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Oral History Interview

with

FRANK D. O’CONNOR

June 19, 1970
Jamaica Plans, New York

By Roberta W. Greene

For the John F. Kennedy Library

GREENE: I was going to ask you if you could remember when you first met Robert
Kennedy. From what you were just saying, I gather it was in the course of
the ‘60 campaign.

O’CONNOR: Well, it was before that because I was elected district attorney of the
county in 1955, and John Kennedy came to Queens a year or two after
that. I spent a whole day with him, going around to different luncheons

that he wanted to attend throughout the city. And then when he ran in 1960…. No, no, I went to
Washington several times. I met Bobby Kennedy for the first time down there, when he was
counsel to the McClellan Committee [Senate Select Committee on Improper Activities in the
Labor or Management Field] and met him and talked with him about problems we all had in the
area of crime, the field of crime. And then, of course, I met him quite frequently in the 1960
campaign for John Kennedy for president. As a matter of fact, I played quite a role in directing
— if that’s the proper word — the Queens delegation into the Kennedy camp at the [Democratic
National] Convention in Los Angeles, and had occasion then to run into Robert Kennedy on
frequent occasions.

GREENE: Is there anything specific about him in this period that comes to mind —
his reputation, particularly, with New York Democrats?
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O’CONNOR: Well, frankly, at that time, he was relatively unknown. We’re talking now
about Senator Robert Kennedy.

GREENE: Right.

O’CONNOR: He was relatively unknown in New York, except as a brother of John
Kennedy, who of course, then was in the Senate, so he was relatively
unknown.

GREENE: Was there a great deal involved in bringing the Queens delegation in?

O’CONNOR: There really wasn't. I mean, as always, there were some dissidents. Some
favored Lyndon Johnson at that time. At the convention — I think it was
on the Monday morning when the different candidates came around and

spoke to delegations — whether it was because John Kennedy thought that the Queens
delegation was safe, he spent very, very little time with us. And Lyndon Johnson made a talk that
inspired everybody. It was the source of a lot of talk, and there was a great deal of talk about
possibly switching. But, actually, it wasn’t a serious situation.

GREENE: Did you ever hear a story that there was a deal made, or at least proposed,
prior to the voting on vice president that Johnson would be — well, in
fact, prior to the voting of the presidential nomination — that Johnson

would take the vice presidential nomination and John Bailey would get the chairmanship in
exchange for a definite commitment on the New York delegation?

O’CONNOR: No, I heard none of that talk at all, either then or since, so I don’t know
anything about it.

GREENE: It doesn’t add up?

O’CONNOR: No, it doesn’t make sense to me.

GREENE: What about in the campaign? Did you see much of the Senator then —
Robert Kennedy?

O’CONNOR: Quite a bit. On many occasions, when he would come to New York, I
would meet him at the airport, usually La Guardia, and take him over to
the Kennedy apartment which then, I think, was
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in an apartment house across the street from the Waldorf-Astoria Hotel. It has since been torn
down. And I used to meet with him and talk to him, of course, quite a bit about the campaign. I
then did quite a bit of campaigning around the city, but principally in Queens County, and would
be accompanied usually by Bob Kennedy.



GREENE: What about other people in the Kennedy organization, [Anthony B.] Akers
and [William] Walton?

O’CONNOR: Yes, I knew Akers. And, oh, frankly, I can’t remember their names now. If
you suggested them to me, I could tell you whether or not I knew them.

GREENE: Akers, Walton.

O’CONNOR: Akers, Walton, I met both of those.

GREENE: [Paul] Corbin?

O’CONNOR: Corbin — I remember just the name.

GREENE: Vaguely.

O’CONNOR: Vaguely.

GREENE: [Benjamin A.] Ben Smith.

O’CONNOR: Yes, yes, I remember Ben Smith.

GREENE: But nothing…

O’CONNOR: Nothing special, no. I had no occasion to be with him too often.

GREENE: Do you know anything to add to the story of the final day of campaigning
with the mix-up with Mrs. [Eleanor R.] Roosevelt and Senator [Herbert
H.] Lehman?

O’CONNOR: No, I had nothing to do with that, know nothing about it. I could add
nothing at all.

GREENE: Any contact with [Carmine G.] DeSapio or [Michael H.] Prendergast, and
their complaints to Robert Kennedy in this period?
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O’CONNOR: No, I was not part of any of that conversation at all.

GREENE: Anything else specific on the campaign? Or we can just move on.

O’CONNOR: No, I don’t know of anything that I could add to it, really I don’t.

GREENE: And in the transition period, any contacts with him then?



O’CONNOR: No.

GREENE: With New York appointments or anything?

O’CONNOR: No, none at all.

GREENE: So far as you could tell, in the Administration period, who was chiefly
responsible for decisions  on New York? Who would you go to, for one
thing, if you had a New York-related matter that you wanted brought to

the attention of the White House? Would it be Robert Kennedy?

O’CONNOR: Well, frankly, I seldom had occasion to do that, so it was no problem to
me. I had no occasion.

GREENE: All right, why don’t we move ahead then to the gubernatorial race in
‘62…

O’CONNOR: 1962.

GREENE: … as you said before, where it all began.

O’CONNOR: That’s right.

GREENE: Maybe you could just give your own account of that. And then, if there’s
anything I have questions about, I can come back to you on it.

O’CONNOR: Well — let me see, to put it concisely — I began campaigning for the
gubernatorial nomination early that year. And I honestly had a great deal
of support throughout the entire state.

I went down to Washington on at least one, and perhaps two, occasions and sat and talked
with Bob Kennedy. He was completely
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uncommunicative. He gave me no assistance or encouragement at all. But, by the same token, he
did not discourage. And I said to him then very frankly that I didn’t expect him to help me, that I
could understand his position, but that I would appreciate it if he would not do anything to hurt
me. This he assured me he would not do. He did not seek to discourage me at all.

As we went around the state campaigning, we gained a lot of support. And when we went
to the convention which then was in Syracuse, I had more than sufficient delegates to secure the
nomination. As I best know it — and I was rather close to the picture — [Louis] Harris, the
poll-taker, had quite an influence with the Senator. We found out later that his corporation had
been incorporated by Robert Morgenthau, who was, I think, then — I'm not sure of whether he
was U.S. Attorney for the Southern District. [Interviewee’s Note: Morgy was Bronx Chairman
for JFK in 1960, I believe.]



GREENE: Attorney general.

O’CONNOR: I think he was then in the attorney general’s office. Apparently, he had
known Senator Bob Kennedy for many years before — in college, if
I’m not mistaken.

GREENE: I’m not sure how far back.

O’CONNOR: I’m not sure either, but it went back for some years. Apparently, from
what we could ascertain at the time, and since, Harris was able to convince
Bob Kennedy that Morgenthau was a second Lehman and that he would

inspire the Jewish vote in New York State and that he would sweep the state and so on. I think
that was the real reason behind it.

But, anyway, on the night before the convention opened, we know that a phone call came
to New York from Bob Kennedy in Washington, which was, I would think, solely instrumental in
convincing the Bronx delegation to leave my camp and to go for Morgenthau. Those were the
deciding votes. And, of course, I lost the nomination to Bob Morgenthau, who then, went on and
lost very badly in the race against [Nelson A.] Rockefeller that year.

GREENE: From what I’ve heard, in the month preceding that [John F.] English and
[Peter J.] Crotty and [William F.] Luddy met several times a week with
[Robert F., Jr.] Wagner in the hopes of coming up
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with a candidate who would be acceptable outside of New York City as well as within, and they
pretty much settled on you and gave you their support. Were you aware of these meetings at the
time?

O’CONNOR: Oh, yes, I knew of them. Jack English was very, very close to me. Matter
of fact, he was one of my staunchest supporters. So was Peter Crotty, who
was quite a friend of the Kennedys and who was the leader then in Erie

County and a very, very fine man, incidentally. And we had many meetings. I know that they
conferred with Bob Wagner. Of course, Bob Wagner, characteristically, delayed and delayed and
delayed, wouldn’t make a decision, and wouldn’t come out definitely and say one thing or the
other until right down to the end. And then, Bob Wagner sounded me out as to whether or not I’d
run for the Senate. And I said no, that I was a candidate for the governorship and that I would not
accept any other nomination. But I know these talks were held between, as you say, Crotty and
English and Wagner on many occasions.

GREENE: Well, how did you interpret Wagner’s motivation? Do you think he was
interested himself?

O’CONNOR: It’s hard to analyze because Bob Wagner is quite inscrutable. And I think
he possibly was interested in the thing himself. I think he was a little bit
fearful that he couldn’t make it if he took the nomination. He was



uncertain, he was indecisive, he wouldn’t make up his mind, and he didn’t want to see it go to
anyone else until he finally made up his mind. By that time, it was too late. This is quite a
characteristic of Mayor Wagner.

