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O’CONNOR:   Mr. Bell, what contacts did you have with John Kennedy [John F.  
   Kennedy] before 1960?  
 
BELL:   Well, I knew him when he came to the Senate. I had been aware of  
   him as member of the House, but not particularly. But when he came  
   to the Senate, of course, he was a fresh young face in the Senate, and a 
very attractive young man and one that almost everybody thought had quite a future. So I 
probably got more and 
 

[-1-] 
  
better acquainted with him than I would with the average freshman senator. It is difficult to 
recall, of course, just all of your personal contacts, but I remember one incident where 
Kennedy might have wondered who was President of the United States at that point because 
he had fought and died in the Senate, as it were, in 1958 when Eisenhower [Dwight D. 
Eisenhower] asked Congress for authority to extend American aid to Iron Curtain countries. 
Kennedy had prepared himself rather carefully on this, and he came up with a proposal 
Eisenhower and Dulles [John Foster Dulles] approved after minor changes in words. And it 
seemed as though the Senate was about to adopt this, which was quite a feather in Kennedy’s 
cap since he was a Democrat proposing something that the Republican Administration  



 
[-2-] 

 
would accept. But at that point “Big Bill” Knowland [William Fife Knowland] of California 
came back from a visit home. And he called me up one day and asked me to come down to 
his office. He wanted to give me a statement about this question of directing foreign aid 
appropriations to Iron Curtain countries. He had already been in touch with William 
Macomber [William B. Macomber, Jr.], Assistant Secretary of State, and had told him that if 
the Kennedy Amendment were accepted that there would be a drastic reduction in foreign aid 
funds. Christian A. Herter [Christian A. Herter], who was Undersecretary of State, Douglas 
Dillon [C. Douglas Dillon], who was then his economic deputy, had agreed as a compromise 
they would support the Kennedy proposal in principle but would leave the language up to 
Congress. Knowland then demanded a meeting with the President and got it  
 

[-3-] 
 
the next morning. He told Eisenhower that Kennedy was trying to “open the floodgates” to 
Communist countries, and he demanded that Eisenhower repudiate this commitment which 
had been made by Eisenhower’s associates to Kennedy. Of course, Eisenhower didn’t know 
too much about this particular matter, and he said he had no objection if the Kennedy 
amendment were scuttled. He suggested as an alternative that the issue be handled on some 
other legislative measure. Of course, it never was. With this information and this 
commitment from the President, Knowland was able to beat Kennedy on a test vote in the 
Senate by 43 to 42. And I remember vividly Kennedy stood up on his feet behind his back 
row seat and said, “Who is running our foreign policy, President Eisenhower or Senator 
Knowland?” At that  
 

[-4-] 
 
point, all of us had some doubts.  
 This was one example. Of course, Kennedy had been in the Senate six years and was 
pretty knowledgeable about the ways of the Senate and the rules. This was one thing that 
helped him a great deal. Senator Dick Russell [Richard B. Russell, Jr.] of Georgia is 
supposed to be the greatest parliamentarian in the Senate—and he undoubtedly is. Few men 
can match him. But where a major matter was concerned, Kennedy had the kind of 
concentration by which within two or three years he knew almost as much about the rules of 
the Senate as Russell did. I wouldn’t say he was comparable, but he certainly was a man who 
could grasp these intricate details of rules and rulings that had been made. Thus he became 
nobody’s fool on the Senate floor in that respect. 
 

[-5-] 
 
Too many young Senators spend too much time politicking. And I don’t say that Kennedy 
wasn’t politicking because he was always politicking. Part of the nature of the Kennedys was 
to politic. But he did become very familiar with the rules, and this helped him a great deal. 



I have forgotten when he made his Algiers speech. 
 
O’CONNOR:   That was in 1958, I think.  
 
BELL:   Was that in ‘58, too? 
 
O’CONNOR:  I think so. 
 
BELL:   Well, this was sort of a high water mark for a young man who was  
   trying to cut himself an image, if you can call it that, and who  
   obviously had further ambitions. That speech drew a great deal of 
attention and a great deal of comment. I don’t know who wrote it for him, if anybody wrote it 
for him, but it  
 

[-6-] 
 
was well done. It had a new idea. Of course, eventually this turned out to be the sort of basis 
on which the Algerian question eventually was settled.  
 
O’CONNOR:   Actually that was back in 1957. 
 
BELL:   1957. Well, I can’t remember all those dates. But Kennedy was not  
   what you might call a member of the inner circle in the Senate because  
   he was too much of a lone wolf in a lot of respects. He operated 
outside of the coterie which ran the Senate itself. And he was regarded with some suspicion 
by the older members who thought that he was somewhat of an upstart, but he was old Joe 
Kennedy’s [Joseph P. Kennedy] boy and he’s probably all right, except that he had a lot of 
his own and some of them were kind of  radical, you know.  
 
O’CONNOR:  Well, he had been unafraid to oppose  
 

[-7-] 
 
   Truman [Harry S. Truman] at various times when he was in the  
   Congress, and I would think… 
 
BELL:   That’s right. He did that in the House, though. And he was very critical  
   of Truman at points. This, of course, didn’t affect him in the Senate at  
   the time he arrived because Truman’s day was over, even though he 
[Truman] hadn’t realized it at that point. 
 
O’CONNOR:  I was interested to hear you say that he was a rather astute  
  parliamentarian—not as good as Russell, of course—because we’ve  
  gotten a lot of comments to the effect that he was a relatively 
ineffectual senator.  



 
 
BELL:  Well, he was ineffectual in the sense that any senator is ineffectual  
  until he’s been around the “club” about ten years or so and made all of  
  the connections  
 

[-8-] 
 
that he should make. But I will have to disagree with those who say that Kennedy was lazy 
and sloppy. When he put his mind to it, he learned everything that he needed to know about 
any subject. I’ve seen him on the Senate floor defending a bill, particularly labor legislation. 
He, of course, had his assistant at his side, but he didn’t have to stop and ask the assistant 
every time to answer questions fired at him. Now I don’t say that Kennedy knew everything 
about every piece of legislation as Taft [Robert Taft] did, for instance. Taft knew every bill 
that was before the Senate because he was thoroughly the senator. But this was a way station 
on Kennedy’s route to greater things. And I think he always had this in mind although I don’t 
think he ever thought at the beginning that he would wind up in the presidency.  
 

