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HARLLEE: I first met John Fitzgerald Kennedy in July of 1942 in a room at 
  Northwestern University in Illinois. Lieutenant John D. Bulkeley [John 
  Duncan Bulkeley], U.S. Navy, and I interviewed him separately for 
assignment to PT boats. I recall him as a young man of very boyish appearance and great 
enthusiasm and desire to get into combat. He had had considerable sailing experience 
including the achievement of an intercollegiate sailing championship, and he had participated 
in athletics. He was a Harvard graduate and apparently had been quite an adequate student. 
For these reasons we selected him for assignment to Motor Torpedo Boat [MBT] Squadron 
Training Center at Melville, Rhode Island (near Newport). 
 
MORRISSEY: I have read that many of the young men chosen for the MTB Training 
  Center at Melville were familiar with boats and had handled boats in the 
  water because they were the sons of wealthy Easterners who had grown up 
near the ocean and in many instances had attended Ivy League schools. Is this true? 
 
HARLLEE: Yes, it’s true. Many Ivy League graduates came from families which 
  owned sailing craft or cabin cruisers or power boats, and they were 
  familiar with small boats and therefore appeared to be good material for 
PT boats. Also they had good educations and mental qualifications as well as physical 
qualifications. 
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 I was Senior Instructor at the Motor Torpedo Boat Training Center then and observed 
young Kennedy in classes and on the boats as very promising material for the PT service. He 
was a sincere and hardworking student and showed particular aptitude in boat handling. As a 
matter of fact, he was such an outstanding student that I selected him for assignment to the 
training squadron at Melville. This was in the days—in the summer of 1942—before there 
were enough combat veterans to fill the ranks of the instructors required for the massive 
number of students undergoing naval training all over the country. At the MTB Training 
Center as well as elsewhere, a few of the best students were made instructors. Kennedy was 
extremely unhappy at being selected as a member of the training squadron—actually as an 
instructor—because he yearned with great zeal to get out to the war zone and do his share of 
the fighting. As a matter of fact, he and I had some very hard words about this assignment, 
and I thought I had made another enemy for life, but I insisted that he remain with us. It was 
not our intention to hold him as an instructor for the rest of the war but for six to twelve 
months. Due to his impatience to get into action, this seemed to him an eternity. 
 As soon as he was selected to remain in the training squadron as an instructor he saw 
me and insisted that he be sent overseas to one of the squadrons in combat. This was during 
the period of the war when PT boats were engaged very heavily in combat in the Solomons 
[Solomon Islands]. His desire was to get out there. He felt there was no reason why he should 
be kept in the United States. Other people wanted to remain at the Training Center because 
they had been recently married or because they felt they needed more training. But he 
believed that he was completely ready to play his part in the war—which had already been 
going on for almost a year—and he was most insistent. I told him that we needed people of 
his ability for instructors and that certain other instructors had remonstrated and also wanted 
to get into combat as soon as possible. I absolutely insisted that he remain, which made him 
extremely unhappy. 
 During those days my wife Jo-Beth [Jo-Beth Carden Harllee] and I had dinner a few 
times with Jack Kennedy, as I called him then, in the home of a mutual friend whom I had 
also assigned to the PT training squadron at Melville, Raymond C. Turnbull. These occasions 
were partly when he was undergoing training as a student and partly while he was an 
instructor in the training squadron. Jack Kennedy impressed me as an eager, widely read 
young man of broad interests and tremendous dedication to his country and enthusiasm for 
the part he hoped to play in its great conflict. 
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MORRISSEY: Do you recall that he expressed any interest in a political career? 
 
HARLLEE: No, I can’t honestly say that I do recall any such expression of interest on 
  his part, but he did seem more inclined to want to discuss the issues of the 
  day than most young men. 
 
MORRISSEY: Do you recall that he indicated what he wanted to do when the war was 



  over? 
 
HARLLEE: No—not to me, at least. 
 
MORRISSEY: When Kennedy was at Melville did you ever visit his family at Hyannis 
  Port? 
 
HARLLEE: No, I did not visit his family at that time. I did visit him and them at 
  Hyannis Port in about May of 1948. 
   After a couple of months in the Training Center at Melville, Kennedy 
received orders to the war zone. I was somewhat surprised by the orders, and I suspected that 
some strings had been pulled. This suspicion was later confirmed when I had occasion to 
review his record in the Bureau of Naval Personnel in 1947. Tremendous effort had been 
brought to bear to get him into the combat zone, and I must say that was an admirable use of 
such influence. 
 