GREENE: Well, at some point — I’m not sure how many weeks this had gone on —
Luddy openly and quite surprisingly, I think, broke with Crotty and
English without even notifying them and came out for Morgenthau. Were

the Kennedys behind this, as far as you know?

O’CONNOR: I don’t know. I hardly think that this is a matter worthy of the historians,
but I’ll recite the story as I know it. Luddy was also one of my staunchest
supporters. All of a sudden — I forget what day of the week it was, but

early in the morning — he called me and asked me whether or not I would suddenly reverse my
entire field and run for the Senate instead of the governorship. I told him no and that was the end
of the conversation.
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He gave no indication of what he was going to do. Later on that day, he came out with a
statement supporting Morgenthau for governor. Now, I think it was a result of a conversation that
he had with Mayor Wagner. I have the impression that Mayor Wagner, at that time, told him —
although I have no proof of this — that the Kennedys in Washington were leaning towards
Morgenthau. I think this was the motivation for Mr. Luddy doing what he did.

GREENE: Did the White House have that much influence, do you think, at that
point? Could they really have swung it?

O’CONNOR: Oh, I think they had a great deal of influence. Certainly they had influence
with the different leaders. They had had a lot of influence, as I’ve just
indicated, with Mr. Luddy. I think if they, at that time, had taken a positive

stand or earlier had taken a positive stand against me and in favor of somebody else, I doubt very
much if leaders like Peter Croty and Jack English would have gone with me. But all of us were
lulled into a sense of false security that at least no one in Washington — and I mean the President
and Senator Bob Kennedy — was opposed to me. And, therefore, we went ahead with our plans.
We were all organization — if I may use the word in the better sense — organization Democrats.
We would have abided by a decision of the leaders of the party, but nobody made any decision
until it was too late. And then we were so far committed and had such support that we went right
through with it.

GREENE: Well, English was very close to the Kennedys and of course was up until
Robert Kennedy’s death. How did this affect, as far as you could tell, his
relationship with them?

O’CONNOR: I don’t know. It didn’t seem to strain it at all. And I know this for a fact —
at least from what Jack English would tell me — that he would make
phone calls directly to Robert Kennedy, and this was right up almost until



we went to the convention in Syracuse. At one time, he came back and said to me that Bob
Kennedy had told him to go ahead and continue doing what he was doing, so that I don’t think
any criticism could have been made of Jack English at all. It was just unfortunate that nobody
apparently was forthright enough to tell just what they intended to do.
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GREENE: I know as late as September tenth, English had a meeting with Robert
Kennedy and the President and was reassured again that they were going
to remain neutral.

O’CONNOR: Exactly. Exactly. That was the picture that they played.

GREENE: And you were acting on that assumption?

O’CONNOR: Completely. Frankly, as I say, no one would want to go contrary to any
strong feelings that the President or his brother would have in a campaign
of that kind, because it would be rather foolhardy. But, as I say, we were

encouraged to the extent that at least they indicated that they would not take any position, that
they would remain neutral, which was all we wanted. As I said to Bob Kennedy then — and I
said it to him frequently in ‘66 — I didn’t think any candidate should be nominated if his
nomination depended on outside support. If he can't get the nomination himself — this was my
position; I’m a bit of an idealist — I didn’t think he deserved the nomination and didn’t deserve
to run.

GREENE: Was there anything else prior to or at the convention besides this call that
you’ve heard about to [Charles A.] Buckley? I assume it was to Buckley.

O’CONNOR: Yes, it was to Buckley because on Sunday night — the convention opened
on Monday night — on Sunday night before we retired…. It was early
Monday morning, actually. Charley Buckley, although he had not given

any definite commitment, had very clearly indicated that he would support my candidacy. And
then, early the next morning, the phone call came through from Robert Kennedy and that
changed the whole picture. And, of course, the rest is history. Robert Morgenthau was nominated
after, I think, what was probably the wildest state convention that has ever been held in New
York State. Were you there?

GREENE: No, but I’ve read a great deal and heard a great deal about it.

O’CONNOR: It was incredible. It was the first time a nomination went to a second ballot
at a New York State convention of Democrats.
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GREENE: But, besides that one phone call, there’s nothing specific that you could
put your finger on that they were doing behind the scenes to switch this
around?

O’CONNOR: No, not as far as Bob Kennedy was concerned, or anyone in Washington.
But we do know that Mayor Wagner and his people had all kinds of
alternate preparations made to nominate Paul Screvane at the last moment.

We know that they had banners and buttons already printed to use if no other nominee could be
found. So apparently there was a very desperate effort going to be made and it was made and it
was successful — to see that I didn’t get the nomination.

GREENE: Did you get the feeling at the time or in retrospect that it was a personal
thing, or rather, that they felt they’d do better with a different kind of
candidate?

O’CONNOR: No, I really don’t think it was personal at all. I think that Robert Kennedy
was convinced in ‘62, as he was in ‘66, that a Jewish candidate would
sweep New York City and that he’d have a much better chance of

winning. I think it came down to that. They were all interested in seeing someone nominated that
they felt really could win. I think that was really what was the underlying move.

GREENE: All right. How did this leave your relationship after that? Did it ever
recover?

O’CONNOR: The funny part of it is, I have never taken these things on a personal basis.
I had absolutely no animosity towards Robert Kennedy, Mayor Wagner, or
anyone else. These are decisions that are made by men in politics. You

assume — and you have to assume or you couldn’t continue in politics — that what they do is
done in good faith and done with good motives and that it’s not personal. I’ve always believed
that. So, as far as I was concerned personally, it didn’t impede or stand in the way of my
relationship at all. And I mean that sincerely.

GREENE: Is there anything else in the administration period? Any other significant
contacts?

O’CONNOR: There probably are, but I can’t think of them offhand. Maybe they’ll come
to me as we talk.
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GREENE: Okay. Then let’s move into late 1963 after the President’s death and into
‘64. What contacts did you have with the Senator or his associates in
conversations about what he might do?

O’CONNOR: Well, I honestly had very little contact with them at all. Matter of fact, I
don’t remember anything at all. I think I may have gone to Washington on



a few occasions in connection with my work as district attorney. I
appeared there before many congressional committees on crime and wiretapping and things like
that, and I know I must have stopped in to see Senator Kennedy on occasion. But I can’t think of
anything significant. I had no continuing contact with his office or with him at all.

GREENE: In the early spring of ‘64, you were yourself at least an unannounced
candidate for the Senate, is that correct?

O’CONNOR: No, that’s not true at all. I had no interest in it, didn’t seek it, had no
intention of going after it at all, although the newspapers carried stories to
the effect that I was.

GREENE: Yes. They indicated that.

O’CONNOR: I think this developed primarily and, I think, exclusively by a series of
articles that the New York Post ran where, for some reason that’s always
mystified me, they determined that that the candidate would have to be an

Irish Catholic — now, don’t ask me why, because I don’t know — and they listed what they
considered the six most prominent Irish Catholic possible candidates in New York State. I don’t
remember all of them. There was [James A., Sr.] Jim Farley and Frank O’Connor, but there were
six. Actually I had no interest in the job at all. I know Oliver Pilat, who was then on the staff of
the New York Post wrote a series of articles back in 1958 mentioning me as a candidate, and this
is where it all began. And to this day, you’ll see articles claiming that I was a candidate. I was
not.

GREENE: Yes, I have seen them.

O’CONNOR: I was not a candidate at all.

GREENE: Well, at any time before it became fairly obvious and public that Robert
Kennedy was going to run, did you have contact with his people? Were
they interested in how you would feel about his throwing his hat in the

ring?
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O’CONNOR: I think we had some contacts. I think some of his people called my people
— I had quite a staff of my own. I think there were conversations going
back and forth. And again, I think, all of us were looking to Mayor

Wagner, who at least was the titular head of the party in the city, if not in the state. I will always
think that if Mayor Wagner had indicated any preference for any candidate at that time — and
this is before Robert Kennedy announced that he was a candidate — two things: I doubt very
much if Robert Kennedy would have come into the state; and, secondly, I think that anyone that
Mayor Wagner — at that time, had designated or indicated as his preference, I think would have
been the candidate.

Again, there was a terrible vacuum created, there were months of indecision, everybody



waiting to see which way the picture was moving. I know that I was the first — I don’t like to
use the word top official — but I was the first public officer in the state to come out and
announce his support for Robert Kennedy, because I was fed up. I thought we would lose the
race unless we settled on a candidate. And I announced on the steps of City Hall in New York
that I would support Robert Kennedy. The following week Mayor Wagner then announced that
he was supporting Robert Kennedy. And the rest is history again.