[-9-] 
 
I think he definitely had the vice presidency in mind.  
 That recalls a little story during the 1960 campaign. I had been writing political 
stories on the campaign and had been talking to Kennedy. One story concerned the 
possibility that he might go into California and challenge the California setup for their 
Convention votes. He agreed. I had already written the story. I hadn’t even talked to him 
because I had talked to other people. And he agreed. He said this was a very great possibility. 
“You’re exactly correct about this.” He said, “As a matter of fact, you’re correct about almost 
everything you write except one thing. You keep saying that, of course, Kennedy will wind 
up as the vice presidential nominee. I wish you’d get those goddamn words out  
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of your typewriter because I’m never going to take second place.” 
 
O’CONNOR:    Is that a direct quote from John Kennedy?  
 
BELL:   That’s a direct quote.  Kennedy was a very earthy man as you know.   
   Well, I was used to his language because it seems to me that most  
   good politicians are very earthy when they talk off the record.  
Certainly Kennedy was. 
 I recall another time when Goldwater [Barry M. Goldwarer] was haranguing the  
Senate on a labor bill, I think it was. It was late, about 7 o’clock at night. Kennedy had been 
told if he’d take the presiding officer’s chair, they would relieve him at 6 o’clock because he 
had a dinner engagement. Well, 6 o’clock came, and nobody was around—just Goldwater  
and Kennedy and one other senator who wouldn’t take the chair. And Goldwater kept  



 
[-11-] 

 
rambling on, and finally Kennedy picked up a piece of paper on his desk and wrote  
Goldwater a note. On it he said, “Do you always have to be such a shit?” 
 
O’CONNOR:   Did he send that down to Goldwater?  
 
BELL:  He sent this to Goldwater. Goldwater got a good laugh out of it. He  
  said, “Well, I decided then I’d let him off. After all, he was in bad  
  shape. So I finally sat down.”  
 
O’CONNOR:   That’s a very cute story.  
 
BELL:   Well, Barry and Kennedy, Jack, always had a very close relationship  
   in the Senate. Barry admired Kennedy very much. He was the sort of  
   dashing young politician Barry hoped he was. He liked the cut of 
Kennedy’s jib. Barry was always making speeches all over the country. This was when Jack 
was trying  
 

[-12-] 
 
for the Democratic nomination. Barry would come around and report to him what the 
situation was in various places. “Oh, you’re doing great in Indiana,” for instance.  
 
O’CONNOR:   Oh, really?  
 
BELL:   Yes, and “Say, boy, you’ve got a lot of stuff out there. It may be kind  
   of hidden, but that Middle West is something real good for you.” On  
   the other hand, I think Kennedy would give Barry the same sort of 
thing although Barry was not at that point running for President. They had a very cordial 
relationship despite dissimilar viewpoints. 
 
O’CONNOR:   I know there was one issue that was to have great importance early in  
  Kennedy’s senatorial career, that there’s been a lot of controversy  
  over, and you were, if not directly involved in the controversy, at least 
very, very much concerned with  
 

[-13-] 
 
the whole matter. That was Joseph McCarthy [Joseph R. McCarthy]. I wonder if you have 
any memories about Kennedy and the McCarthy question. There is a lot of concern over 
whether Kennedy was for him or against him or just what his relationship was. 
 
BELL:   Well, Eleanor Roosevelt [Eleanor R. Roosevelt] had great concern  



   over the fact, Actually, I don’t think Jack Kennedy had too much to do  
   with it because he was rather ill, you know, at that period. I mean at 
the climax of the McCarthy thing. McCarthy, of course, was a great favorite of old Joe and 
was often invited to the “compound” or Boston. I’m sure that when McCarthy needed 
money, which he often did, Joe probably came through with some because he was convinced 
that McCarthy was anti-communist and this was something  
 

[-14-] 
 
that the country needed. I don’t challenge his disposition in that respect at all. Bobby [Robert 
F. Kennedy], of course, was mixed up pretty closely with McCarthy, but Jack wasn’t. And, 
actually, if he had not been ill…. I don’t know how he would have voted on the issue of 
condemning McCarthy. I think he possibly would have voted against McCarthy, but you 
never know about those things. I don’t think he gave any kind of active support to McCarthy. 
He’s just not constituted that way really—from all that I’ve known of him. Eleanor was real 
mad at him for not voting. But he probably would have had to fly to Washington from 
Florida on a hospital stretcher to vote. And I don’t recall whether he paired on that thing or 
not. I don’t think he did, which showed some  
 

[-15-] 
 
reluctance to stand up and be counted on the thing if he really was against McCarthy. 
 
O’CONNOR:   Just to pick out another issue that occurs to me. One vote that was  
   controversial in Kennedy’s career was his vote on the St. Lawrence  
   Seaway. I don’t know if you have any memories of that or not. 
Kennedy of course voted for the St. Lawrence Seaway. This is long, long ago certainly.  
 
BELL:   Well, I talked to him about this at the time. His attitude was that,  
   actually—although he did not say this, this is what I gleaned from  
   him—if he wanted to become a national figure he had to forget the 
provincialism of Massachusetts and represent the United States rather than just 
Massachusetts. I think his whole decision was made on that point—that this was for the 
benefit of the  
 

[-16-] 
 
whole country. I’m not saying he made this altruistically or anything. I’m sure he had politics 
in mind at the point when he did it. He just made up his mind that if he was ever going to be 
bigger than Massachusetts, then he’d better go against public opinion in his state. And he did 
it. I don’t think it hurt him a bit in Massachusetts…. It was forgotten in another year or even 
less. 
 
O’CONNOR:  Do you have any comments to make on his development as a senator?  
  He was, for instance, a very good speaker by the time he became  



  President. A very enjoyable speaker. Very quick on his feet, very 
quick-witted.  
 