MORRISSEY: Pressure by whom? And on whom? 
 
HARLLEE: As I recall it, when reviewing his record in 1947, I saw a letter signed by 
  Senator David I. Walsh of Massachusetts, chairman of the Senate Naval 
  Affairs Committee at the time he signed the letter. This, of course, was 
before the time of the Armed Services Committee. Senator Walsh was easily the most 
powerful man in the United States Senate as far as the Navy was concerned. He was known 
to be a friend of Ambassador Joseph P. Kennedy [Joseph P. Kennedy, Sr.], and there was no 
question that Joseph P. Kennedy (or perhaps young Jack himself) had interceded with the 
Senator and the Navy Department had deferred to his wishes and sent Jack Kennedy out to 
the combat zone. 
 

[-3-] 
 

MORRISSEY: Perhaps my recollection is not accurate, but it seems to me that Kennedy 
  went from Melville to Panama and from Panama to the Solomons. Does 
  this agree with your recollection? 
 
HARLLEE: Yes, it does. But the squadron in Panama to which he was sent was  
  scheduled to go out to the combat zone very shortly. It was unexpectedly 
  delayed in Panama and my recollection is that he was ordered directly out 
to the combat zone because of the delay that would be sustained if he remained with the 
squadron in Panama. At that time Panama was a locale for final trading for PT boats before 
going to the combat zone. 
 Soon afterwards I also was ordered into the Pacific but to a different area, i.e., New 
Guinea. I did not see Kennedy again until he was in Washington as a congressman. 
 Early in 1947 I visited him in the House Office Building and we talked about the 
Navy and in particular about methods of selecting the best possible officer material for 
Annapolis and West Point. He became so interested in the subject that he asked the then 



Secretary of the Navy, Forrestal [James V. Forrestal], to assign me to his office for research 
work along these lines. 
 
MORRISSEY: Was this the beginning of his interest in the subject? Or did you happen to 
  discuss the subject with him at a time when he already had been thinking 
  about it? 
 
HARLLEE: This was not the beginning of his interest in the subject. He had the feeling 
  that many Annapolis and West Point graduates were not as good material 
  as the country could have selected under the most ideal conditions. He felt, 
for example, that some of the senior officers with whom he had had contact in the Navy left 
something to be desired in their leadership qualities. This is not to say that he felt this was 
true of all of them. He felt that the chance to serve one’s country in the Armed Services as an 
officer was such a great privilege that with the right kind of motivation and inducement a 
large number of young men could be persuaded to try for Annapolis or West Point. If a larger 
number of candidates requested to become midshipmen or cadets a better selection of 
material could be made than the Armed Forces had been able to make. He felt there were 
some considerable benefits to the country to be derived from selecting the best possible men 
to become ultimately 
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the leaders of the nation’s Armed Forces. When I talked with him about it I agreed with his 
viewpoint and suggested that a good deal of research could be done in this area because 
many selection processes had been experimented with during World War II by the Armed 
Forces and also by civilian organizations. I spent the last six months of 1947 doing this on a 
part-time basis and then for the first half of 1948 I was assigned to his office on a fulltime 
basis to complete the job. 
 Congressman Kennedy was especially inclined toward the more progressive and 
advanced methods of personnel selection, even if such methods had not gained general 
acceptance. However, we worked out a simple system which divorced him from personal 
participation in the selection of candidates, thus avoiding any possibility of political 
influence entering the picture. The final decision concerning who received the appointments 
was made by a board of three persons which he appointed—a clergyman, a reserve military 
or naval officer, and a school official or teacher. Raw material on all the candidates was 
processed and given this board. Their decision was final. 
 An interesting point to raise here is that General Maxwell Taylor [Maxwell D. 
Taylor] was Superintendent of West Point at that time, and I saw him on behalf of 
Congressman Kennedy. General Taylor was very pleased that Congressman Kennedy had an 
interest in this field. I believe, although I am not certain, that this was the occasion of General 
Taylor’s first interest in Kennedy. Kennedy was interested in the methods developed at West 
Point for selecting those cadets not selected by congressmen. In some cases a senator or 
congressman would ask West Point to assist him in making selections or to make the 
selection for him. 
 