GREENE: Did you actively participate in the campaign at all?

O’CONNOR: Yes, I did. Yes. One of the district attorneys from Massachusetts —
[Matthew] Matty Ryan is his name — came down and was the Kennedy
man in Queens. I played quite a role in that campaign, I did a lot of

campaigning for him.

GREENE: Phil Ryan, does that sound right?

O’CONNOR: Phil Ryan, that doesn’t sound right. Matthew Ryan of Springfield,
Massachusetts. [Interruption]

GREENE: Put on the tape what you were just telling me about the dinner party before
the convention voting.

O’CONNOR: Well, after we learned…

GREENE: But let me just make it clear for the tape…

O’CONNOR: Yes tie it together.
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GREENE: … that we’ve gone back now to ‘62 and a further explanation of what
happened at the convention.

O’CONNOR: Well, I just thought it might be worthy to note that after we learned from
Charley Buckley that the Bronx delegation had split from us and was
going with Bob Morgenthau, we realized then that we couldn’t win the

nomination. So I had all of the leaders that were with me  — I think there were about fourteen —
up to my suite of rooms for dinner the night the convention began. I asked them whether they
thought we should continue the fight or whether I should withdraw and let Bob Morgenthau be
nominated by acclamation. They all said that this was a decision that I would have to make. I
said, I realized that and that I would make the decision, but that I did want to hear each one of
them express his own views. So I went around the room and called on each one of them.

The first one — I think, as I remember — that I called on was Jack English. Jack was one
of my staunchest supporters and was magnificent later on in the fight on the floor. But, being
very practical at that time, he said that in view of the fact that we couldn’t win the nomination, he
was in favor of withdrawing.



I think the next one I called on was Peter Crotty from Buffalo, Erie County. I thought
Peter was tremendous, and I’ve always considered him a great man since. He said that he came
down to the convention to support Frank O’Connor because he thought O’Connor would make a
good governor, that he came down prepared to fight for him, and he saw nothing that had
occurred that would change his mind, and he was there to fight.

[Interruption]

O’CONNOR: That kind of set the tone for the rest of the discussion. They all then
unanimously agreed that we should go in and fight. That was the decision,
of course, that I made. We went out on the floor of the convention and had

one of the wildest, I think conventions that was ever held any place. It was incredible.

GREENE: You did also mention that afterwards, when you were having your loser’s
celebration, Morgenthau did not…
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O’CONNOR: The convention broke up, I would think, sometime around four o’clock in
the morning. We went back to my suite of rooms, and there was a great
party going. Everybody was so charged up with the excitement of the

night that you would think that we were having a victory celebration. Then I received a phone
call from Bob Morgenthau. He asked if he could come over. Of course, I said yes, and he came
into the room, stayed a few minutes, and then left. It was the unanimous opinion of everybody
there that it appeared that we had won the nomination, and he had lost. Of course, he went on
then to a rather disastrous campaign.

GREENE: Okay, then let’s go back to ‘64. [Interruption] Any offers of support or
requests for support from the Kennedy people when it became apparent
that he was going to run?

O’CONNOR: Oh, yes, we were in frequent contact then with the Kennedy people.
Frankly, I don’t recall whether I spoke to Bob Kennedy myself or not, I
don’t know. But I know that my people were talking to his people. He was

asking for all the support he could get. The funny part of it is that anytime he ever needed, or the
Kennedys needed my help, I was always there to give it to them, and I gave it to them freely
because I thought Bob Kennedy would make a great United States Senator. So I did support him
fully, without reservations, and campaigned around the county and around the city for him. We
gave him an enormous cocktail party in the Commodore the night before the Senate Convention
and had present all the important political figures in the state of New York.

GREENE: Did you meet much resistance in Queens?

O’CONNOR: Yes, there was a great deal of resistance, and I think that resistance existed
and continued even up until the time of his death. There was a lot of resentment,
particularly among the organization people, that here was a man — as they liked to describe him,



a carpetbagger — coming into the state and walking off with one of the top positions in the
whole hierarchy of politics. There was resentment, no question about it.

GREENE: Anyone specifically? What about [Moses M.] Moe Weinstein, for one?
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O’CONNOR: No, I don’t know whether he resented him at that time. I know that Moe
Weinstein campaigned with him, went around the county with him at
different rallies. I remember several times we made trips through the

county, and, I think, Weinstein gave him full support.

GREENE: Well, who was it then in Queens that was…

O’CONNOR: Well, I think it was on a lower level, the rank and file and, I think, the
district leaders. Many of them resented him. I wouldn’t know if you asked
me specifically names, but I know it was there.

GREENE: Is there anything specific about appearances that comes to mind, about the
kind of performance he was giving, and his own mood? There was a lot of
talk that he was having a very difficult time personally in the beginning of

his campaign. Did you notice that?

O’CONNOR: Well, I’ve always considered — and I’m certainly not saying anything
that’s original, far from it — I’ve always thought that Bob Kennedy was
an extremely shy man. I don’t think he ever got over that. I know then, in

the beginning he had troubles. I could tell it. He was embarrassed and ill at ease and didn’t come
through well. But at times he would show flashes that I think really excited people.

I remember very distinctly one time we were riding in the back of his open convertible.
We passed a lot, and there were a group of kids playing with a football. The football came over
the heads of the kids and landed maybe twenty or thirty feet from the car we were riding in. He
jumped right out of the car — it was going about thirty miles an hour — and ran and got the ball
and gave it a kick the like of which I haven’t seen since. Of course, this sent everybody crazy —
the kids and everybody else that saw it. You know, it was quite a gesture. I think that he appealed
to a great many people.

GREENE: Okay, the first thing I have in 1965 after he’s in the Senate is the
legislative leadership fight. I don’t know how much direct contact you had
with him or if you were involved very much?
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O’CONNOR: None at all. I had nothing to do with it. I was very much concerned about
it. Now that you ask, it’s funny that I didn’t get in touch with Bob
Kennedy, but I didn’t. I know I called [Edwin, Sr.] Ed Weisl, who was

then the national committeeman, and I pleaded with him to take a position and to settle the



impasse because I thought it was disastrous to the party, and more than that, I thought it was
disastrous to the legislative function of the state legislature. But I don’t remember speaking to
Bob Kennedy at all. Now I really wonder why I didn’t. I don’t know, but I didn’t.

GREENE: Well, were you working with [John J.] Burns and English? Well, not so
much Burns, but [William H.] McKeon, at that time, and English.

O’CONNOR: No, frankly, except for the times that I was running for statewide office, I
was not too much mixed up in the political field. You know, I was district
attorney. I had a tough job and a good job, and I spent all my time with

that. I didn’t bother too much with politics at all. I really didn’t.

GREENE: The first suggestion, I think, or at least the first practical suggestion that
they came up with for majority leader was this fellow [Julian B.] Erway,
who has been labeled, rightfully or not, “the O’Connor man.”1

O’CONNOR: This is the first time I ever heard that, never heard it before, and I can say
to you honestly now, he was not my man at all. I played no role in that
fight; I had no interest in it as far as any of the individuals who were

mixed up in it were concerned. All I had was a broad interest in seeing that the impasse was
resolved regardless of who, you know, filled the post. He was not my man at all. I had no man. I
didn’t have that kind of an interest in the struggle.

GREENE: That’s why we have oral history, to correct things like that.

O’CONNOR: That’s absolutely so.

GREENE: Okay, ‘65 also, the mayoral race. Did you have any direct contact with
him initially about your own interests in it?
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O’CONNOR: No, I did not at all. You know, there was a time there where I was an
announced candidate for the mayoralty, and I remained a candidate until I
had several long talks with [Abraham D.] Abe Beame. As I looked at it, if

I stayed in, it would have been a five-way primary race which would have fragmented the party
and which might have resulted in any — well, I don’t like to use the word — but, I think, an
inferior candidate being nominated. Finally, I withdrew, as you probably know, and agreed to run
for president of the [New York City] Council. Actually, I had my goal and my sights set on the
gubernatorial race the following year. But, I did not during that entire period have any talks with
Robert Kennedy at all.

GREENE: Well, if there’s nothing else in ‘65, we can go right to the surrogate’s race
in ‘66. Start with that.

1 [Interviewee’s note: This is a name confusion with Dan O’Connell…(Democratic?) Leader of Albany.]



O’CONNOR: I’d be glad to discuss the surrogate’s race, but honestly, I had nothing to do
with it, played no role in it. I was asked on several occasions to come out
and support Judge [Samuel J.] Silverman, which I flatly refused to do.

