, walking through the streets, extending his hand to the few passers-by. Unheralded, he slipped into country stores, saloons, and factories, where he was often met with grunts or stares. “I’m John Kennedy,” he would say, “candidate for president. I’d like to have your vote in the primary.” One worker replied, “Yeah! Happy New Year.” This was Humphrey territory. Minnesota was a neighbor, and Humphrey was known and well respected in Wisconsin.

The image of what White described as “a very forlorn and lonesome young man” walking through the streets stuck in my memory. White was impressed by Kennedy’s resolution and perseverance. Neither the ten-degree temperature nor the wall of indifference dispirited him. “He had not even once,” White reported, “lost his dignity, his calm, his cool, and total composure.”

Compared to the grim day of hunting out voters throughout the depressed Ninth and Tenth Districts, the evening event in Ashland was a revelation of warm possibility. Organizers had filled the Dodd Gym with seven hundred people. Before Kennedy spoke, six-year-old Ellen Anich crossed the stage, carrying a bouquet of flowers she had brought to present to the candidate’s wife, Jackie Kennedy.

That six-year-old girl was now sixty-eight when I tracked her down for a conversation.

“A bunch of grayheads sitting around the table thought it would be cute to have a little girl deliver the flowers. My uncle, Tom Anich, was active in Democratic politics,” Ellen explained, “so I was chosen. We had no money. Everything I wore belonged to a rich girl across the street. That day, I practiced handing things over…. But when Kennedy reached down to accept the flowers in his wife’s absence, I held back, confused since they were meant for his wife.”

Kennedy explained that his wife was pregnant and resting. “My mom’s going to have a baby, too,” young Ellen announced.

“I promise if you give them to me, I will make sure she gets them,” Kennedy assured her—so finally, she surrendered the roses.

The crowd roared with good-natured laughter, sending the night in a positive direction. The high spirits continued as Kennedy spoke of a Democratic bill Eisenhower had vetoed, the Area Redevelopment Bill. He pledged that he would work for its passage so that Ashland and other depressed communities throughout the country would receive the aid they deserved from their government.



On September 24, 1963, Kennedy returned to Ashland, this time as president of the United States. The harbor had not been cleaned up and the grave economic situation had not improved. As president he had passed and signed the Area Redevelopment Bill, but its modest funds had not filtered down to Ashland.

Nonetheless, that presidential visit, the start of an eleven-state conservation tour, would be widely remembered as “the greatest day in Ashland’s history.” Schools were closed and a holiday mood prevailed.

“It was a big honor for our little town,” Ellen’s ninety-one-year-old aunt, Beverley Anich, told me.

A radio recording captures the tremendous thunder and screaming of the crowd as Kennedy emerged from a helicopter that had set down at the small airport. “Everyone is most excited,” the announcer said, “for the President of the United States to step foot on our land.” On his way to the speaker’s stand, Kennedy veered suddenly toward the snow fencing, behind which some fifteen thousand people (a crowd larger than the whole of Ashland’s population) had gathered.

I could not help but contrast the pandemonium that greeted him that day as he reached across the fence to shake as many outreached hands as he could (much to the dismay of the Secret Service) with the icy reception he had received three years earlier when hunting down votes one by one in the deserted streets of northern Wisconsin.

He issued a clarion call for the preservation of natural resources, for protecting freshwater harbors, lakes, and streams, and once again promising government aid. He spoke of plans for making the nearby Apostle Islands into a national park. His speech lasted only ten minutes. After mixing with the crowd, Kennedy’s military helicopter left from the airport that would soon be rededicated in his honor. Yet, even his brief visit, I would discover, had left an impression on the people of Ashland that would continue to inspire them for years to come.

Fifty years to the month after Kennedy’s 1963 visit, a reporter interviewed a number of the people the president had encountered that day. Rollie Hicks was a math and physics major at Northland College. He had little interest in politics, but his friends convinced him to go to the airport. When Kennedy was returning to his helicopter following his speech, he made another abrupt turn toward the fence at the very spot where Rollie was standing. “He shook my hand and I gave him a Northland College booster pin.” Looking back, sixty-nine-year-old Rollie said he didn’t want to overplay it, but something happened on that day that was instrumental in leading him to a life of politics and public service.