MORRISSEY: Was Kennedy’s thinking about selection procedures greeted with much 
  opposition? 
 
HARLLEE: Other congressmen and senators were not very enthusiastic about 
  undertaking new methods of selection for Annapolis and West Point. They 
  did have—and still do have—available to them a competitive Civil 
Service exam which they can have given candidates. At that time, I believe that slightly more 
than half of them did have the Civil Service competitive exam given. But there are two 
shortcomings in this system. In the first place this exam was susceptible to effective 
preparation by students who came from families with enough money to send them to certain 
prep 
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schools. This introduced an artificial factor into their ability to win in competition. And this 
exam did not take into account many measures of potential leadership which we felt were 
available—for example, various types of situation and practical tests, interviews, and reports 
on individuals. The Civil Service method was simply a mental achievement and mental 
aptitude examination. In the second place, the Civil Service made known only to the 
individual congressman or senator concerned the results of the individual examination. A 
good many congressmen and senators would have the Civil Service give this examination 
and then, with the results known only to themselves, would decide who would get the 
appointment regardless of the results. Constituents might think the person who did the best in 
the exam was being selected when in fact the son of some old friend was being selected. 
 Most congressmen and senators were not as idealistic as Kennedy in this matter. They 
were not as intensely interested or concerned about the selection of candidates for the service 
academies. They didn’t have the same belief in modern, progressive methods of personnel 
selection, and there was no widespread use of the techniques we developed. In short, there 
was a lot of opposition of a passive sort from people who just didn’t want to change. 
Kennedy recognized it just wasn’t feasible to make them all change. All he could do was 
inform them of what he had done and hope that some would change. 
 In Kennedy’s district, which had been represented by James Michael Curley, 
practically none of the candidates appointed to the service academies had been able to 
graduate. They had been so poorly selected that they failed out of the academies. Almost all 
of Kennedy’s candidates did well in their studies and in other activities and did graduate and 
were motivated to stay in the service. 
 
MORRISSEY: While working in Kennedy’s office did you observe any other differences 
  between the Congressman and his predecessor—James Michael Curley? 
 
HARLLEE: Yes, the matter of Curley’s pardon when he was in the federal prison or 
  correctional institution at Danbury. The New England delegation was 
  solicited for a unanimous request to President Truman [Harry S. Truman] 
to pardon Curley from Danbury. Almost every member of the New England delegation 
signed this petition. Kennedy felt that the decision to pardon or not 
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to pardon Curley was a function of the executive branch of the government and to subject it 
to petitions from the legislative branch on a political basis would be a prostitution of justice 
and an improper utilization of congressional influence. 
 
MORRISSEY: I guess the pressure on Kennedy to sign that petition was quite strong? 
 
HARLLEE: Yes, it was. Curley had tremendous strength in Kennedy’s district, of 
  course, and retained enough strength to be elected mayor of Boston even 
  after being incarcerated. It would have been easier for Kennedy to go 
along by signing that petition. 
 
MORRISSEY: What were your impressions of the way the Congressman ran his office? 
  Who did what—and was it done well? Did he maintain good relations with 
  his constituents? 
 
HARLLEE: My impressions were that he had a somewhat larger staff than most other 
  congressmen and that he bent every possible effort to fulfill every 
  legitimate request from his district. At that time Timothy J. Reardon 
[Timothy J. “Ted” Reardon, Jr.] was his principal secretary—I don’t think he had the title of 
administrative assistant then but he did shortly thereafter. I think Kennedy’s office did a very 
thorough job in maintaining good relations with people in his district. 
 During the period that I was in his office I was tremendously impressed with him and 
believed that he was so similar to Franklin Roosevelt [Franklin D. Roosevelt] in personal 
magnetism and political pragmatism that I became absolutely certain that he would someday 
be President of the United States and that he would be a great President. I thought that it was 
interesting to note that he also had many superficial resemblances to FDR, such as his 
connection with the Navy, health problems, wealth, prep school and Harvard background, 
and the Democratic Party faith. I admired his political courage, demonstrated by his 
advocacy of the St. Lawrence Seaway (which almost everybody else in New England 
opposed) and his opposition to James Michael Curley. On social occasions I noted the grace 
and sparkle of his personality. 
 Incidentally, President Kennedy, when he was a congressman and senator, never 
missed a chance to rib me about the Navy. One night in March or April of 1948, with just a 
few of us at the dinner table, he asked me: “Say, John, when are you going to be CNO (Chief 
of Naval Operation)?” My wife, Jo-Beth, sitting next to him, said, “He’ll be CNO when you 
are President of the United States.” She was very serious; and then all of us were, because he 
didn’t smile as he continued to talk. 
 