And I played no role in the campaign at all.
I have a lot of strong feelings as to the race: I thought that the efforts that were made and

which were successful to defeat…

GREENE: Judge [Arthur G.] Klein.

O’CONNOR: … I thought, were outrageous. I think this was not a very happy page in
the book of Robert Kennedy. Frankly, I think he made a mistake. I think
he did it primarily because, he thought it would have a great appeal to the

reform elements in the Democratic Party in New York, and I think he played politics, quite
frankly. I thought he was wrong; I didn’t support him in it. I think that Arthur Klein was an
exceptionally able and capable judge who had a good record; he had a good record in the
Congress, a good record on the bench. They broke his heart on this campaign because he
deserved to be nominated — and he was knocked out by a combination of reformers and
do-gooders led by Senator Kennedy.

GREENE: That’s very interesting. Your feeling was shared, from what you said
before, by a lot of people, I gather.
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O’CONNOR: I think it was shared by everyone who was close to the picture, who
realized that this nonsense about overnight reform was just that —
nonsense.

[BEGIN TAPE 1 SIDE II]

O’CONNOR: Well, as I said, I started the campaign for the gubernatorial nomination in
January of that year. I had a talk with Senator Kennedy. I’m sure it must
have been at his apartment here in New York City at UN Plaza, must have

been sometime in around April or May, possibly around that time. I then told him I intended to
seek the nomination. I pointed out to him that my relationships with him and who his family had
always been very good, that I had been there ready and willing to help him and his brother John
whenever they came to me asking for help and that I was not now seeking his help, that I didn’t
think that any candidate should be nominated who had to get the nomination in reliance on
outside help from anybody. I said that any candidate who wanted the nomination should go
around the state and should create enough excitement and enough interest that he can get the
delegates to support him. Without that kind of broad base of support, he would not make a good
candidate. And I asked him only not to hurt me. That was all I asked.

I don’t think he gave me much of an indication then what his position would be. He said
that he had to give it a lot of thought, he had to consider all the candidates. I said that I was in
complete accord with that, I appreciated his position, and that, again, I did not seek his help but
that I would ask that he do nothing to hurt me. That was about the end of that talk at that time.



GREENE: Do you go along with people who say that at this point, particularly after
this surrogate’s thing, his position was so solid that he could have dictated
the nomination, or do you think that’s just a myth?

O’CONNOR: No, I think he could have done it. I think he could have done it to this
extent at least: that after all, the nomination is pretty much secured or
given or withheld by the delegations from several of the big counties. You

take the four major counties of New York plus Erie County and one or two others and then that
settles the entire thing. The leaders of those counties, several of them, were, I think, very strong
admirers of Senator Kennedy’s. I know, for example, for a fact, that Joe Crangle, told me on
more than one occasion that he would be with me and would support me
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so long as Robert Kennedy did not oppose me. So I knew it was important to have the support of
Robert Kennedy and that was why I asked him not to — that I didn’t want him to help me, but I
didn’t want him to hurt me, because I knew that a word from him, and I’d probably lose the
entire Erie County delegation. So he never did say any word against me, and Erie County did
support me right through to and including the convention.

GREENE: You didn’t have much expectation when you first went to him that he
would… [Interruption]

O’CONNOR: I am idealistic enough to think, to believe what I said: that a candidate
should get… [Interruption] … support there amongst the delegations, and
this I had. I knew that no other candidate had it. I knew that I had that

support, and I knew I would be nominated unless somebody stepped in and took that support
away from me. Senator Kennedy was the one person who could do it.

GREENE: Is there anything else before he came up with this open forum proposal?

O’CONNOR: No, nothing happened between then. He came to me. Matter of fact, he
came down to City Hall, saw me at my office in the council, and asked me
whether or not I would go along with his suggestions on the forums.

Frankly, I thought then that it was a complete and utter waste of time; I thought it was a tactic of
his just to delay the solidification of support for any candidate. I thought they were a farce, a
traveling circus, but I wouldn’t oppose him. I said, “If this is what you want, I’ll go along with
it.” And I did. We had the forums, as you know, in three or four major cities around the state.

GREENE: Did you regard then, when you said a delaying tactic, as a delaying tactic
to postpone a decision until support solidified, or was it directly done for
[Eugene H.] Nickerson’s benefit?

O’CONNOR: Well, I think that Bob Kennedy had a very close contact with Jack English,
who was running the Nickerson campaign. I think that Bob Kennedy,
frankly, was caught in a situation. Let me say this, that I think my personal



relationship with Bob Kennedy was good. I think politically he had other leanings and other
obligations. I didn't think that he wanted to hurt me personally; I think he wanted at the same
time to be as kind and as considerate
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as he possibly could be to Jack English and to Gene Nickerson. I could appreciate that, and I
could understand his position. I never tried to push him where he would, you know, take a strong
position for me. All I pleaded with him was to remain neutral.

But I think this was a delaying tactic in the hope that if it was delayed long enough the
picture would clarify and the support would be there for one candidate or the other to such a
degree that nobody could stop it. Actually, this is what happened. I had the support, I honestly
had the support, right from the beginning, and it never waivered. As we went around in the
forums at Ithaca and Buffalo and Brooklyn and Syracuse, none of the other candidates really
caught fire and none of them created such a groundswell that they could, in any way, threaten my
position. There was no question about it.

GREENE: Okay. Then the other thing is, do you know anything, can you add
anything, to the FDR [Franklin D. Roosevelt, Jr.] release of the memo on
why Buckley signed that “deal”? What are your views on that, and

particularly on Robert Kennedy’s role in it?

O’CONNOR: Well, I don’t know how much of a role Robert Kennedy played. Let me
say this very bluntly: there are some of my people who were with me who
to this day believe that Robert Kennedy played some role in putting FDR

in the picture and running on the Liberal line. I don’t think so. I really, honestly don’t think so at
all. I’ve never subscribed to that belief. I don’t know how much of a role he played in what
Roosevelt did. We all thought it was a despicable thing; we thought it was untrue; we know for a
fact that Frank Roosevelt went to Buckley with his hat in his hand pleading for Buckley’s
support. When he couldn't get it, he did this perfectly horrible thing and made up (and
embellished) this outrageous story which he then released.

I had heard about it before it was released. I think the press releases will show that I
called John Burns, the state chairman, and asked him to go with me to face Franklin Roosevelt.
And we did. I told him I knew about it, I said that if he…. His memorandum as I understood it….
He admitted he had it and was going to release it. I said it was totally untrue, and that if he
released it, I thought it was a despicable thing.

GREENE: Where did he get it?

O’CONNOR: Well, now, as I recall it, to the best of my recollection, this was a thing that
he made up himself. It was a memorandum that he dictated, he said, after
he came from a meeting at Buckley’s house.

\
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GREENE: That’s right, I’d forgotten that. That’s right. But as far as you know, there
was no basis in truth for the whole thing.

O’CONNOR: Well, as in all of these things, there was some element of truth. Charley
Buckley, because of what he did to me in 1962, when he went against me
at the request of Robert Kennedy, many, many times since then, in the

intervening years between ‘62 and ‘66, used to shake his head when he’d meet me and say, “If I
had only stayed with you, you would have been the governor of New York today. You would
have beaten [Nelson A.] Rockefeller.” He felt very badly about it, and I know that his wife was
very upset about it. She said to him, “If you had only stayed with O'Connor, we would have a
Democratic governor.” So that I know that Buckley thought that I was the best candidate in ‘62
and the best candidate in ‘66. There was no political, no political deal made at all. None had to
be made. This was his honest feeling as a leader of one of the large counties in the state. There
was nothing wrong with it, but the information and the twist that Roosevelt gave it to was totally
untrue.

GREENE: Of course, a lot of people have said that Robert Kennedy was naive in
thinking that even if it were true, it would mean very much because New
Yorkers, for one thing, are used to this kind of charge, true or not, and that

they know that understandings are reached by trumping.

O’CONNOR: And there really isn’t anything wrong with it. I mean, there is nothing
wrong with a leader — assuming that he’s acting in good faith and that
there’s nothing venal about it, no money being passed, no illegal or

improper promises being made — there’s nothing wrong with a leader who after deliberation
decides that this is the best candidate, indicates that he’s going to support him. It’s done every
day in the week.

