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HACKMAN:  I mostly have questions about the John F. Kennedy administration, but I  
   just wanted to ask you first what you can remember about your association  
   with John Kennedy and Robert Kennedy [Robert F. Kennedy], if there was 
much, before the Kennedy administration started, either while John Kennedy was in the 
House or the Senate? 
 
CELLER:  Well, I knew, of course, John Kennedy when he was a member of the  
   House. I always found him to be a most pleasant gentleman and one who  
   ever sought to help the underdog. His votes in the House reflected that 
point of view. He wasn’t, if I recall it, very vociferous while he was a member of the House. 
He didn’t take the floor too often, but when he did, he spoke very eloquently. He was very 
well favored by the membership of the House because of his very pleasant personality. 
Naturally, when he was a senator, the same situation continued. During his short term as a 
senator, I did not have the opportunity to see him so often, but I know from the times that I  
heard him speak in the Senate and from my general knowledge gathered at that time, his 
attitude and frame of mind while as senator was not unlike that which it was while he was a 
member of the House. He still fought the good causes, the liberal causes. I, naturally, 
supported him for the presidency, did everything in my power in Brooklyn whence I come to 
garner votes for him, campaigned for him very vigorously and most actively. When he 



became president, I was invited on numerous occasions to the White House. One happy event 
was I took with me my invalid daughter who was a victim of cerebral 
 

[-1-] 
 
palsy in a wheelchair. He was very gracious in his reception of my daughter and took us in 
the Rose Garden and chatted with her and made her extremely happy. 
 
HACKMAN:  Mr. and Mrs. Alfred Albert were along, too, at that point. I have that  
   meeting here. 
 
CELLER:  That’s right. She was there, too. He was most affable and gracious and  
   there betokened his uttermost regard for those who are helpless. It was a  
   glaring example of a young lady, very bright—my daughter was very 
bright; of course, we had brought teachers to her. She was incapacitated; in the sense, she 
couldn’t use her legs or her arms, but mentally she was very alert. He held extensive 
conversation with her, which made her extremely happy, and she often spoke of it. The other 
memorable occasion was when we discussed the very beginnings of the framework of what 
became subsequently the Civil Rights Act of 1954. 
 
HACKMAN :  ‘64. 
 
CELLER:  It passed, of course, in the Lyndon B. Johnson administration, but the  
   framework of the bill was fashioned by the President and his then-attorney  
   general, his brother, Robert Kennedy. I had conferences with them both 
since I was the chairman of the House Judiciary Committee which would have jurisdiction 
over the bill. We went over numerous features of that bill. [Interruption] This civil rights bill, 
as you know, became a milestone. It concerned labor in all its phases, equal opportunity for 
anyone regardless of race or color, and sex had been added on the floor. He was very anxious 
to get that bill through. 
 
HACKMAN:  Do you remember back in the ‘60 campaign when he asked you and  
   Senator Clark [Joseph S. Clark] to put together some ideas for civil rights  
   legislation? 
 
CELLER:   That’s part of what I was talking about. We did do that. A good many of  
    those provisions—ideas, rather; they’re not provisions—ideas were  
    incorporated finally in the bill. 
 
HACKMAN:  Can you remember making attempts before the Kennedy administration  
   sent up legislation in ‘63 to get them to do something in ‘61 because I  
   know you did introduce that legislation in ‘61? 
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CELLER:  At that time, yes. But the climate wasn’t really ready yet. We had to do a  
   great deal of brush work to cut down the stumps of opposition. We finally  
   succeeded in that and made the proper clearance for the passage. It wasn’t 
easy to get that bill through. It was made possible by the campaign waged by John Kennedy 
and Robert Kennedy, who did a stupendous job in that regard. Of course, I in my feeble way, 
helped also. I’m just remembering... [Interruption] Do you mind if I leave these because I 
have to answer that bell? In 1961—I don’t quite remember these bills. Do you want to take 
this down yourself as if it came to me, for me? 
 
HACKMAN:  What are they? Your notes? 
 
CELLER:  Letters. Letters and such. There are quite a number as you see. 
 
HACKMAN:  One of the things I was interested in was in ‘64, if you remember, some  
   people.... I think you announced hearings on the Hoffa [Jimmy Hoffa]  
   conviction for jury tampering. Remember when James Hoffa was 
convicted that first time there and then, Robert Kennedy decided to run in New York, and the 
hearings were called off? I’d wondered if you can remember talking with Robert Kennedy 
about that at that time, and whether he was hoping that you would hold off until the 
campaign was over or whatever. 
 
CELLER:  I think the fact that he ran for the Senate put a damper on the idea of  
   holding elaborate hearings on it. Then, at that time, if I remember, I may  
   have had a pretty crowded calendar, and it was a question of priority. I 
thought it better to get the legislation through before holding any inquiries. 
 
HACKMAN:   Had you talked with President Kennedy about the appointment of Robert  
    Kennedy as attorney general? Did he inquire what you thought about it,  
    and do you remember? 
 
CELLER:  I don’t recall that. Was any record of that? 
 
HACKMAN:  No. 
 
CELLER:  I don’t think so. He didn’t consult me on that. 
 
HACKMAN:  No, I haven’t talked to anyone else who said he did specifically; I just  
   thought maybe he did. Can you remember when Robert Kennedy was first  
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   appointed, then, did you have conversations with him about what he was 
going to do in terms of antitrust policy in the administration, or did you ever talk with 
President Kennedy about that? 
 



CELLER:  I talked to Robert Kennedy about it after he had been made attorney  
   general, and he said he was going to pursue a very vigorous policy, and I  
   said I would offer every conceivable cooperation in that regard, and did. 
[Interruption] This is the bill that resulted from that, the civil investigative demand. 
 
HACKMAN:  Now, on that, I had heard that at first you were reluctant to support that  
   because you had doubts as to whether that would take pressure off to do  
   things the criminal route. I don’t know if you remember a fellow named 
Lee Loevinger, who was the assistant attorney general, who talked with you on that. Do you 
remember? 
 
CELLER:  Lee Loevinger. I don’t remember what his attitude was then. 
 
HACKMAN:  Then a fellow named Bill Orrick [William H. Orrick] came along. 
 
CELLER:  He was the attorney, antitrust division. Then, the last week, we went  
   through, we plowed through all our opposition and got it through. 
 
HACKMAN:  As the administration’s antitrust policy developed, were you basically  
   satisfied with it, or can you remember talking with the people in Justice  
   [Justice Department] saying, “I wish you’d do more”? 
 
CELLER:  No, never had such an idea in mind, felt that they had done the right  
   thing. Had done right. 
 
HACKMAN:  But not enough? 
 
CELLER:  No, I wouldn’t say that. I was eminently satisfied with what they were  
   doing. I’ve got to answer that call. Do you want to wait till I come back or  
   what? 
 
HACKMAN:  Sure that’s fine. If you have the time. 
 
CELLER:  It might be something else in there. 
 

[END OF INTERVIEW] 
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