BELL:  Well, when he first came to the Senate, he was not a particularly good  
  speaker. He hadn’t learned emphasis and timing and pause for  
  applause and all that.  
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Of course, you don’t have any real applause in the Senate, and that’s not very good training 
for an orator. It depends on the individual. Walter George [Walter Franklin George], for 
instance, was one of the greatest I ever heard. He was a man who could stand up and roar and 
thunder for thirty minutes, and you’d ask yourself, “What has the man said?” And it didn’t 
seem to make much difference what he said, he made an impression. Well, Kennedy was 
never like that, of course. He was incisive and to the point and pretty well prepared on 
anything on which he made a speech. I’m sure he had good staff work. With Sorensen 
[Theodore C. Sorensen] around, I’m sure they polished phrases for a long time before he ever 
said them. Later on, of course, he became really a tremendous, vibrant speaker.  
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He pushed over an idea. His gestures were never smooth; they were always choppy. But he  
had an idea, and he had the phrases, and he learned the timing. He was very, very good as 
President. I never heard Woodrow Wilson, but I assume this man was on a par with Wilson 
as a speaker—maybe he was even better, more succinct. Wilson was sort of roundabout 
while Kennedy was not. He was to the point always. I was just recalling the 1956 
Convention. 
 
O’CONNOR:  The vice presidential? 
 
BELL:   Yes. ‘56, wasn’t it?  
 
O’CONNOR:   Yes, ‘56. 
 
BELL:   When Stevenson [Adlai E. Stevenson] threw the vice presidential  
   nomination to the Convention. Well, Lyndon Johnson [Lyndon Baines  
   Johnson] almost buried Kennedy because he almost got the second 
place nomination for him. This was really  
 

[-19-] 
 
a wild night in what was then called the Stevens Hotel in Chicago—I guess they  
call it the Hilton now. Kefauver [Estes Kefauver] and Kennedy were dashing about in the 
hotel corridors and in the basement and everywhere else, going from one caucus to another, 
each making his pitch. At one point, I was going down one corridor, and Kennedy came 



barging around a corner. Kefauver was standing with a bunch of cables around him giving a 
two minute thing on TV taping. Kennedy almost collided with him as he came around the 
corner. They solemnly shook hands and wished each other good luck, and Kennedy went on 
the lope over to another caucus. All of this, of course, as far as Kennedy was concerned, was 
spearheaded by Lyndon Johnson who at that point decided he would be a king-maker.  
 

[-20-] 
 
He liked this young fellow, Kennedy, and Lyndon thought he could use him in politically, 
because Lyndon thought always of politics. Unfortunately, however, for this campaign 
against Kefauver, the Governor of Oklahoma, Raymond Gary, had the key votes. Oklahoma 
didn’t have many, but if the Kennedy team could have gotten Oklahoma, they might possibly 
have gotten the nomination for Kennedy. I happened to be there when the Governor told 
Johnson’s emissary, “No, we won’t vote for Kennedy.” 
 
O’CONNOR:   What was his reason for that?  
 
BELL:  Kennedy voted against the farm bill. He started out voting against all  
  farm appropriations. He knew nothing about agriculture at all from his  
  background. He changed that later, but at this point the Governor said, 
“We have to have 
 

[-21-] 
  
somebody that our farmers are for, so we’re going to go for Kefauver.” Well, this actually 
killed the Kennedy drive. The writhings of the snake went on for a while, but its head had 
been cut off there because they were short of the votes. That was the political burial of Estes, 
who became a defeated vice presidential candidate. Kennedy once told me, “My God, I 
didn’t know how lucky I was not to win that because I would have been buried with 
Stevenson and the ticket, and they probably would never have heard of me again.”  
 
O’CONNOR:   Was Johnson’s decision to back Kennedy in that Convention, or before  
   that Convention, actually an anti-Kefauver move on his part? Or was  
   he really pro-Kennedy? What do you think?  
 
BELL:   Johnson hated Kefauver. He hated him  
 

[-22-] 
 
   with a sort of a passion. Kefauver was never tractable. Johnson ran the  
   Senate, and Kefauver ended up kind of a lone wolf, pulled off the 
crime investigation, and Johnson was jealous. He didn’t like anybody sticking his head up 
above Johnson. Kennedy was not exactly tractable, but he had not stirred up Johnson.  
 
O’CONNOR:   He had not been in there long enough to really have been a threat?  



 
BELL:  That’s right. And Johnson had hopes for Kennedy being a Johnson  
  man and eventually being able to bring him into the inner circle and  
  deal with him. This was always, in those days, Johnson’s prime 
objective—to get the Democrats together under Johnson’s wing. Oh sure, he could let one of 
them run off on a rampage if he wanted to, and raise a little Cain, but when Lyndon wanted a 
vote, he 
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wanted a vote. He didn’t want to be told, “Oh, I’m not with you. I can’t go with you.” There  
were a lot of hard decisions, and there were a lot of senators who went with Lyndon.  
Sometimes they worked out fine, and sometimes they didn’t. Kennedy, in essence, went 
along with Lyndon on most things that Lyndon really wanted. But Kefauver never did. Albert 
Gore [Albert Gore, Sr.] was another who never did. So the consequence was that Johnson 
had no use for Gore and for Kefauver.  
 
O’CONNOR: Okay, we can move on unless you have some other things that you’d  
  like to say about Kennedy’s senatorial career or that Convention or  
  any other? We can move on to the year 1960, and talk about the 
campaign, and the Convention at that time. 
 
BELL:   Well, in ‘60, of course, Bobby had a great  
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   deal to do with strategic decisions although I think that Jack overruled  
  him in some instances. But they put on a charade about Wisconsin, for 
instance.  
 
O’CONNOR:  What do you mean?  
 
BELL:  Oh, Bobby went to Wisconsin and said they “Couldn’t possibly win in  
  a state like this. I’m  advising Jack not to come in here at all. The polls  
  are all against us.” Well, of course, they had their own private poll that 
showed that Kennedy would do all right in Wisconsin. So Jack went along with this. It was 
kind of a circus act really. And then Jack decided he was going to be a bold knight on a white 
horse; he was going to ride into Wisconsin, knowing very well that he would do all right. The 
polls they had showed that he probably would win it. But they kept up this act for a long 
time.  
 