GREENE: But the specific reference to 1965 and an agreement that you would
withdraw from the mayoral…

O’CONNOR: That was not true, that was not true. To go back to that, because it was a
rather interesting thing, I had talks with Charley Buckley the same as I had
talks with any political leader that I thought could help me. We talked in

1965 about the ticket. Frankly, Charley Buckley thought that I would have been the best
candidate for mayor, but Abe Beame was quite determined that he was going to run in that
primary. You know, he felt that by reason of his
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long service to the city, his seniority as a city official, that he deserved the role of mayor. And he
was going to run in that primary regardless. Finally, we all agreed that a five-way primary would
be disastrous for the Democratic Party. We put the ticket together, and I agreed to run for
president of the council. There was no commitment made by Charley Buckley. I would be naive
if I were to say that I don’t think — that I didn’t think then — that Buckley would support me in
‘66; certainly he would support me. As I say, he indicated right along from 1962 on that he had



made a mistake then, that I would have been elected in ‘62, and he supported me, and that he felt
badly about it. So I knew he was going to support me, there was that understanding, but it wasn’t
a quid pro quo. I did not agree to run for president of the council on the condition, as Roosevelt
intimated and charged.*2 This was an outrageous charge, and it was untruthful, totally untruthful.

GREENE: You know, I neglected to ask you when we were talking about ‘65 if you
have any specific recollection of the reaction, within the Beame campaign
particularly, to Robert Kennedy’s role: if they thought that he was holding

back, that he didn’t give them the support that he should have, and that’s probably why he lost. Is
this…?

O’CONNOR: I think there was the feeling, the same as there was in my camp, to be
quite honest about it, that he did not give wholehearted support. I think it’s
a bit unfair to Robert Kennedy, but I might as well say this now because I

knew we’d come to it sooner or later. I think to campaign with Robert Kennedy was a disaster
for the candidate, an utter disaster, you know.

GREENE: Because of his…

O’CONNOR: For several reasons. First of all, we’ll take Abe Beame in ‘65. Abe Beame,
in my opinion, is a very, very fine person and an extremely knowledgeable
city official. I think he’s forgotten more about city government than John

Lindsay will ever know. I think he would have made an excellent mayor, but he has absolutely
no glamour, none. And it’s too bad because he basically and fundamentally and all the way
through is a decent person. But when you put him out on a campaign trail with a glamour figure
like Robert Kennedy, poor Abe Beame suffered, and he was lost. Now, the same thing happened
to me in ‘66. Here I am the candidate for governor of New York
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and I go before an extremely large crowd who couldn’t care less whether Frank O’Connor was
there. They were interested in only one thing: seeing and touching Robert Kennedy. This was
disastrous for the candidate. Frankly, I was sorry I ever campaigned with him because I was lost
in the shuffle and so would any other candidate who campaigned with him.

GREENE: Well, what was his.... Was he aware of this? Did he hold back because of
this?

O’CONNOR: Yes, I think he did, in all fairness to Bob Kennedy. I’ve watched him
because we campaigned a lot. First of all, he volunteered to go any place I
asked him to go and to give me any help I wanted. I know he was sincere

about it. I think at times he did try to hold back because he realized that the picture was all
lopsided. The crowd was hurrahing and cheering for him and couldn’t care less whether the
candidate himself was there or not. Frankly, even though it was not his intention, I think it did

2 [Interviewee’s note: I was predisposed to go along with Beame under all the circumstances as they
developed.]



more harm to the candidate than good, more than that — I’ve always felt this and I’m not now
specifically referring to Robert Kennedy — I have always felt and always believed that nobody
can pass on their popularity to another candidate merely by going around with him. It's sheer
nonsense. I never wanted people to come in to campaign for me. If I couldn’t campaign on my
own, I didn’t deserve to win. This was my feeling. I really mean that.

GREENE: Did you at any point ask him not to come with you or stop inviting him to
come along?

O’CONNOR: No, I never did except that I didn’t invite him nearly as much as I think he
thought I should have. And he meant it in good faith. But I, frankly, was
trying to duck many of these things to the point that I think I began to

become fearful that people might think there was something wrong, you know, that either he
didn’t want to come with me or that I didn’t want him. So we agreed to several joint
appearances, but they were not helpful. This was no fault of Robert Kennedy’s at all. But was
such a glamour figure with his youth and his appearance and his shock of hair and his ability to
excite people, that anyone who campaigned with him was at an extreme disadvantage. Of course,
speaking very bluntly, I was looked upon as a much older person who was old hat and a bit of a
square and an organization man. Everything that he seemed to be against and not represent. I
appeared to represent, and it was not good.
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GREENE: Incongruous.

O’CONNOR: Yes, it was incongruous, completely. It was saddening.

GREENE: All right. Let me backup a minute to prior to the convention. Did you
have any further contacts with Kennedy and Nickerson before you went
into the convention?

O’CONNOR: Yes, indeed. I sat and talked with Robert Kennedy again — I recall this
very well — at his apartment at the UN Plaza. I imagine this was
sometime — well, I don’t remember the month of the year, but it was right

before the Liberal Party made their designation of Roosevelt. Apparently, Robert Kennedy then
had knowledge that the Liberal Party would not support me, which I did not have at that time. As
a matter of fact, I was the most surprised man in the world because they had supported me with
tremendous enthusiasm from 1952 on. As a matter of fact, when I ran for the Senate in ‘52, they
supported me; when I ran for DA [district attorney] in ‘55, they supported me; when I ran for
reelection as DA in 1959, they did something that they had never done before for any other
candidate. You know, they usually sit down with a candidate before they give their nomination
and they want to discuss and they want the candidate to ask for their support, which is perfectly
understandable. In ‘59 they nominated me without even talking to me. They said, “We did this
deliberately to indicate to the electorate what we think of you and how highly we think of the
way you run your office. So I had every reason to believe that they would support me in ‘66. As
a matter of fact, from my talks with Alex Rose around that time, he never gave me any indication



at all that they would not support me. On the contrary, he said that they were considering several
candidates and that I was high on the list.

But Robert Kennedy to get back to that, obviously had information that they were not
going to support me, and he told me that. He said, “What will you do then?” I said, “I’ll run
anyway.” He said, “You can’t win without the Liberal Party.” I said, “I think I can.” I said two
things. First of all, I don’t think I was naive and foolish, again, I suppose — I said, “I don’t think
that they will not support me. But if they will not, then I’m going to run anyway.” In fairness
again to Robert Kennedy, I think he was convinced — and as subsequent events turned out, it
was so — not only that they would not support me, but that I could not win without it. I thought I
could.
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GREENE: Did he give any indication of why he felt this way? Where his information
came from, or why they (the Liberals) had come to this conclusion?

O’CONNOR: No. No, he didn’t say anything at all other than the mere statement that he
had reason to believe they would not support me.

GREENE: Was it, do you think, because of the Roosevelt memorandum?

O’CONNOR: No, no, I don’t think so at all. Some things I’ve learned since — and I’m
convinced of this and I think it’s so — they had only one purpose in mind,
and Alex Rose has, since then, told me that it was completely impersonal,

had nothing to do with me as a person or an individual at all. The only basis for their
determination to run a candidate was that they wanted desperately to maintain their position as
the third party in the state. It was for that reason that they went out and sought and found what
they thought would be the real glamour candidate. They didn’t care at all about the results or
who it hurt or who it helped. They wanted to maintain their position as the third party in the
state. They picked Roosevelt, and they thought that Roosevelt would run wild, that he would run
so far ahead of the Conservative Party they would maintain that third line. Of course, it didn’t
turn out that way at all.

The pity of it — if I can inject a personal note there — the pity of the thing was, and I
said this very strongly to Alex Rose afterwards, that it was made to appear as if it were a
personal thing against me. I think, frankly, this is the reason I lost the election. Many of the
liberal people around the state and particularly in New York couldn’t understand how the son of
a Democratic president could leave his party and go into another party to run in opposition to the
Democratic candidate, unless there was something wrong with the Democratic candidate. And he
hurt me tremendously in New York City, with the liberal people in New York. It dried up money
that would normally have come into the Democratic Party, and this is how I lost the campaign.
That was not a catch in my voice at all. It really wasn’t because I look at it very objectively. But
that is true.

GREENE: Okay, then, let’s go to the convention. Nickerson was through, and it’s my
understanding that you had asked him — whether it was just out of



political politeness or what — to run as your lieutenant governor and that
he was opposed to this. Is that correct?
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O’CONNOR: No, it’s not true, absolutely untrue.

GREENE: It must have been a misconception.

O’CONNOR: I did not ask anyone to run for lieutenant governor; I made no
commitments to anyone; I went there completely uncommitted. And that
is utterly untrue.

GREENE: I don’t even remember at this point where that came from.