MORRISSEY: Why do you think he supported the proposal for a St. Lawrence Seaway? 
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HARLLEE: I believe it was because he felt it was in the interest of the country as a 
  whole. Balancing the damage it might do to Boston and New England 
  against the good it might do to the country as a whole, he probably 
thought the damage would be slight. As I recall it he also felt that the estimates of the 
damage it would do to the New England region were exaggerated. 
 
MORRISSEY: A moment ago you referred to Kennedy’s health problems. How serious 
  were these problems? 
 
HARLLEE: They seemed to me to be quite serious. While I was working in his office 
  he still had recurrences of malaria, which was later taken care of, I believe, 
  by advanced drugs and medicines. He had trouble with his back from time 
to time due to his well-known injury. In addition I recall that he had an ulcer at one time and 
I believe that he was taking banthine as a medicine. 
 Those are the three main ailments that I recall. They were intermittently serious and 
although he was always cheerful I believe that he was in pain at times. Sometimes he was 
unable to operate on the job because of these ailments. 
 
MORRISSEY: Did you continue to see Kennedy occasionally after you completed the 
  assignment in his office in 1948? 
 
HARLLEE: Yes, I did. When he was a senator he faced different and larger problems 
  in regard to the selection of candidates for the service academies due to so 
  much larger a constituency, and I conferred with him about these 
problems. I attended his wedding in September, 1953, at Newport. On that beautiful occasion 
I remarked to my wife, as we were dancing on the platform put up at Hammersmith Farm for 
the reception, that “we are attending the wedding of a future great President of the United 
States.” 
 Also when I was in Washington and dropped into his office for visits he always 
expressed an interest in various problems of the Armed Forces, especially in problems 
involved in unification under the Secretary of Defense. He was particularly interested in 
naval problems and we talked about those from time to time. 
 
MORRISSEY: What was his viewpoint on unification of the Armed Forces? 
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HARLLEE: He felt it was desirable and necessary and wondered about the resistance 
  of the Navy toward it. 
   Occasionally his office had reason to contact me with regard to his 
constituents who were in the Navy or who had relatives in the Navy, but I usually handled 
these with Ted Reardon. The Senator was always interested in what I had been doing on my 
last duty in the Navy. In early 1959 I asked him to help me get a more challenging 
assignment in the Navy because the one I had in the Pentagon was too routine and easy. My 
job sounded very good—I was in charge of the Foreign Weapons Production Program in the 



Office of the Chief of Naval Operations. Actually it didn’t amount to anything at all. Senator 
Kennedy was on quite friendly terms with Admiral Arleigh Burke [Arleigh Albert Burke], 
Chief of Naval Operations. He asked me whether I would like him to phone or write Admiral 
Burke. I suggested the latter and he immediately wrote a letter to Admiral Burke, urging that 
I be given a more difficult and responsible assignment. It was extremely kind and thoughtful 
on his part to write this letter. 
 I retired voluntarily from the Navy in October, 1959, largely in hopes of playing some 
part, however minor, in what I was confident would be his campaign for the presidency. I 
knew he would run for the presidency in 1960 because I knew, after he lost the vice-
presidential nomination in 1956, that he was determined to try for the presidency in 1960. I 
was certain he would win if he tried. 
 During the campaign of 1960, on the recommendation of Bobby [Robert F. Kennedy] 
and Ted [Edward M. Kennedy], his brothers, and of Paul B. Fay, Jr. [Paul B. “Red” Fay, Jr.], 
of San Francisco, Senator Kennedy appointed me as chairman of Citizens for Kennedy and 
Johnson [Lyndon B. Johnson] in northern California. 
 
MORRISSEY: What were your duties as chairman of Citizens for Kennedy and Johnson 
  in northern California? 
 