[-25-] 
 
Poor old Hubert Humphrey [Hubert H. Humphrey] was campaigning in there and should 
have been a good bet in Wisconsin because it’s close to Minnesota. Hubert should have done 



all right, but he didn’t have any money. And of course this is something the Kennedys never 
lacked—they had an inexhaustible supply at any point, for anything necessary. If a poll cost 
$40,000, then $40,000 was laid out. And for Hubert, $40,000 was more than he had in the 
whole campaign. So he tried valiantly and got beat. This was in Wisconsin.  
 Then the Kennedys were operating another charade in West Virginia. Their polls 
showed that Kennedy could win it. They stressed the fact that West Virginia was the most 
Protestant state in the United States and that Kennedy didn’t have a ghost of a chance in there 
because  
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all of the moonshiners and the KKK [Ku Klux Klan] people and everybody else would vote 
against him. They knew this wasn’t true. They had already been over the state with a fine-
tooth comb; they knew they could win it when they were saying all these things. This was 
part of the buildup, of course. Well, brave John Kennedy went in where angels feared to 
tread. So he rode a few of the angels in there and walloped Hubert. During this campaign I 
met Bobby and Jack one day in Charleston, and I said to him, “Look, what is this stuff that 
you’re putting out that you don’t have a chance down here? From what our local people tell 
me—and I have no polls—you’re neck and neck with this fellow Humphrey. Nobody says 
that you’ll lose. Some people say you may not win, but it’s close– 
 

[-27-] 
 
and real close.” “Oh,” Jack said, “Don’t let them kid you about this. This is really tough.” 
 
O’CONNOR:   That’s what he told you? 
 
BELL:   Yes. And Bobby said, “Now, look, Jack, after all, you remember, this  
   is a Protestant state. What are they going to do to us Catholics down  
   here? They’re going to tear us up. You know that.” I said, “B.S. This is 
neck and neck as near as I can call it at this point.” Bobby said, “Well, we still want to be the 
underdog. How are you going to write it out?” I said, “Well, I’m going to say that you’re 
neck and neck in here. You got a chance to win; you may be favored.” Bobby said, “Well, 
that’s not too bad.” Of course, they got 65 per cent of the vote. His private polls at one point 
had given them 70 per cent. 
 

[-28-] 
 
O’CONNOR:  That was the first poll they took that gave them 70 per cent. 
 
BELL:   Well, this whole operation was one designed to convince the voters all  
   over the country that Kennedy was a bold operator and a guy who  
   would take all kinds of chances, who believed so much in what he 
believed in that he would even go into Protestant West Virginia and prove it. Of course, he 



didn’t believe in anything, really, at that point. Whatever was expedient was what had to be 
done. 
 
O’CONNOR:  Well, where were you in the campaign?  Until at least the Convention  
   you probably had to stay in Washington, didn’t you?  
 
BELL:   Oh, no. I was traveling all during the campaign. 
 
O’CONNOR:  Were you here for that summer Senate session? The one that preceded  
   the Convention? 
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BELL:   Yes, You mean after Lyndon and Kennedy were nominated.  
 
O’CONNOR:   Well, maybe it was after. That’s right.  
 
BELL:   It was after they were nominated that they came back and tried to pass  
   some things that they hadn’t been able to pass. This was a very dreary  
   sort of a session. In Los Angeles the operation was magnificent from a 
political standpoint. Where it started, of course, was a long time back when he and Bobby 
had recognized that the way you become a presidential nominee is to get the votes the state  
delegations. And Lyndon made a terrific mistake in this respect. He took the word of senators 
and House members. “Don’t worry about our state. We’ll do it for you. We’ll get you that 
Convention vote.” Lyndon was raking Kennedy every day about missing votes. Here he 
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 was—Lyndon the great tower of strength of the Democratic party; he was there on the job 
passing legislation and casting votes. He forced roll call votes of all kinds, even on quorum 
calls. He’d have a dozen quorum calls in order to demonstrate that Kennedy was not around. 
And then he’d point out these absences. Of course, he didn’t realize that nobody outside of 
the Senate knew what the hell a quorum call was, and whether Kennedy was there or wasn’t 
there didn’t make much difference to anybody. Kennedy missed several rather important 
votes. Lyndon’s operation aimed at proving that he was the real solid core of the Democratic 
party. Kennedy’s was much smarter. He went out to talk to the people in the field and to 
provide them with money to round up delegates, take care of these delegates,  
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and bring them in to Los Angeles. The Kennedys demonstrated a great deal of political savvy 
in this campaign for the nomination. When they all got to Los Angeles, of course, Lyndon 
discovered all of a sudden he didn’t have the votes. And Bobby knew that Jack Kennedy had 
the votes. There was a demonstration, which was pretty pathetic, for Stevenson. Eleanor 
came and did her best. They got some money from somewhere and hired all the people who 



had marched in other demonstrations. They got all the bums off the streets of Los Angeles to 
come in to put on a great hoopla as though Stevenson were actually a contender, and he 
wasn’t at all. But Lyndon also had missed his bet by depending on his friend to take care of 
the state delegations.  
 
O’CONNOR:   Did you ever talk to Lyndon Johnson about  
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   that later on? Did you ever hear any comments about missed strategy  
   during the campaign?  
 
BELL:   No, I wrote it in a book, and he said he liked the book, but he didn’t  
   comment.  
 
O’CONNOR:   He didn’t tell you anything other than that?  
 
BELL:   No, you don’t talk to Lyndon about his mistakes.  
 
O’CONNOR:  When you were at Los Angeles, did you ever notice any difference, for  
   example, in the attitude of the Kennedy camp toward Lyndon Johnson  
   from the time they got there to the point at which they decided they 
would choose him as the vice presidential candidate? 
 
BELL:   No. 
 
O’CONNOR:   I wondered if that might be evident out there. 
 
BELL:   I don’t recall that it was. They were  
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   fighting Lyndon; they were going to dump Lyndon; and they were  
   going to beat Lyndon; and they were going to beat Lyndon. But it did 
make a lot of political sense to have Lyndon on the ticket, and I think old Joe was one of 
them who told them that this wasn’t too bad. I think they were all surprised and amazed that 
Lyndon took second place. They had to offer this to him because he was the Democratic 
leader in the Senate, and if Kennedy got elected President, he would have to deal with him. If 
Kennedy just humiliated Johnson and left him without any alternative other than to return to 
the Senate as Majority Leader under a Democratic President who had whipped his tail down, 
this could have been terrific trouble, and Jack Kennedy knew what Lyndon could do with 
that Senate.  
 

[-34-] 
 



It made sense to offer second place to Lyndon. Then if Lyndon turned it down, which I think 
they all hoped, he had no comeback. He’d been offered the vice presidency, and he’d rejected 
it, maybe because he thought his leadership position was better. He wouldn’t have been 
humiliated. He’d been beaten maybe, but not humiliated because he still was regarded as a 
big man, a big enough man to be second man on the ticket. Lyndon once told me he didn’t 
think he’d ever live long enough for a Texan to be President of the United States. Of course, 
one Texan had been vice president, and Lyndon was willing to settle for that because he saw 
his own leadership situation under a Democratic President. And if Kennedy were beaten, 
Johnson would own the Democratic party. That’s why he ran for both the Senate and  
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vice president—to have this political insurance. He would have not have enjoyed being 
Senate leader and taking orders from Kennedy, but if Kennedy were defeated, Johnson would 
be the No. 1 Democrat.  
 