And by all accounts, Rollie’s experience was not unique. There was an aura surrounding John Kennedy that altered the paths of countless young men and women. One, named Temperance Dede had a similar experience. Kennedy introduced himself and took her hand. “All I could think about is how perfect he looked,” the seventy-three-year-old recalled, “his smile, his hair, his suit.” Though stunned into silence at first, she summoned the courage to introduce herself, telling him that her friends called her Tempe. “Then I will call you Tempe,” he said. He then asked her questions about her life and listened carefully as she told him she lived at the Fond Du Lac reservation. He wanted to know about the reservation. “We need people like you,” he told her before taking his leave. That day, she told the reporter, marked a change in her life. “I felt anything was possible.” Tempe went on to get an associate degree, a bachelor’s and a master’s degree in social work. She was a founder of the first preschool program at Fond Du Lac and worked to address mental health issues for Native Americans.

I am not suggesting a causal chain of events, but pointing out an organic narrative that emerged again and again from various witnesses’ accounts.

As I talked with seventy-three-year-old lifelong Ashland resident, town historian, and former mayor Edward Monroe, an answer began to surface to Dick’s question about what had happened to Ashland’s harbor and economy.

“It was a very depressing place in 1963,” Monroe said. He explained that an abandoned saw mill had left wood pilings close to shore. It all looked like ruins from a war. The Dupont plant, which had made dynamite and TNT, had shut its doors, but not before an accumulation of discharged chemicals had turned the lake blood red. Waste from the paper mill had left a milky sheen on the bay. The coal power plant had dumped a tarlike substance in the harbor.

“It’s been a very long road,” Monroe told me, “but I believe it began with the president’s visit to our little town. Talk to anyone in Ashland who was there and they will remember every detail. He made us feel good about ourselves. We needed to feel good about ourselves to believe we could make our town better. He had challenged the country to put a man on the moon. Now he was challenging us. Little by little we began to clean up the harbor and the beachfront.”

The town was awarded a grant to remove those wood pilings from the shore. A pedestrian tunnel was built to give residents a way of getting from the downtown plaza to the lakeshore without crossing a busy highway. A small community project to paint a few murals on the tunnel walls mushroomed to create 250 murals that now span the entire tunnel. A hospital grew into a medical campus that today houses both cancer and mental health centers that serve seven counties.

And, after decades of legal battles, a federal court finally identified those responsible for the pollutants carpeting the harbor floor. That legal settlement created a multimillion-dollar Superfund to dredge the bottom and clean the harbor.

“The harbor is in good shape,” Monroe proudly noted. “The beachfront is restored. Tourists are coming here. You would not recognize Ashland today from the down-and-out place it was six decades ago.”

The legislative aid Kennedy had promised in the campaign had not been delivered to Ashland. It had taken more than half a century and a cascade of intervening events to clean up Ashland’s harbor and strengthen the town’s economic life.

Yet, it seems clear to me that something indefinable had happened when President Kennedy came to Ashland, that his presence had inspired in the townspeople a belief in themselves that had helped set in motion the long journey toward their community’s revival. The abandoned industrial plants had left behind a dispiriting gloom as well as an ugly physical residue. Kennedy’s visit generated the beginnings of a new mindset.

“We felt after he was here that we were more than we were before,” Edward Monroe told me. “We began the projects that long needed to be done.”

In the long run, the aspirations and inspiration that Kennedy had brought to Ashland may well have proven every bit as vital to leadership as policies and programs. It was a point, I came to understand, that I had never properly realized or conceded to Dick.




APRIL 1960

Kennedy’s long days of trudging through Wisconsin paid off on April 5, primary day. He never developed the boisterous and friendly chumminess, the genial touch of Hubert Humphrey. There was always a distance, as if something was withheld, setting him apart and making him less accessible. In the end, that line was perhaps not a liability at all, but a strength.

His victory over Humphrey, however, was not the knockout blow the campaign had anticipated, and the votes, once tallied, revealed a troubling religious split. Kennedy took the predominantly Catholic districts; Humphrey easily won the predominantly Protestant districts.

“What does it mean?” Kennedy was asked. “It means we have to do it all over again. We have to go through every one and win every one of them—West Virginia, and Maryland and Indiana and Oregon, all the way to the Convention.”

And so their marathon sprint went on to West Virginia. Day and night, Dick remembered, he tried to make sense of hard coal, soft coal, coal by wire, and burning fuel. Only Catholicism was taboo for the speechwriters. Kennedy decided to address the issue himself in Charleston, West Virginia, when he spontaneously responded to a question about his religion: “The fact that I was born a Catholic, does that mean that I can’t be the president of the United States? I’m able to serve in Congress, and my brother was able to give his life, but we can’t be President?” The real issues, he repeatedly argued, were poverty, unemployment, and what could be done to make daily life better for the people of the state.

On May 10, West Virginia’s primary day, Kennedy beat Humphrey by an overwhelming margin. In the weeks that followed, Kennedy swept the rest of the primaries. In so doing, he demonstrated to the political bosses that a young Catholic could mobilize the support of the American people across the country.