HARLLEE: The purpose of Citizens for Kennedy and Johnson was to act as a vehicle 
  for Independents, Republicans, and Democrats who wanted to work 
  outside of the regular Democratic Party machinery in supporting the 
national ticket. There were a good many of these Independents, Republicans, and dissident 
Democrats who simply did not want to associate themselves with Governor Brown [Edmund 
G. “Pat” Brown] or with the Council of Democratic Clubs in California. They felt the clubs 
were too liberal—too far to the left—and there was some dissatisfaction with Governor 
Brown at that time due to the Chessman case and the 
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Governor’s alleged vacillation before and during the Convention in Los Angeles. I must say 
in all candor and honesty that a good many of these Independents, Republicans, and dissident 
Democrats were Catholics. I am not a Catholic myself. But there was a good deal of support 
from Catholics. Citizens for Kennedy and Johnson afforded an opportunity for these 
elements to render organized support to Senator Kennedy. This organization did not support 
other Democratic candidates except for the vice-presidential candidate, Lyndon Johnson. I 
think possibly part of the reason I was chosen as chairman was due to the fact that I was not a 
Catholic. There were a great many Catholics, as you know, who were in key positions in the 
Kennedy campaign. The fact that I was Presbyterian might have possibly had something to 
do with it. This was my good fortune. 
 
MORRISSEY: Did you find much anti-Catholic opposition to Kennedy? 
 
HARLLEE: Yes, very definitely. Not in San Francisco, of course, because San 
  Francisco is a city with a large Catholic population and a city of great 



  tolerance—a cosmopolitan city. But in suburbs and exurbs like Sunnyvale, 
and in the valleys, such as the San Joaquin Valley, there were a good many southern 
Protestants, particularly Baptists who had come from Arkansas, Oklahoma, Texas, and other 
parts of the South, and their descendants. And many of these people were against Kennedy 
because of his religion. No question about it. When I was making surveys to find out what 
issues were counting against Kennedy so we would know what to stress in the final weeks of 
the campaign, the county chairmen found that the only predominant issue was the religious 
issue. I am confident that this was one of the factors which caused his defeat in California. 
 I recall that I was urged by the National Organization of Citizens for Kennedy and 
Johnson to have the widest possible distribution and exhibition of the film which showed 
Kennedy’s confrontation with the Houston ministers. This film was a very effective way of 
combating this religious prejudice during the campaign. I had considerable difficulty in the 
valley counties and also in many of the suburban counties trying to persuade the county 
chairmen even to show this film. They felt that any mention of the religious issue would be 
harmful—that it would be better not to mention it. I think they were wrong. I did persuade 
some of them to show this film but many of them wouldn’t do it. They wouldn’t make any 
effort to overcome the obvious prejudice. I think that Kennedy in West Virginia and with the 
Houston ministers, by meeting the issue face to face, did much better than if he had tried to 
ignore it. 
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MORRISSEY: I have read that this film was shown in areas of heavy Catholic population 
  as a means of getting the “Catholic vote” to the polls on election day. 
 
HARLLEE: Yes, that was true. It did have that effect. 
 
MORRISSEY: Were many of the dissident Democrats you referred to a moment ago 
  people who had supported Adlai Stevenson [Adlai E. Stevenson] for the 
  nomination? 
 
HARLLEE: Yes, they were. There was a very strong feeling for Stevenson among 
  some intellectuals, liberals, wealthy Democrats, Jewish people, and the 
  like, and we were never quite able to overcome this. We never did get the 
complete, active support of all these people that they would have given to Stevenson. This 
again is one of the factors which caused Kennedy’s defeat in California. They didn’t really 
oppose Kennedy, because they intensely disliked Nixon [Richard M. Nixon]. But they didn’t 
give the active support to him that these types of people are capable of giving in a political 
campaign. 
 
MORRISSEY: Did you make special efforts to get their active support? 
 
HARLLEE: Yes, we did. We had a special meeting of Stevensonians for Kennedy (it 
  wasn’t called that formally, of course, but that’s a good way of referring to 



  these people). It was at the Fairmont Hotel in San Francisco and was 
staged by Governor “Pat” Brown and Mrs. Lucretia Grady [Lucretia Louise del Valle 
Grady], widow of the former Ambassador to Greece and Iran [Henry Francis Grady]. They 
spoke and I spoke and we made every effort to win them over. We had a little success but we 
never really got their complete support. Mrs. Grady felt strongly that she could have done 
more to bring the Stevensonians completely into the Kennedy camp, particularly in Los 
Angeles, but certain Democratic Party officials in California were not enthusiastic about her 
suggestions for additional effort in southern California and elsewhere. 
 