O’CONNOR: As a matter of fact, I think it might be well to put on the record here now
that several days before the convention Howard Samuels came to me. He
realized then that he couldn’t get the nomination. None of them could have

gotten that nomination away from me beginning as far back as February of that year because I
had the delegates who, because of what they thought was an unjust thing that was done to me in
1962, were going to support me all the way. But Samuels came to me, he realized that he
couldn’t get the nomination, and he talked about running for lieutenant governor. I gave him the
same answer I gave to anyone else — and many people spoke to me who wanted to run. Either
for attorney general or for lieutenant governor — that I would make no commitments to anyone,
that I would accept Samuels if he were nominated, but that I would not, at all, make any
commitment, and that I would only begin to consider candidates after I was nominated by the
party. So I made no commitments to Samuels or to Nickerson or to anybody else.

GREENE: Okay. Then after your nomination, I think, you had a conversation with
the Senator about the type of campaign that you should run. Is that true?

O’CONNOR: Well, I think it might be interesting to go a step before that. Right after I
was nominated, we had a several-hour session in the hotel with Robert
Kennedy and all of his people in an effort to determine the candidate for

lieutenant governor. The pressures here are enormous. I think the whole system is wrong. First of
all, we didn’t have the convention until September, and the election was in November. And
again, it’s a breakdown of your whole organization machinery.

Under ordinary circumstances, long before the convention really takes place, there’s a
pretty good indication of who the candidate is going to be. There’s pretty much general
agreement
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amongst the leaders that this is the candidate, which gives time for a discussion and for an
evaluation of the rest of the ticket. But, in these wild political days of today — and it existed in
1966 — where you have no organization, you have a breakdown of that whole machinery of



political government which is necessary and which is again, as I said before, set up by law. You
have no time for these considerations. You have to wait until the convention takes place, until
you are nominated as governor, and then, within a period of two or three hours, you have to pick
up and bring together all of the leaders of the party and have them agree on a candidate for
lieutenant governor.

[Interruption]

O’CONNOR: Frank Sedita, the mayor of Buffalo…

GREENE: Yes.

O’CONNOR: Well, Frank Sedita was the candidate of Joe Crangle for lieutenant
governor. Frankly, Robert Kennedy wouldn’t have anything to do with
him, wanted no part of it. He said, “You can’t run a man like that for

lieutenant governor.”

GREENE: What was his objection?

O’CONNOR: Well, I don’t think that it was, again, based on anything personal or
anything offensive that was a factor in Sedita’s record, but because he
represented the older generation, you know…

GREENE: The old school.

O’CONNOR: … the old school. Bobby Kenendy wanted somebody in there that would
be young and exciting and would create a lot of interest amongst the
young people particularly, and he didn’t think that Frank Sedita filled the

bill. So we spent two or three frantic hours trying to decide and agree upon a candidate for
lieutenant governor. As a matter of fact, we sent down to Syracuse and had one brought up in a
special plane.

GREENE: [Joseph D.] Joe Julian.

O’CONNOR: Joe Julian whom I had not met before. And Bob Kennedy said to me,
“Look, there is a young political science” — I think he is — “professor
down at Syracuse University, the Maxwell School [of Citizenship and

Public
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Affairs].” He said, “Will you consider him?” I said, “I’ll consider anyone you recommend, but
send for him.” I had never met him. We sent a plane down especially to bring Julian up. I’ll
never forget meeting him. He’s a very likeable, nice-looking, decent, good man, but he was too
young. He looked like a boy. The minute he walked into the room, I took one look at him — we



all said, and this was not personal, “Gee, he’s too young!” I think Bobby Kennedy agreed that we
couldn't sell him to the convention.

GREENE: Was Samuels discussed with Kennedy?

O’CONNOR: Yes.

GREENE: Because it came out later that Kennedy was the one that put the “No”
stamp on Samuels, and I’ve heard that contradicted. Did he ever actually
say, “I will not accept him,” or “I’m strongly opposed to him”?

O’CONNOR: He did not want Samuels at all. He wanted no part of Samuels and didn’t
think he should be on the ticket, no question about it.

GREENE: Did you go along with that or did you…

O’CONNOR: I frankly had no feelings of personal preference for any one of them. I
would have taken any candidate for lieutenant governor, first of all, who
would not be personally obnoxious to me and who would unite the party

and upon whom the leaders of the party would agree. I think this is the way it should be done. Of
course, by the leaders of the party, I mean the principal one being Bob Kennedy and the other
leaders of the party, the political leaders.

GREENE: Well, okay. Before we get back to what eventually happened with
Samuels, what about Jack Weinstein? Was that a name that came from
Kennedy?

O’CONNOR: Yes, that name came from Kennedy. As a matter of fact, that was one of
the things I’ve done that I had some regrets about. I knew Jack Weinstein.
I think I knew him for a long time, I think probably longer that I knew

Kennedy. So as far as I was concerned, I would favor Jack Weinstein as a very splendid person
and would make an outstanding candidate. I went to Weinstein — now Judge Weinstein  on the
federal bench — and I told him I’d like to have him as my candidate for attorney general. I
shouldn’t have done it; it was too early because we hadn't
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settled the rest of the ticket. He was thrilled to death, and he was going to run. Then I had to go
and tell him we couldn’t do it.

GREENE: Well, what happened that made that decision necessary?

O’CONNOR: Made what decision necessary?

GREENE: Well, made it necessary to tell Weinstein no, and then you switched to
another man.



O’CONNOR: Well, you know, there are tremendous political considerations that from a
practical point of view have to be considered. You can’t just shrug them
off. Now here was Joe Crangle, who was the leader of Erie County, who

had supported me in 1962 — Peter Crotty was then the leader and Crangle was the deputy — and
supported me in ‘66 and who felt that his county, one of the biggest counties in the state outside
New York City, was entitled to representation, that it should have someone on the ticket from
upstate New York. His position was perfectly valid.

His candidate was Frank Sedita, the mayor. When we agreed that it would not be possible
to run Frank Sedita as the candidate for lieutenant governor, the suggestion was made — and I
don’t know where it came from — that he be the candidate for attorney general. And there were
a lot of practical, good, valid, legitimate considerations upon which we predicated that decision.
Then we all agreed that Frank Sedita would be candidated for attorney general. He was a lawyer,
he had been a judge, I think, reasonably sure he was, and he was the candidate for attorney
general, which, of course, necessitated the elimination of Judge Weinstein.

GREENE: Okay. What happened with Orin Lehman? Where did he come from?

O’CONNOR: Orin Lehman was my suggestion as a candidate for lieutenant governor.

GREENE: It seems to have been almost settled on Orin Lehman and Sedita, and then
you went down on the convention floor. Is that correct?
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O’CONNOR: That’s correct. Oh, now you open up another door, and this is how
Samuels was nominated. This is a fact that has not yet been disclosed, I
don’t think. As I say, the pressure there to put a ticket together in a very,

very short period of time is absolutely enormous, it’s incredible. I think we’ve all read about the
same situation that John Kennedy faced in Los Angeles when they tried to get a running mate as
vice president. It's fantastic, absolutely fantastic.

[BEGIN TAPE II SIDE I]

GREENE: Describe what happened with the Lehman….

O’CONNOR: Oh, yes. So we had that very, very limited time under intense pressure
with the entire convention sitting there, standing by waiting for you to
walk in with a nominee for lieutenant governor. The pressures are

enormous. We were frantically searching. We sat around the room, the whole group — all of Bob
Kennedy's people, all of the leaders of the big counties in the state — we sat around this hotel
room. We went over one name after another, considered it, discussed it, evaluated it, discarded it,
and finally the decision came down pretty much to me. And I suggested the name of Orin
Lehman, whom I had known, who I have a great personal regard for, whom I thought would be a
very exciting, good candidate. He was the new breed, he was young, he was a war hero, he was a
war cripple, he had a good record in New York City, and so on. I don’t remember, frankly, how it



rested with Bob Kennedy, but I put it forth as my candidate. That’s the way it was going to be. I
think he would have accepted it.

Here’s where we made a horrible mistake. The word got out around the convention hall
that Orin Lehman’s name was being very seriously considered. The leader of New York County
at that time was Raymond Jones, the councilman, who was a very strong figure. He took
tremendous umbrage over the fact that anyone from his county was being considered for any
post on the ticket — lieutenant governor — without his having been consulted and informed of it
before. He took absolute umbrage and went wild, absolutely wild, and would have nothing to do
with it. He went around, and he whipped up support of resentment over what was being done.
Actually, I think he moved much too hastily. If we felt, as we were progressing with our
discussions, that Orin Lehman really would have a chance of being nominated, certainly Ray
Jones would have been sent for, or, you know, it would have been talked out with him.
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GREENE: How did it leak, do you know?

O’CONNOR: Well, you know, you have a group of maybe forty men in a room, and
they’re entering and…

GREENE: But there was nothing malicious about it?