O’CONNOR:   It’s often said that nobody wants the second spot until the first spot is  
   gone. And at the same time, it’s often said that no one expected  
   Lyndon Johnson to take that second spot even when the first spot was 
gone. Did you really believe that he was going to turn it down if he was offered it? 
 
BELL:   I thought he would at that point. But I see the logic of it in a sense  
   which I didn’t see then because we were overcome with this man’s  
   egocentric ability to accomplish almost anything that he wanted to 
accomplish in the legislative way. We couldn’t understand why he would ever  
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play second fiddle to anybody. But what we didn’t think through is that he would have been 
playing second fiddle to Kennedy if he had remained as Majority Leader and would have 
been involved in a great deal of controversial things that would probably have taxed him in a 
great many ways to accept some of Kennedy’s proposals. As Vice President he stepped out 
of the stream of that. 
 
O’CONNOR:   He could adopt a new role as Vice President. 
 
BELL:   Yes. Well, Vandenberg [Arthur Hendrich Vandenberg] once told me  
   when I said, “Why don’t you assume the Republican leadership in the  
   Senate? You can do this.” “No,” he said, “I want to be President pro 
tempore.” Well, President pro tempore is just an honor. You don’t do anything as President 
pro tempore, where as floor leader you are in command  
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of your party for tactical purposes. I said, “You’re a lazy guy, Vandenberg.” He replied, 
“Sure I am. But beyond that I want to be in the book. If I am President pro tempore, I am in 
the book—the Congressional Record and the Congressional Directory. And I’ll be there 
forever in that book as President pro tempore of the Senate. If I’m Majority Leader or 
Minority Leader, they don’t list me anywhere. History will never know I existed.” 
 
O’CONNOR:   That’s a funny thing for Vandenberg to say. 
 
BELL:   Well, he was a funny guy. 
 
O’CONNOR:   How about the way Kennedy handled the press at Los Angeles? Any  
   comments to make on the way he handled the press compared to the  
   way any other camp handled the press? 
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BELL:   No, I don’t think it was particularly different. I didn’t get to him for a  
   personal interview. Didn’t have time to really press it; I might have.  
   Bobby was everywhere, of course. You talked to Bobby about this and 
that, and you got your information primarily from him. Jack tried to sit back in the office and 
talk with some publishers and people like that. 
 
O’CONNOR:   What do you think about Bobby in that period? There is a lot of  
   comment that he was a brash young man prior to 1960 or ‘61, and has  
   matured considerably since then. Would you agree with that or not?  
 
BELL:   Oh, I think Bobby has always been a brash young man. I think he is  
   yet. I don’t think he’s changed particularly. I think Bobby has ideas,  
   and he has his  
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own way of doing things and some of them were not always pretty. I think Bobby’d cut your 
head off at some points if he could. I don’t think Jack was ever quite that tough in that 
respect. 
 
O’CONNOR:   Okay, we can move on to the period that he was in the White House if  
   you wish. 
 
BELL:   I think his Inaugural with all the snow and everything was a picture in  
   Americana in a lot of ways. He was young. Of course, you have to  
   understand that I thought Eisenhower was something of a political 
stumblebum, and I thought, “Well, we’ve got a young man in the presidency who’s got an 
objective, who’s got a mission, who at least is going to bring people up by their bootstraps.” 
Kennedy’s Inaugural speech was damn good. Barry Goldwater told me, “God,  
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I’d like to be able to do what that boy did there.” 
 
O’CONNOR:   That’s what Barry Goldwater said?  
 
BELL:   Yes. 
 
O’CONNOR:   Have you had much contact with Barry Goldwater? 
 
BELL:   Oh, yes. I know Barry well. I wrote a book about him. 
 
O’CONNOR:   That’s true. I’ve forgotten about that. Mr. Conservative. He told you  
   he wished he could have spoken like that. 
 
BELL:   Well, he loved that “Ask not what your country…” 
 
O’CONNOR:  That would appeal to Barry Goldwater.  
 
BELL:   That’s a tremendous phrase. Barry said, “God, I hope he follows it up.  
   But I don’t think he will.” This is the old Barry coming out. It’s really  
   kind of funny.  
 Going on to the Bay of Pigs. This  
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was a real gloomy time around Washington. I asked Jack about this one day, “Just what did 
happen? How did you get yourself in this mess?” “Well,” he said, “You know, I believed the 
things I’d read in the magazines about all these people in government. I’d been reading a lot 
about them. I didn’t really know them. I didn’t know how good they were, but everything I 
read said they were tremendous.” Then he said, “Arleigh Burke [Arleigh Albert Burke] came 
in, sat down by my desk. I said, ‘Will this thing work?’ He said, ‘As far as we have been able 
to check it out, this is fine. The plan is good.’ Hell, I’d been reading about ‘Thirty Knot’ 
Burke for a long time. I thought he was tremendous. Allen Dulles [Allen W. Dulles] came in. 
He sat in a chair right over there, and he told me all about this plan, what had been done. You 
know, he sat there, 
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and he said, ‘I’m more confident that this will succeed than I ever was the Guatemalan 
thing.’” Kennedy said, “What do you do in a case like that? I looked at all this, and it didn’t 
look good. But look at the advice I had.” I said to him, “Go ahead.” He said, “I did. It wasn’t 
anybody else’s fault. It was mine. I couldn’t judge the people I got the advice from.” He told 
me later on, in the missile crisis, the Cuban thing, that “The difference was that I knew then 



the people who were giving me advice. I knew how to behave with it, how to determine what 
the prejudice a man had was—whether he was being overly optimistic about something or 
whether he was being overly pessimistic about it. I just knew the people then. And I knew 
how to evaluate it and what to do.” 
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 Kennedy was not able to get a great many proposals through Congress, but I think it 
was primarily because their time hadn’t arrived. When you look at Johnson’s record in 
Congress…. Well, Medicare started twenty years before. A lot of other things were in the 
same category of having been discussed for a long time. Aid to education was one. Kennedy 
was at a disadvantage on that issue because he was a Catholic, and the old question of aid to 
parochial schools always came up and the bishops were against him on some aspects on that. 
He had all kinds of troubles, but what he did, actually, was to lay the groundwork for the 
Johnson Great Society. All of Johnson’s proposals in that first session of Congress were 
adopted from things that Kennedy had already proposed  
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and that Congress had wrestled around with for years. Kennedy himself might have gotten 
these if he had lived because, as I say, I think their time was coming. Congress was in the 
mood for Medicare and in the mood for all these other things in Johnson’s time. 
 