JULY 1960

On the night of Wednesday, July 13, Kennedy secured his party’s nomination on the first ballot at the Democratic convention. On Thursday, the convention delegates (not to mention Kennedy’s inner circle) were stunned when Kennedy announced that he had chosen Lyndon Johnson as his running mate. Dick had remained in Washington during the convention. I wondered what he and his colleagues in the office had thought when they first heard the news that Lyndon Johnson was suddenly part of their team. Dick said he remembered a general feeling of disappointment and confusion.

“I guess in a sense we’d all profiled him,” Dick admitted. “He was from the South, immediately suspect on matters of civil rights. We knew of labor’s disapproval. He seemed old, a figure from the past, not a member of the new generation that was at the core of our campaign.”

Kennedy had promised that he would seek out new men who would “cast off the old slogans and delusions and suspicion.” If Lyndon Johnson seemed to balance the ticket, the perceived conception was that he did so from the right and from the past.

And yet, Dick recalled, in the many months of all-nighters in the Senate office during the primaries, no matter how far past midnight he stayed at the office, he was sure to spy a single light in the darkened Capitol building shining from the office of the Senate majority leader. “It shone like a beacon in a lighthouse. I thought maybe Lyndon had left that light burning to fool people into thinking he was always working. The day would come when I learned that my surmise was wrong. He was always working.”

There are warring narratives as to what really happened in those hours between Kennedy’s nomination and his surprise selection of Lyndon Johnson as his running mate. Some observers claim Kennedy’s offer was simply a gesture made with the certainty that Johnson would never surrender the power of Senate majority leader for the hapless post of the vice presidency. If so, that calculation failed to understand that throughout his career, Johnson had shown an uncanny ability to turn a sow’s ear into a silk purse. As party whip, minority leader, and majority leader, he had taken positions with small bases of power and vastly magnified and multiplied their functions.

Others claim that the offer to Johnson was genuine and made in good faith. Kennedy had carefully weighed the pros and cons, subtracting voters Johnson would likely lose in the North, while adding votes he would gain in the South. In the end, he could not see his way to victory without Johnson. Without Texas, he had an insufficient number of electoral votes.

Lyndon Johnson, an inveterate nose-counter, was doing his own arithmetic. He had even asked his staff to research how many vice presidents had gone on to become president. That number was ten. Seven of them did not have to wage a campaign, inheriting the presidency after the incumbent’s death.

Finally, it seems that when Kennedy went to proffer Johnson the post, he did not definitively make the offer, but merely suggested it. Nonetheless, Johnson readily accepted the matter as a done deal. When sufficient displeasure surfaced within the Kennedy ranks and among Democratic activists, however, Kennedy began to have second thoughts.

As John Kennedy’s unofficial surrogate, his brother Robert Kennedy was given the unfortunate job of persuading Johnson to rescind his acceptance of the candidate’s suggestion regarding the vice presidency. In all likelihood, Johnson identified Bobby as the agent and not the messenger. Bobby warned that if a nasty fight erupted on the convention floor, its fallout could well damage the launch of the entire campaign. Perhaps in compensation for withdrawal, Johnson might consider accepting the chairmanship of the Democratic Committee? Johnson stood his ground. He had been told he would be the nominee. He wanted to be vice president. To withdraw the offer publicly would be calamitous. Kennedy had no recourse but to bring Johnson’s name forward.

Robert Kennedy, Dick told me, was disconsolate about Johnson’s selection. “Don’t worry, Bobby,” Kennedy told his brother, a comment Bobby grimly confided to Dick years later, “Nothing’s going to happen to me.”

The delegates were eventually brought into line. Johnson was nominated by voice vote, but he would forever blame Bobby for the humiliation he experienced during that chaotic afternoon. Mistrust, suspicion, and a scarcely concealed hatred continued between the two men from that day forward.

So, with confusion and turmoil on both sides, the Kennedy-Johnson ticket was born. And in hindsight, without that ticket there would have been no President John Fitzgerald Kennedy in 1961, and no President Lyndon Baines Johnson in 1963.

Several weeks after the convention, Ted Sorensen paused by Dick’s desk late one evening as he was about to leave the office. “Beginning in September, you’ll be joining me and the senator on the plane for the national campaign.”

“I tried to stay composed,” Dick told me, “but I felt like I was going to jump out of my skin.”

“Maybe get a new dark suit, a few white shirts, and new ties,” Sorensen had suggested. “Something conservative.”

“I thought the other guys were the conservatives,” Dick had said, smiling.
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