O’CONNOR: No, no, it was just inevitable in there under the circumstances. You have
guards at the door, but men in that conference are leaving and coming
back and being called out to answer phones and so on. And the word

leaked out. It got back to Ray Jones and from that moment on, Orin Lehman, as far as he was
concerned, was dead. It's a rather basic principle of politics that you do not and can not and must
not take the name of a person from a county for any consideration without consulting the leader
of that county. Frankly, basically, it’s a good rule. I charge myself with a lack of discretion in
permitting that name — although I had no control, actually, over it — but in permitting that
name to get even out without having first talked to Ray Jones.

GREENE: And there was nothing you could do to redeem the situation?

O’CONNOR: Nothing! I met Ray Jones, and I talked to him and tied to convince — you
couldn’t talk to the man. And frankly, I couldn’t blame him too much; I
couldn’t fault him too much. He went wild. He said, “You’re considering

the name of somebody from my county, and I’m the leader of that county. Now, damn it, either
I’m going to be the leader or I’m not. And if I’m the leader, I should have been consulted. I will
not take him.” It was that simple.

GREENE: So he had no real convictions about Samuels then, did he?

O’CONNOR: None whatsoever! All he wanted to do was to show his resentment and to
make damn sure — excuse the word — that a candidate be nominated who



would not be Orin Lehman or would not be from his county. He threw his support to Howard
Samuels, and that’s how Samuels got the nomination and no other way.

GREENE: Do you remember whether Robert Kennedy was still there when the whole
discussion took place about Orin Lehman or whether he had left and Jack
English was at that point, speaking for him?
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O’CONNOR: I’m really not sure. I’m really not sure. Now that you mention it, I have an
idea that he left sometime along there. It may have been before; I don’t
really know. I know he was there when Julian came up from Syracuse and

for some time after that, but beyond that, I don’t know.
So then we went back to the convention, and we were then…. The convention was then

wild; it was absolutely wild. Many of them were supporting Samuels because Ray Jones had
really beaten the drums and had gotten a lot of the leaders. Incidentally, Howard Sameuls had the
support of some twenty-odd leaders of the very small counties upstate. The convention was on
the brink of complete rebellion and chaos. It was really a tough decision to make then. I walked
into the room behind the stage where all of the leaders again were gathered. Half of them were
fighting tooth and nail for Howard Samuels; the other half were fighting just as vigorously
against him. Of course, they were all looking to me to make a decision, and I made it, you see. I
said, “It’s going to be an open convention. We’ll walk out there and throw it on the floor and let
the delegates nominate who they will.” This is what happened.

GREENE: Did you feel pretty sure at that point that it would be Samuels?

O’CONNOR: I guess we did. I think we thought it would be Samuels, but we weren’t
sure. I was willing then to throw it out to the floor and see what happened.
Of course, Samuels was nominated. But that’s the way it happened, and

that story, I don’t think, has been told before.

GREENE: No, well, you know, in much less specific terms. I never really understood
Jones’ motivation.

O’CONNOR: That was it.

GREENE: Okay, then at this point, I guess, the next thing would be conversations
with the Senator or [Stephen E.] Steve Smith or someone like that about
what their role would be, what you wanted them to do, or what they

wanted to do.

O’CONNOR: Well, this was a horrible situation, again, and again because of the
breakdown in party machinery and the fact that no one was sure of the
nomination, no one could be sure of the nomination, until the convention

was held. That was in September — I think it was around
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the 7th or 8th of September. We remained behind in Buffalo, as I recall it, for several days
afterwards.3 Then I traveled down to Howard Samuels home in Canandaigua. I stayed there
overnight. That was probably at least four or five days after the convention, before I got back
into New York. Then you have to start building the machinery of a campaign.

Right from the beginning we were in a disastrous financial situation. We had no money,
and we were operating on a shoestring. We then tried to put together a staff, a campaign staff. I
don’t remember with whom I had the first conversation or whether I had any conversation with
Robert Kennedy. I would rather think that it was my people who had a talk with Steve Smith.
Steve Smith was very reluctant to take over the chairmanship. As a matter of fact, he would not
take it over. Again, this was a cause of dissension and division amongst our people. Many of
them were not in favor of bringing Robert Kennedy’s people into the campaign at all; they
thought we would do better to run our own campaign. Frankly, I agreed with that. I was
overruled.

GREENE: Overruled by…

O’CONNOR: Well, I mean, because there was such a division in our camp, we finally all
agreed — and I went along with the decision — that we would invite them
in. And we did. We asked Steve Smith to be the campaign manager, and

he did not want it. He seemed to be very reluctant to come into the campaign at all. Frankly, I
never want anyone working for me who’s reluctant. You know, what good are they?

GREENE: Right.

O’CONNOR: If they’re not with you wholeheartedly and enthusiastically, you’re better
off without them. Speaking very frankly with you, I did a lot of things,
made a lot of decisions that if — you know, hindsight is easy; you look

back now — if I had it to do over again, I wouldn’t have done it. I would not have taken Steve
Smith. But I went along with it. I went up to the Waldorf Astoria, met him, and talked to him.
And I urged him to take the post of — I think we created the title of coordinator. He was
reluctant to do it. I found no fault with him for being reluctant. I found…

GREENE: Do you think that was personal, or it came from Robert Kennedy?
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O’CONNOR: Now you open up another door, and this is true: that during all of this time,
running probably from January on — and this I’ve learned only recently; I
only learned this less than two weeks ago — I received many invitations

to come down to Wasington to see either the President or Vice President [Hubert H.] Humphrey.
I’m running for office; I’m running for governor of New York; I’m looking for any help I can get
any place as any candidate does. Any candidate who doesn’t not only look for it but seek it out,

3 [Interviewee’s note: Just one day — and then moved on to Niagara and Samuels’ place, then to the San
Gennaro Festival on Saturday.]



you know, he’s lacking in something. I only learned recently that every time I’d go to
Washington that this was like setting a bomb under Robert Kennedy, and that a lot of people
close to him, who were not too favorably inclined toward me anyway as being old hat and
organization and square and everything else that they did not like and did not represent, that they
incited him like nothing ever did.

GREENE: That you were conspiring against him with Johnson?

O’CONNOR: That I was conspiring against him, that I was building up that I was going
to be a Johnson man, and that whatever ambitions Robert Kennedy — oh,
this opens up a lot of doors — that whatever ambitions Robert Kennedy

had (as we said before, all of us had ambitions) — that I would thwart them, that I would stand in
his way. I just learned this from somebody very, very close to the Kennedy picture that this is
what happened, that Robert personally had nothing at all against me. As a matter of fact, I know
from my talks with him — intimate private talks — that I think he had a high regard for me
personally, but that politically he was turned off, really turned off. He felt that I was going down
there building up machinery against Robert Kennedy and for whatever ambitions he had in the
future. I think this is recalled to my mind by a question about did Steve Smith resent me. I think
he did very, very much, and this is what was behind it.

GREENE: So his reluctance really was a reflection of the Senator’s suspicions.

O’CONNOR: No question. I know — as I say, I’ve learned this just in the past two
weeks from a very good source — this is what it was all about, that he was
very, very suspicious. I sat and talked to him in his home in Virginia,

Robert Kennedy. I’ll never forget it. We had breakfast there with him; he just indicated with his
head to come out into the next room; we went into the next room and sat before the fireplace. I’m
quite outspoken and I’m quite on
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the level, I really am, believe it or not. I said to him very bluntly right then, I said, “Look Bob, if
I were you, if I sat where you sit now as the United States Senator from New York, and I was
thinking of supporting a candidate for governor of New York, I would want to make darn sure
that he was not an enemy of mine.” And I said, “I’m leveling with you now.”

GREENE: This is now in the course of the campaign?

O’CONNOR: Oh, before the nomination.

O’CONNOR: Yeah. This was the day he came out, finally, in support of me. He issued a
statement later that day. I put it right on the table. I said, “If I were in your
shoes, I would be extremely reluctant to support anyone that I thought

would be out to block me. I want to tell you now I’m not out to block you.” I had no idea of how
he felt; I had no idea of what I’m telling you now that I learned two weeks ago.



GREENE: So, in other words, you think that this suspicion precedes the nomination?

O’CONNOR: Oh, sure. You know, when I learned this recently, this opened my eyes to a
lot of things.

GREENE: Well, had you actually had a lot of contact before the nomination with
Johnson and Humphrey, or would that be after?