MORRISSEY: Were the people running Kennedy’s campaign nationally concerned about 
  the strength and lukewarm attitude of the Stevensonians in California? 
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HARLLEE: They never made that known to me personally if they were. I suppose they 
  probably were. They must have been. But my contacts with people 
  running the national campaign were pretty slight. I believe that Bobby 
Kennedy felt that things were going well in northern California. His brother actually carried 
the fifty counties in northern California by 93,000 votes. The problem lay in Orange County 
(in the suburbs of Los Angeles) and in San Diego County. Nixon carried Orange County and 
San Diego County by more than 60,000 votes each. Those two counties together gave him 
about 125,000 more votes than Kennedy received and there just wasn’t enough strength 
elsewhere in the state to overcome this lead. Bobby Kennedy and Byron White [Byron R. 
“Whizzer” White], who was national chairman of Citizens for Kennedy and Johnson, visited 
San Francisco in July of 1960, during the opening of the headquarters for Citizens for 
Kennedy and Johnson in northern California at 551 Market Street. We had a good opening; 
several thousand people were present. The later reports the national organization received 
from Paul B. (“Red”) Fay and Ted Kennedy, who was the coordinator for the eleven western 
states, and from other persons, led them to realize that the big problem was in southern 
California. All subsequent trips which Bobby Kennedy made to California were to the 
southern part of the state. I had a great deal of contact with Ted Kennedy during those days, 
including a lot of campaigning. I must say that he certainly had his brother Jack’s magnetism 
and vitality and drive and it was a great experience and privilege to have been able to work 
with him. 
 I made the whistle-stop train campaign with Senator Kennedy down through 
California in September of 1960 and I was again impressed by his speaking ability and his 
charisma with the crowds. The train stopped in each county seat it passed through. Kennedy 
would speak in support of local candidates and then talk about his position on national issues. 
Leaders in each county would get on and off the train as moved from county to county. Each 
one would appear on the observation platform at the rear of the train with Kennedy in his 
own county. 
 In one of those counties an ex-PT officer named Roberts [Joseph K. Roberts] who 
had served with Kennedy in the Solomons (he was chairman of Citizens for Kennedy and 
Johnson in that county) had a very pleasant visit with Kennedy while the train was moving 
through his county. Also I recall a speech in the auditorium in Oakland. Kennedy attracted 



the biggest crowd ever gathered in that auditorium for a political speech. It was a very 
enthusiastic crowd. 
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 I believe that trip was the only whistle-stop train campaign made during the 1960 
campaign. 
 
MORRISSEY: When did the President-elect ask you to become a member of the Federal 
  Maritime Commission? 
 
HARLLEE: About three or four days after the election Ted Kennedy came back to San 
  Francisco to clean up our operations there and he told me at that time that 
  the President-elect wanted me to come back to Washington to be part of 
the team there. At that time they hadn’t decided what position I might fill. They toyed with 
the idea of my becoming Naval Aide to the President, although I was retired from the Navy. I 
told Ted Kennedy I didn’t think I could serve a very useful purpose as Naval Aide, that the 
Aide should be an active duty naval officer and one of a different type than myself. I went to 
New York and started in an excellent new job there in private business. Ted Kennedy 
contacted me again early in January of 1961 and told me that the President-elect would like 
me to serve on the Federal Maritime Board. I visited Washington again in mid-February of 
1961, and the President told me personally he would like me to be a member of the Federal 
Maritime Board and be chairman as soon as it was possible to arrange it. His father had been 
the first chairman of the predecessor agency, the United States Maritime Commission, back 
in 1936, and I considered it a great honor to receive such an invitation and received a release 
from my New York employer, my close friend Edward I. Farley. 
 The Antitrust Subcommittee of the House Judiciary Committee, after an investigation 
which lasted three years, reported that the regulation of the ocean freight industry had been 
grossly neglected by the Federal Maritime Board. President Kennedy, as a result of this 
investigation and the report of a similar investigation by the House Merchant Marine and 
Fisheries Committee, decided to reorganize the Federal Maritime Commission and the 
Maritime Administration so that the regulatory and promotional aspects of shipping would be 
completely separate. The Federal Maritime Commission would have no promotional 
functions, only regulatory functions. The Maritime Administration would remain in the 
Department of Commerce and was assigned all the functions connected with promoting the 
American merchant marine. The purpose of this reorganization was to allow the government 
to promote adequately the merchant marine and at the same time to insure 
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that the public interest was served by adequate regulation of the ocean-borne trade and 
commerce of the United States, ninety percent of which is carried by foreign flag ships. Most 
of the general cargo is carried by steamship lines which belong to conferences. These 
conferences are cartels or near-monopolies and it was determined that these conferences must 
be regulated to insure they were not operating detrimentally to the United States. 