O’CONNOR:   I wonder if you have come across any instances that you could point to  
   where Kennedy might have handled a senator or congressman—a  
   senator particularly—incorrectly when he was President. Had he been 
rather unskillful in attempting to garner votes? 
 
BELL:   I don’t think that he was particularly skillful in persuading anybody,  
   and this is what Johnson has. Johnson cloys you with every possible  
   sort of enticement. Kennedy couldn’t stand to do this; he just wasn’t 
that kind of a character.  
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Under a compulsion, perhaps, he’d call up a man and say “Happy birthday.” But Johnson 
needs no compulsion; he just wants to know whose birthday it is today and call them  
up. “I want to wish my old friend….” Even if he’s a Republican who’s voted against 
everything that he’s for. This all goes back to the fact that Kennedy was never a legislative 
man like Johnson. He didn’t understand these people. Johnson lived with them. He moved in 
their social circles. Kennedy didn’t. He didn’t care much for most other members in the 
House or the Senate. He much preferred the artists and the cultural people although I don’t 
think he was particularly cultural in that respect at all. He preferred people who talked 
idealistically rather than people who talked about legislative matters day and  
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night, as Johnson does. 
 
O’CONNOR:  Do you think he could have used Johnson more effectively as Vice  
   President?  
 
BELL:   He used Johnson, but the manner in which he used him is always  
   suspect in my mind because he used Johnson to try to get votes for  
   things. I don’t think Johnson’s heart was in a lot of this, therefore, he 
didn’t do too much good. And Johnson was a very frustrated and discontented man for a 
couple of years after he became Vice President because he was used to snapping his fingers 
and having things happen. This is part of the whole political scene, part of the debentures of 
being a vice president, for instance. One of them is that you can’t open your mouth unless the 
President approves of everything you say, and you can’t promise anything to anybody  
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because the President may not stand behind you when it comes to the showdown. Johnson 
found out all these things, and Hubert Humphrey is finding them out now, too. 
 
O’CONNOR:   Well, could you put the onus for Johnson’s failure to implement  
   Kennedy’s legislative program on Johnson or on Kennedy? 
 
BELL:   There was no, what you might say, onus. Kennedy wanted something.  
   Johnson did what he could for Kennedy in trying to get it, but he had  
   none of the old power left. He couldn’t punish anybody really; he 
couldn’t promise anybody anything. A man in that position can’t do too much in politics. 
While Johnson could tell Kennedy, “Okay, this guy’s against you; this guy is for you; and 
this guy’s going to do that,” he couldn’t produce because he had no power left. This was a 
vacuum  
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he was occupying. As he told me one day, “Every time they have a conference down there, 
don’t kid anybody about who was the top adviser. It isn’t McNamara [Robert S. McNamara], 
the chiefs of staff, or anybody else like that. Bobby is first in and last out. And Bobby is the 
boy he listens to.” Johnson couldn’t compete with Bobby because Bobby and Jack thought 
alike. They didn’t need to communicate. One of them knew what the other was going to do 
and what he thought and so forth. Johnson was a complete outsider in this. He just sat around  
with his thumb in his mouth, and there wasn’t anything he could do about it. Of course, 
Johnson was a great admirer of the military too. He didn’t believe that Kennedy was paying 
enough attention to the military leaders. He told me one day, “You don’t hardly ever  
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see the chiefs of staff around there anymore.” I think I know what Kennedy’s reason was. 
He’d been given such damn bad advice by the military men, particularly in Laos and in the 
Bay of Pigs, that he didn’t have any confidence in them any more.  
 
O’CONNOR:   It’s surprising he’d say that, really, because often the charge is made  
   that McNamara is the one who didn’t have any confidence in the  
   military and McNamara is the one who overruled the military. And yet 
Johnson has kept on McNamara, of course. 
 
BELL:   It is true that McNamara grew on Johnson. When he was Vice  
   President he didn’t like McNamara. He thought he was a little bastard.  
   And he often tossed off cracks about the computer boys at the 
Pentagon. He said, “Well, this guy 
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is downgrading the generals all the time.” He didn’t like it at that point. Now he accepts  
McNamara because McNamara offers him things that the generals never could. McNamara  
has reorganized the Pentagon and reorganized the hell out of it. And Johnson, I think,  
appreciates the fact that this guy has cut expenditures a helluva lot. This is a great point with  
Johnson. McNamara has cut fat out of military outlays that Johnson couldn’t find and no  
general would tell him about. Johnson wants his budget balanced before he goes out of  
office. He wants a surplus. He wants history to know that he had a surplus. He’ll have a  
helluva a time getting it but won’t keep him from trying.  
 
O’CONNOR:  How do you think Johnson fitted in with the other members of  
   Kennedy Administration—Bobby Kennedy or McGeorge Bundy or  
   congressional  
 

[-51-] 
 
liaison man Larry O’Brien [Lawrence F. O’Brien], and some of the others? 
 
BELL:   This is a hard question to answer because you’ve got to live with a  
   man to know what his reactions are to various people like them. I think  
   he thought at the time that Larry O’Brien, for instance, was a good 
man; he regarded McGeorge Bundy with suspicion until he became President—until he 
found out what McGeorge Bundy was doing. He didn’t know before. He sat in on the 
Security Council, but this was his only contact really. And he loved Dean Rusk because Rusk 
appointed a man to fill Johnson in as Vice President on everything that was going on in the 
international field.  
 
 
O’CONNOR:   Who was this?  



 
BELL:   I’m just trying to think now. His name escapes me.  It wasn’t  
   MacArthur, but 
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   somebody in a similar position. I mean Douglas III. I can’t remember 
at this point, but anyhow he had a daily fill on what was going on. Rusk arranged this; 
Kennedy didn’t, but Rusk did. This is one of the few initiatives that I know of that Rusk has 
taken. This is part of Johnson’s great loyalty for Rusk now. When he was a cheap, second-
class Vice President, Rusk took the time and took the manpower to fill him in. Loyalty is a 
great thing with Lyndon Johnson.  
 
