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Oral History Interview 

with 

DAVID F. POWERS 

April 3, 1969 
Waltham, Massachusetts 

By Larry J. Hackman 

For the Robert F. Kennedy Oral History Program 
of the Kennedy Library 

HACKMAN: 

early days. 

Mr. Powers, why don't you just start off by 
telling me when you first met Robert Kennedy 
and what you can remember about him in those 

POWERS: In the early days? Thank you, Larry, I will. 
The first time I met him was in the spring of 
1946. His brother, that I always called Jack 

until he was elected President and then it ' became Mr. 
President, was running for a vacant seat in Congress in my 
district, the Eleventh District, and I was scheduled to 
introduce Jack to a workers' meeting at the Knights of 
Columbus hall in Charlestown. And when the car drove up, 
there was this young, handsome fellow in a sailor suit. 
And, as it turned out, Jack hurriedly introduced me to 
Bobby, and then I introduced the candidate and Bobby to this 
group. We did not have any words that time. A week later, 
I went went back to the Hotel Bellevue. This would be now 
later April or early May of 1946. And the big thing we 
worked in the '46 campaign, Larry, was house parties. And 
we hit as many as six or seven on the same evening, and I 
had scheduled him for seven that night in Charlestown. And 
so while he was changing his clothes and getting ready to 
go, Bobby was in the side room--it was a two room apartment
-and he said, "Dave, how do you think Jack will do in 
Charlestown?'' _And I said, "You know, Bobby, iri Charlestown 
they admire a guy with courage." And it was amazing then, 
as I think back, Bobby said, "Jack has more courage than 
anyone I ever met." And then later, Bobby displayed the 
same kind of courage. I think that they both .•.. I think -
that courage was the virtue that Bobby and Jack most admired 
in a person, and not 11ecessarily the type of courage that we 
think of: an astronaut in space or a marine in a foxhole or 
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an athlete in a sports arena; but they admired people that 
had the - courage to stand up and be counted. And I know that 
Bobby deeply believed that one man could make a difference 
and he felt that every man should try. 

So when he talked about courage and why I said that our 
town admired people wih courage. • Charlestown, it was a 
three-decker neighborhood, you know, the tenements, and it's 
right on the waterf ront--we have the navy yard there and all 
the piers--and the men work off the waterfront. They work 
hard, drink hard, and fight hard, but, you know, they're 
God-fearing men. And I think that in 1946 that the courage 
that Jack Kennedy had displayed when his boat was cut in 
half by a Jap destroyer sold them on him more than any other 
one thing. That 1946 was a great, great year for the 
veteran. 

Well, the next time I heard from him it turned out that 
he had gone into Cambridge. He volunteered for the place 
where Jack Kennedy was least known, or at least it was the 
place where our number one opponent was the strongest. The 
candidate from Cambridge was Michael Neville, and he had 
been mayor of Cambridge and a member of the legislature, and 
all of your pros were already with him. And it was strange, 
you know, Bobby could have worked in Charlestown with me or 
he could have worked in Somerville where LTimothy J., Jr.] 
Ted Reardon was working, but he wanted to go to Cambridge 
where he thought it would be the toughest. He volunteered 
for that area and he was assigned it. 

From time to time he'd call and want to know what we 
were doing. And when I told him that I thought •••• Ever 
read a book called--a little brochure called Survival? 
Well, it was our number one piece of literature. From that 
[Robert J.] Bob Donovan got the idea for PT 109. Way back 
in 1944, John Hersey wrote a story about PT 109 and what 
happened to Jack Kennedy that night, and we were making sure 
that every veteran in the district received one. I was in 
charge of registering the veterans. And if _you think back, 
Larry, to the number of boys that went in the service at the 
ages of eighteen and nineteen and twenty that had never even 
voted before and, in fact, had never ever left their 
neighborhood before and now they were returning home by the 
hundreds--we felt that their first vote would be for a great 
war veteran like JacK Kennedy. So we made a tremendous 
drive, tirst, to get them registered to vote and them, 
election day, to get them out. And it worked fine. 

So when Bobby learned we were doing this, he 
personally. • He had ward one, East Cambridge, I recall, 
precincts four and five, and he personally brought the 
Survival door to door, and he had some help from the girl he 
later married--this was 1946; he married Ethel [SkakelJ in 
1950--and his sister Jean [Kennedy Smith], who was a girl 
friend of Ethel's at the time. And I always thought that 
that started something that we had difficulty in getting 
away from af terwards--Bobby wanted the brochure hand 
delivered and the same thing came up in West Virginia during 
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