 In February of 1961, when the President spoke to me about being chairman of the 
Federal Maritime Board, be believed that the incumbent chairman, Ralph E. Wilson, an 
Eisenhower [Dwight D. Eisenhower] appointee, would probably resign, especially if he lost 
the chairmanship. Wilson did not resign, however, which meant that there was no vacancy on 
the three-man board to which I could be appointed. A vacancy did not occur until July the 
first. In the meantime it was necessary to designate another chairman—someone other than 
Wilson—a Democratic member of the Board. Since this person would have been chairman 
for several months by the first of July it would not seem appropriate to make me chairman at 
that time, although it was possible to appoint me to the Board, which he did. 
 After I had served a week on the old Federal Maritime Board the reorganization went 
into effect and I was appointed by President Kennedy as a commissioner on the new Federal 
Maritime Commission, which was responsible for the regulatory functions connected with 
our ocean-borne commerce. 
 By August 26, 1963, it had become apparent to the Joint Economic Committee of the 
Congress, headed by Senator Paul Douglas [Paul H. Douglas], that the new Federal Maritime 
Commission, under the leadership of a chairman who had served since 1956 as a member of 
the old Federal Maritime Board and for two years as chairman of the new Federal Maritime 
Commission, had continued to perform the regulatory functions inadequately and in a way 
which was detrimental to American exports. President Kennedy consequently designated me 
as chairman of the Commission in an effort to improve the situation. This action was 
unprecedented. Not before in the history of the Board or Commission had a chairman been 
relieved before his term was up. 
 The President remarked to me at one time that the Trade Expansion Act of 1962 was 
the most important piece of legislation passed during that session of Congress. He strongly 
believed that trade expansion would not only promote the welfare of the Free World but also 
would help in the solution of economic problems—mainly unemployment and the balance of 
payments. 
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 Perhaps the principal purpose of the Federal Maritime Commission is to insure that 
the operations of the steamship conferences and independent carriers do not in any way 
discriminate against American exporters as compared to exporters from other countries or in 
any other way inhibit our exporting. Of course freight rates and practices on imports should 
not be excessive either. 
 The Commission also must insure that the steamship lines which carry domestic 
offshore cargo (i.e. to Alaska, Hawaii, Guam, Puerto Rico) charge proper rates and that the 
freight forwarders and terminals do not act in a manner contrary to the public interest. 
 One of the other very important functions of the Federal Maritime Commission is to 
insure that discriminatory measures of other nations do not reduce cargo carried by American 
flag ships. This has been a particularly acute problem in Latin America. 
 
MORRISSEY: Why in Latin America? 
 
HARLLEE: Because many nations in Latin America have enacted discriminations 



  against our shipping. Sometimes, for example, they levy taxes on cargoes 
  carried by our merchant marine into those countries but excuse their own 
merchant marine from these taxes, which can be extremely high. Custom duties advantages 
and monetary exchange privileges are sometimes given to their own merchant marine but not 
to ours. Sometimes we officially and formally threaten them with measures of an equal and 
opposite sort. We have authority to do this and are required to do it under Section 19 of the 
Merchant Marine Act of 1920. We have been successful in getting them to remove many of 
these discriminations although it is a long and continuous fight. Specifically, in 1963, two 
individual steamship lines believed that a total of eight million dollars worth of freight rates 
were saved for these two lines by actions of the Commission. 
 
MORRISSEY: Did President Kennedy retain an interest in the uses of PT boats? 
 