O’CONNOR:   There has also been a lot of comment on Kennedy’s attitude toward  
   Rusk. Schlesinger [Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr.] said in his book he  
   thought that Rusk was going to be let go in 1964. Do you know 
anything about that?  
 
BELL:   It may have been true. I asked Kennedy one day, “Look, you’re your  
   own Secretary  
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   of State, obviously. You’re running this show. Every strong  President 
is his own Secretary of State. What is your relationship with Rusk?” He replied; “Well, he is 
a tremendous operations man. He fits in exactly where I want him. If you’re asking about 
who makes foreign policy, it’s made right here.” He was sitting in the oval office, and he 
pointed to the floor. “Then he satisfies you in carrying it out and being a front for it?” He 
said, “Well, I suppose that’s it. I don’t want to say it in those words, but this is a good man.” 
But on the other hand, Kennedy always called him Mr. Secretary, and Johnson always calls 
him Dean. This, as I say, goes back, I think, through this whole business of Rusk being the 
guy who took care of Johnson when he was  
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down, and Johnson has an elephantine memory of things like that.  
 
O’CONNOR:  You went on that trip to Berlin with Johnson. Do you have any  
   comments to make on the success of it or the role Johnson played— 
   whether Johnson liked that mission? 
 
BELL:   Oh, yes, he loved it. This was the first real thing that Kennedy had  
   given him. He’d sent him off on some good will tours and stuff of that  
   kind, but this was really the first big show. Kennedy thought 
somewhat of going to Berlin himself because he thought communists’ putting up the wall 



was a very serious sort of thing. But he realized this wouldn’t be good. Something might 
happen to him—or could easily—and they couldn’t protect him too well. So he called up 
Lyndon. Of course, Lyndon was exhilarated. 
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O’CONNOR:   Schlesinger, I think, says that Lyndon was a little hesitant about going  
   To Berlin at first; he was a little bit gloomy at the prospect. Did you  
   ever get that impression? 
 
BELL:   No. He was exhilarated. Here was a great opportunity to go out into  
   the world and be the representative of the United States—not only of  
   the President but of the United States. It was a helluva tough trip in a 
lot of respects because if you’re going across the Atlantic with this guy, he won’t let you 
sleep. He wants to come back and talk to you for hours about everything.  
 
O’CONNOR:  Is that what he did when you were going across the Atlantic? 
 
BELL:   Oh, yes. My God, we got on the plane, and we took off, as I recall,  
   from Andrews [Air Force Base] and went to Thule.  
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   He was all over the place there. Then we took off over the Atlantic, 
and he was still visiting around with everybody on the plane. If you want to sleep, this guy 
wants to talk to you. We got into Bonn, I think, about 8 o’clock in the morning, their time. Of 
course, I presume everything he said had been written beforehand. He gets out and makes a 
little speech at the airport at Bonn. All I wanted was fresh air; I didn’t care what Lyndon said 
at that point. We had some people there, so they took care of that. We drove around to visit 
Adenauer [Konrad Adenauer] at his palace there. I spoke no German, but at least our guide 
spoke English. And then we came in at Tempelhof in Berlin. During the ride through the 
zone, everybody was looking out the window to see if there were any  
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Russian fighter planes that were going to shoot us down. And I think Lyndon was scared 
about this. 
 
O’CONNOR:   Oh, really? 
 
BELL:   Yes, he thought that maybe the Russians would make this the real  
   thing and might shoot his plane down. We didn’t have many fighters  
   in the air. We were just coming through the Gulf Stream; as it were, 
without any protection. I saw a couple of Russian planes in the air, but nothing happened. We 
landed at Tempelhof. The mayor and all the rest of them were out to greet him. Then started 



the goddamnest seven miles of motorcading that I’ve ever seen in this world. We were riding 
in one of these Volkswagen buses immediately behind Lyndon’s car. He stopped the car to 
get out and kiss babies and shake hands-- 
 

[-58-] 
 
everything just like he was campaigning in Texas. But it got a tremendous response. It was 
terrific. I estimated about a million people were out in Berlin. We drove up to the wall. He 
didn’t get too close, but we all walked up and took a look at the wall. 
 
O’CONNOR:   He didn’t get too close? Wasn’t he interested in getting up to the wall?  
 
BELL:   Yes. But still worried: a sharpshooter over there might do something.  
   It was sensible in those days. The situation was such that you didn’t  
   know. Somebody could pop him off. He finally walked up to the wall, 
but he was pretty well surrounded by newspapermen who’d get shot first. Then we went on 
to the Ratskeller. 
 
O’CONNOR:   Yes. 
 
BELL:   He went in and made a speech to  
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   the Parliament which was gathered inside, and then he went outside  
   and made a speech. And I estimated there were 75,000 people in that 
square. God, they gave it back to him. I mean every time he’d say it in English—most of 
those people understood English—wham, the applause would come back at him. And then 
they’d translate it into German for 25 per cent who didn’t know English. Then they’d yell. 
Everybody else would yell again. It was terrific. West Berlin’s spirit was revived, and this 
was what Kennedy wanted to do—give them something to hang on to. Khrushchev [Nikita 
Sergeyevich Khrushchev] was threatening to sign a treaty with East Germany, and the East 
Germans might march over. Actually, Kennedy told somebody at one point, “This is touch 
and go. We may lose the whole thing.” When you look 
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back on it, it doesn’t seem as though this was quite as critical as thought at that point. But it 
never is afterwards. But when you are walking up to it, this may be it. 
 
O’CONNOR:   Did you ever talk to Kennedy about his Vienna meeting with  
   Khrushchev? You broke the story of what they discussed there. 
 
BELL:   I found it out from Hubert Humphrey.  
 



O’CONNOR:   How did he know? 
 
BELL:   Well, at Vienna they had the usual communiqués. They didn’t say  
   anything really--“Informative,” “Amiable meetings,” and so forth. So  
   after he got back, Kennedy had the congressional leaders down to the 
White House to tell them what Khrushchev had said. So I made the rounds of these people to 
see who would tell me something. Three or four people  
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refused to tell me anything. it was a state secret and all that sort of stuff. Finally I called 
Hubert Humphrey out, and I said, “Hubert, what the hell happened at this meeting?” He gave 
me the most beautiful report I have ever heard.  
 