O’CONNOR: Well, I had been down…. I have a great personal regard for Hubert
Humphrey. You know,  I went down to see him right after I was elected
president of the council. He called me and invited me to come down and

see him. I went down; I couldn’t have had a more delightful time. Gee, you’d think he had
nothing else to do. We took a walk in the park behind the White House; we sat on a bench and
talked for an hour and a half. He was in no hurry to go any place. He and I went out to dinner
that night together, the two of us alone, and we had a wonderful time. I have a personal high
regard for the man, but I never realized that this was just building fires under all of the Kennedy
people. They assumed that I was there to build a giant conspiracy against the Kennedys, which
was not true. And without even realizing that Kennedy felt that way, but because I was
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trying to be on the level with it, I said to him that day at his home in Virginia just what I’ve told
you. I said, “All I can tell you Bob, is that I will not be opposed to you in any manner, shape, or
form.” I said, “I think you must admit that my relationship with you and your family has been
decent and above board.” He said, “It has been.” But that suspicion was always there. This has
answered a lot of questions that I could never find answers to.

GREENE: Of course it goes right into ‘67-’68.

O’CONNOR: Sure, no question. So there you have it.

GREENE: Well, of course, I have heard from other people that…. Well, for one thing,
people have said that Robert Kennedy never wanted another Democrat in
the state because he wanted to be the kingpin which other people respond

to by saying, “Well, that’s not true in a general sense, but it’s true in terms of anyone he thought
might” — as you put it — “might become an obstacle to him later on.”

O’CONNOR: Sure, a block, or even, possibly, a rival. I didn’t have that kind of political
ambition. I had no desires beyond becoming governor of New York. This
was a desire and a thought I had in my mind for years. Since I was a

young man, I was going to be governor of New York. You know, after all, I was fifty-seven years
old, I think, when I got the nomination, fifty-six. I certainly had no ambitions to go beyond
Albany at all. It never entered my head, never. In my wildest dreams it never did, but I can see
somebody talking to the Senator and saying, “Look, you have another Irish Catholic coming up
in New York who’ll be the governor of the greatest state in the Union.” I can understand that, and
I can see that he wouldn’t be human if he didn’t react somewhat to it. Now, to what degree, I



don’t know. I don’t know, but I think it was not that as much as it was the fact that he felt it was a
very close relationship between Hubert Himphrey and myself…

GREENE: That’s actually what I was driving at.

O’CONNOR: … and that President Johnson had me down there — I think twice — to
the White House. I think he felt that this was wrong and that I was taking
sides, and I was not. I was looking for help from anybody. Frankly, as I

look at it in the light of this information that I now have, it would have been a very simple thing
for Robert Kennedy to have picked up a phone and invite me to
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go down to see him in Washington, which I would have done with the same speed and dispatch
that I’d go to see anybody else that I thought could help me.

GREENE: Did you ever get the feeling that Johnson and Humphrey, however, were
“courting you” at this point, that they…

O’CONNOR: No question, no question about it…

GREENE: … that they were interested in establishing a base in New York?

O’CONNOR: No question about it.

GREENE: But you didn’t see your role that way?

O’CONNOR: No. Look, I was going to take support, as any candidate would, from
anybody that will give it to you. I think you wouldn’t be a human being
and you wouldn’t have any sense of appreciation, you know, to be very

frank about it, if you get that kind of support, if you didn’t reciprocate in the future. But by the
same token, I actually received little support from them. I got some support from President
Johnson who came to New York City and campaigned with me for a day. I got support from
Hubert Humphrey who had his friend Marvin Rosenberg help in fundraising and who gave of his
time and advice. But I will always feel that President Johnson could very easily have pulled
Roosevelt out of that race if he really wanted to help me, and if he had done that, frankly, I
would have been obligated to him. But I had no obligations to anybody. Bob Kennedy — I know
now for a fact — felt that I was completely in the Humphrey-Johnson camp, which was not true,
but I can understand it, and I don’t resent it.

GREENE: But, of course, he may have been interpreting it more from Johnson and
Humphrey’s point of view than from yours.

O’CONNOR: Of course.

GREENE: He could see what they were trying to do.



O’CONNOR: Of course. Sure. But he could have done the same thing. He never did it,
never tried, never went out of his way. Why? I don’t know. Either way, it’s
water over the dam. But this is what happened.
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GREENE: Well, is there anything else on the ‘66 campaign that…

O’CONNOR: No, I don’t know of anything. I campaigned with him a lot. I’ll never
forget riding up Seventh Avenue in New York in this outlandish campaign
train that we had built onto a truck, you know, with a two-story tower on

that. I’ll never forget this; it was absolutely incredible. As I say, he was a shy man and, you
know, I am to quite a degree myself. I’ll never forget it; it was incredible, absolutely incredible.
It was a cold night in October. It’s dark around 5 o'clock, and we’re pulling into East Harlem.
There’s a big crowd and they’re beating their drums with loud speakers. And there’s a big crowd
on the street corner. Here we are standing up on the back of this outlandish tower. All of a
sudden, I looked at him, and I could see he was — I caught him — he was looking at me. I think
he must have been thinking, you know, “What are we doing here?”

GREENE: How silly can you get?

O’CONNOR: How silly can you get; what do you have to do to win an election? I'll
never forget that. It was a moment where I think we were quite close in
our thinking and our reactions and as human beings. I’ve always thought

that.

GREENE: Well, the only other thing before we get to presidential business is the
constitutional convention. I don’t really know how much direct contact
you had with him or his people.

O’CONNOR: I had nothing to do with it at all.

GREENE: No. I know you were appointed to the advisory committee, which may
have been just a formality.

O’CONNOR: That was a formality; I had nothing to do with it, no role at all.

GREENE: Well, you both came out in favor of the constitution, and you were in a
very small minority. There were no discussions at that point about…
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O’CONNOR: Matter of fact — you refresh my recollection — the delegates to the
constitutional convention almost without exception where names that I
took from Robert Kennedy because I had the — whatever it was; I forget

myself — but I had the right to designate them as the candidate for governor. I don’t know what



it was; I forget, frankly. But I took the list from Bob Kennedy, the entire list.4 I think I may have
put one or two on there that I felt should be on, but the rest were all his nominees, every one of
them.

GREENE: Was there any talk with him later on about campaigning for the
constitution, and how he actually felt about the final document?

O’CONNOR: No, no, I don’t remember any.

GREENE: All right then, ‘67, ‘68, in the period in which he was vacillating on the
presidential thing, did you…. Since you yourself did not see yourself as
Johnson-Humphrey property…

O’CONNOR: Yes.

GREENE: … how did you feel about the Senator’s possible candidacy?

O’CONNOR: Well, of course, it wasn’t a clear-cut issue. He never came out and
announced that he was, you know, so you didn’t have to take sides at all. I
didn’t think he would be a candidate. I supported Johnson. I thought what

Bob Kennedy did in attacking the President on this Vietnam issue, I thought, was outrageous,
really wrong, you know, because he had no alternative to offer. Nobody had then or has now. You
know, nobody advocated a complete withdrawal, and nobody was able to make any suggestions
that would resolve the thing, other than to criticize.

I’m too much of an organization man and I’m too much of a Democrat…. To me it’s
important that you have a Democratic president. They ruined it and they destroyed Johnson. I
thought it was wrong. To me it’s that simple they oversimplify things.

GREENE: Did you have any specific conversations — well, it wouldn’t have been
with him, but with English and Burns - at the time of the state committee
meeting in January where they pass a sort of watered down
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version supporting the President, but not making a statement on the war?

O’CONNOR: No, no.

GREENE: Okay, nothing on that. At any point were you directly contacted by the
Senator or his people as far as your support once he did announce,
particularly after Johnson withdrew?

O’CONNOR: No, I never was. As a matter of fact, when he finally came out and made
the announcement that he was going to have a press conference on
Saturday, I think it was…

4 [Interviewee’s note: Including Rose Harrington et al. running against me on the Liberal Line.]



GREENE: March 16th.

O’CONNOR: … and that he was going to announce, I fired a letter off to him right away,
that day, pleading with him not to do it. I thought it was wrong, it was
divisive, and that he shouldn’t do it. So whatever relationships there were

from then on were severed as of that moment, I suppose.

GREENE: Even after Johnson withdrew, nobody got in touch with you to see if you
would contribute?

O’CONNOR: No, no. I remember now. He was up here in New York, and I tried to reach
him by phone. I called him out in Nassau County. He was speaking out
in…. Then he went to Suffolk [County], I think, and then he went

someplace else. I called him by phone all over, trying to reach him to talk to him and he never
called back. I didn’t get him, so I sent the letter off. I think I released the letter to the press,
where I urged him not to do it.

GREENE: That’s all I have unless you have something to add.

O’CONNOR: No, I don’t have anything. You’ve done much more than I thought we ever
could because I couldn’t think of anything, as I was saying, that was
important.

[END OF INTERVIEW]
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