HARLLEE: Yes, a great interest. I shared that interest with him and advocated the 
  retention by the Navy of small, fast combatant craft with a shallow draft, 
  which are capable of delivering weapons of great destructive power. Such 
craft are important in coastal or interisland waters in many of the critical areas of the world 
today and President Kennedy’s 
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Administration add programs providing for such craft, including purchase of the Nasty PT 
boats from Norway. I have written an article for the Naval Institute Proceedings which might 
be of interest to you.* 
 
MORRISSEY: Did the President ever comment to you about using PT boats in Cuba or 
  Vietnam? 
 
HARLLEE: I believe he was interested in this although I didn’t talk to him personally 
  about it. I do know that orders were issued during his Administration to 
  send the few PT boats we do have out to Vietnam and I feel confident that 
their purpose was to serve counterinsurgency or counter-guerilla missions. I didn’t actually 
talk to him in any detail about PT boats when he was in the White House although he did 
invite me to see PT 109, the movie, in company with him and a few of the other PT boat 
people. We talked about PT boats in World War II. 
 
MORRISSEY: Do you recall his response to that movie? 
 
HARLLEE: Yes, I do. He thought it was a very good movie. He was very pleasantly 
  impressed with it. I remember he kidded me about the regular officer 
  portrayed in not too good a light in that movie. President Kennedy said 
jokingly that that officer was supposed to be me. But that was strictly kidding because I was 
actually in a different combat theater. I was in New Guinea and he was in the Solomons. 
                                                           
* “Patrol Guerrilla Motor Boats,” reprinted from United States Naval Institute Proceedings, Vol. 90, No. 4 
(April, 1964). See Appendix II. 



 
MORRISSEY: Do you have any final impressions or anecdotes which characterize John 
  Kennedy as the person you remember? 
 
HARLLEE: I remember that he always had a great sense of humor. At his wedding, 
  when I was going through the receiving line, he kidded me about the 
  ribbons on my uniform. He always liked to joke about how regular 
officers got too many medals and awards while reserve officers and enlisted men got too few. 
 I recall a dinner Jo-Beth and I gave in 1948, in January of that year, and he was one 
of the guests. We took a group of about twenty or twenty-four to Napoleon’s Restaurant in 
Washington. For entertainment I had another Irish-American named Leo Leary, a sort of 
showman and song-and-dance man who could tell stories well. Leary was a friend of mine 
and an amateur, not a professional. Actually 
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he was in the clothing business at that time. I remember I had him telling the group some of 
his stories and Kennedy, in high good humor, kept heckling him. I had a problem keeping 
Kennedy quiet at that time. He didn’t like people to show off, as he thought Leo Leary was 
doing, and good-humoredly he heckled him. 
 
MORRISSEY: Any final impressions? 
 
HARLLEE: I was particularly impressed by President Kennedy’s tremendous interest 
  in many long-range measures designed to benefit our nation. I have 
  reference to the Alliance for Progress, trade expansion, medical care for 
the aged, the effectuation of a nuclear détente with Russia, for example. 
 I think these long-range measures will best indicate his greatness. His idea about 
selecting the best possible people for Annapolis and West Point is another example. Here 
was a subject of very little interest to many people because it is so long-range that you don’t 
have any results to show for it for about thirty years. It takes about that long from the time of 
appointment to one of the service academies to the time an appointee becomes a national 
leader. And yet John Kennedy had a great interest in this subject. He actually did something 
about it, and he sacrificed the political gains he could have made by using these appointments 
in another way. 
 The man in the street all over the world was charmed by President Kennedy’s grace 
and style, but I don’t think he yet realizes the extent to which Kennedy initiated and fought 
for long-range programs that will benefit this country and the whole world. I concede that the 
more sophisticated observers realize this fully. And, of course, some of the problems he 
confronted have not yet been completely resolved. Civil rights is one such problem and 
medical care for the aged is another. But he started efforts to do something about these things 
and he made effective starts. His martyrdom will add to the chances of success. President 
Johnson, I think, is making every effort to carry Kennedy’s hopes and ideals out. This is a bit 
of an eulogy, I realize, but I do sincerely feel that these observations are sound and objective. 
 



MORRISSEY: It’s an interesting point. Anything else? 
 
HARLLEE: No, I don’t think so. 
 
MORRISSEY: Thank you very much, Admiral Harllee. 
 

[END OF INTERVIEW] 
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