O’CONNOR:   State secret or no? 
 
BELL:   Oh, nuts. It was no state secret or anything else. They just hadn’t said  
   what happened when Kennedy met face to face with Khrushchev.  
   Hubert told me what Khrushchev had said, in great detail. Not only on 
Germany, but the bone in the throat, Berlin, and all that sort of thing—which wasn’t actually 
new. He had said that before. The only time he raised his voice was about Berlin. I was 
reading recently some of those stories that I wrote, and I was amazed at all of the detail 
Humphrey recalled. Humphrey  
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believed it ought to be told, and it should have been told. I don’t know why Kennedy didn’t  
go on TV and say, “This is what Khrushchev said, and this is what I said.” There was no state  
secret involved.  
 
O’CONNOR:  I got the impression from reading what you had written about that you  
   had somehow idea that Kennedy really had been taken aback by  
   Khrushchev; that he had been a little upset by his meeting there.  
 
BELL:   I got that impression from Kennedy himself in subsequent  
   conversations about it. This confrontation was a lot tougher than he  
   thought it was going to be. I mean, he had a great confidence in his 
own ability to take on anybody in the world face to face and take care of himself. But I don’t 
think he’d ever run into a buzz saw like this before. As I say, Kennedy had the feeling he 
could cope with anybody  
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on earth. But he had never met a Khrushchev face to face and had all of this double-talk 
thrown at him about democracy and free elections which Roosevelt [Franklin Delano 
Roosevelt] ran into in Yalta. The words didn’t mean the same thing—certainly not in the  
original language and certainly not when translated. This is one thing that Kennedy ran into  
with Khrushchev. Kennedy himself said it later that the words don’t mean the same thing.  
The Russians talk about democracy, and it doesn’t mean anything that we know about it.  
There is no relationship between elections as we and they regard them. I think this was a  
very, very good experience for Kennedy because I think he learned from that that you can’t  
depend on words; you’ve got to penetrate eventually to the objectives of the man  
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who’s talking to you and relate those objectives to your own and not depend on what the man 
says or sometimes what actions he takes. I think this helped Kennedy a great deal in the 
Cuban missile crisis because he skipped over the words Khrushchev said that he didn’t want 
to read and selected only the words that Khrushchev wrote in his long rambling letter that 
Kennedy thought could be put into the context of some kind of an accommodation. 
 
O’CONNOR:   You were in Dallas at the time Kennedy was assassinated. Do you  
   have any memories about that? 
 
BELL:   The memories I have are, of course, very sorrowful. It was a  
   wonderful day, beautiful weather. He came down Dallas’ main street  
   in a motorcade. Kennedy had overruled the Secret Service which 
wanted  
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to take him directly from the airport to the Trade Mart where he was supposed to make a 
speech. Johnson had not wanted that. He wanted Kennedy to go through Dallas and 
demonstrate to these people—and to the world—that Dallas loved Kennedy. The people did. 
Out on the streets they gave him a terrific hand. Jackie [Jacqueline Bouvier Kennedy] was 
beautiful, and the people were rushing out to lay a hand at least on the car if they couldn’t get 
to the President. We turned a corner, and there was the Texas Book Depository. Then we 
turned another corner heading toward an underpass. I thought somebody had set off a cherry 
bomb. I thought to myself, “My God, these Texans don’t ever know when to quit. They’ve 
given the man everything they could. Here they are shooting off firecrackers and cherry 
bombs.” About  
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three seconds later there was another report, and then there was a third one. By that time,  
everybody thought this was a rifle shooting. So we started to jump out of the car.  
 
O’CONNOR:   Who were you with at this time? Where were you? 



 
BELL:   In what’s called the wire car. It was a telephone company car with one  
   telephone in the front seat. A driver from the telephone company and,  
   let’s see, four reporters representing two wire services, a local reporter, 
and a newsman representing the three TV-radio networks were in there. We started to get 
out. There was an assistant White House press secretary in there, too. He yelled out as we 
were just getting out, “My God, they’re shooting at the President!” We all thought this was  
probably true, but we didn’t know.   
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There was no way of finding out at this point what was happening because Kennedy’s car 
was four cars ahead, and we couldn’t see it clearly. And then the motorcade began to move, 
so we all jumped back in the car. It moved very fast. We were all yelling at our driver, “Keep 
up with the President’s car there.” We went tearing up a freeway. All we could see was the 
President’s car about a hundred yards ahead of us and the “Queen Mary,” the secret service 
car, with an agent sitting in the back with a machine gun and looking around in the sky. 
Everybody was down in the President’s car and Johnson’s car, which was following him. So 
we actually didn’t know what had happened. A secret service man might have been shot. 
Maybe the shots missed everybody. We were convinced  
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that they were shots, not firecrackers. But we had no way of knowing. We bowled along at 
85 miles an hour on this freeway. We turned at the crossroad into Parkland Memorial 
Hospital. We pulled into the ambulance entrance of the hospital and all boiled out of the car 
to see what happened. Governor Connally [John B. Connally] was being helped out of the 
car, and I saw him. His shirt was red in front with blood. Johnson, I could see—I wasn’t 
paying much attention to him at this point—was being sort of helped out of his car, was 
getting out of his car. I ran up to the White House limousine. There the President was lying 
on his face in the back seat of  this car, and there were pools of blood—an inch of blood 
maybe—over the floor of the car.  There were some twisted roses lying in it. I looked  
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down at him, and I thought it was the President, but I wanted to be sure. I turned to the secret 
service man who was standing as a sort of a sentinel there, and I said, “That is the President 
isn’t it?” He said, “Yes.” I said, “Is he dead?” He said, “I don’t think so, but I don’t know.”  
With that I ran inside to a telephone. I didn’t ever see them remove him. My thought was that 
the President was dead at this point, and I think for all practical purposes he was. But I didn’t 
see the brains or anything else scattered there. He just looked like a man who had been killed, 
and he lay on the back seat there on his face. It was a horror of all horrors to imagine that 
some stupid murderer had snuffed out the life of a man who held such promise for his 
country, who had got  
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it up off its hind end, who was moving it in a direction toward the future. That this could 
have happened; that our civilization could breed people like that—to kill a man just to be 
killing him. I don’t think there was any plot or anything else behind this. I think it was just 
one insane individual. 
 

[END OF INTERVIEW] 
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