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Oral History Interview

with

ROBERT C. WOOD

January 29, 1968
Washington D.C.

By John F. Stewart

For the John F. Kennedy Library

STEWART: Let me ask you what you were doing at the time you were asked to get
involved in Kennedy operations and how you were asked to be involved.

WOOD: I was professor of political science at MIT [Massachusetts Institute of
Technology] then, and my major concerns had been in state and local
government -- urban affairs. That meant that I had had some previous

association or active participation in state politics, enough so that I understood that when
Kennedy began to put together a roster of academics, my name was given along with the
others. I received a letter from him indicating his interest in having my views and asking that
Deirdre Henderson come by and visit with me. I remember then thinking that this was an
effective approach because I had done occasional writing for Adlai Stevenson and seen
whole weeks go by putting together drafts.

STEWART: In ‘56?

[-1-]

WOOD: In ‘56 and then after, in ‘57 and so on, when he was just writing on urban
affairs. Willard Wirtz had phoned me for a couple of these. You would work



very hard on a draft, but then maybe a paragraph would survive or a phrase.
By sending Miss Henderson, what then Senator Kennedy did was have somebody come and
talk to you, collect your papers and views, go away and write a draft herself or himself, and
then call you about it and you’d make the changes you wanted and then the speech would
come out. And the Senator would send back a note of appreciation, and your investment in
time would be reasonably small.

The other thing that struck me then was that the Senator or Miss Henderson would
make reference to that particular article that was not well known but the one in the field you
happened to think particularly was your best one, and there was an unerring accuracy that
was established rapport there.

Well, those conversations took place.

STEWART: Could you pin this down, do you remember approximately when this took
place?

WOOD: This would be in the fall of ‘59, because then the formal organization of the
brain trust with Earl Latham was, what, that fall?

STEWART: Yes, it had been set up in ‘59.

WOOD: Then the decision was made to put the Cambridge operations a little stronger.
Cox [Archibald Cox] came in with Chayes [Abram Chayes]. My first real
meeting with the President, then, was at that Sunday tea at the Harvard Club

in Boston that he had -- he came in late -- for all the admirers who had been collected.

[-2-]

STEWART: This would have been in arly ‘59?

WOOD: January or February. That was February of ‘59. Then it must have been in ‘59
when the first letter, which I’ve got a copy of and can check. And then a
discussion, a meeting with Goodwin [Richard N. Goodwin] and Sorensen

[Theodore C. Sorensen] at the law school at which we again did some work; occasional
letters and exchanges; a position paper that I prepared, which I guess I’ve got a copy of, on
urban affairs; and then some drafts of some speeches, a couple in Milwaukee. And then I
think the only other personal direct contact was in the spring, at the end of a Boston trip,
when Miss Henderson had a cocktail party in Pinckney Street where a lot of these people
gathered -- and this was Rostow [Walt W. Rostow] and New Frontier parts like that -- and we
all met then.

I did not really hear anything further until Sorensen phoned me to establish a task
force after the election. I served on that task force, went to the Inauguration, carried on
sporadic correspondence with various members --closer, I guess, to Chayes and Cox than any
other then -- completed the task force, and then went back to work. Subsequent involvement



was almost completely with Ted Kennedy [Edward M. Kennedy] when we started the ‘62
campaign in his senatorial race. So this is the time frame.

STEWART: Well, when you initially got involved, was it clear as to exactly what they
expected of you? For example, was there a good understanding as to just how
much you would contribute or could contribute?

WOOD: Oh, no. It was fuzzy, and remained fuzzy. From their point of view, they were
clearly just exploring with people; and from our point of view, we were
exploring. There was nothing approaching an explicit kind of commitment

one way or the other.

[-3-]

STEWART: There was no commitment to support him politically, even, in the 1960
campaign? Or was there any problem with you?

WOOD: Not initially. There wasn’t any problem with me. I had some earlier
reservations, but I had been pretty sure that Stevenson would not be really
desirable or feasible at this point. And Kennedy looked like the best, and

Massachusetts had a good change to see and get a sense of him so that was no problem. The
only case was really what he felt about urban affairs and what opportunity you had to get that
on the agenda.

STEWART: Did you get a feeling early in the game as to just what his interest was in
urban affairs, or how much he really had?

WOOD: The earliest one of the first speeches, I guess it was in the primaries in Denver
when he had taken some raw material from some drafts we had prepared and
then turned it into a first rate speech…. By that time, another circuit had gone

on. I was a member of the advisory committee on urban affairs that Dick Lee [Richard C.
Lee] chaired for the Democratic National Committee, and Ed Logue [Edward C. Logue] and
two or three others served on that under Paul Butler’s aegis. There was, as you know, tension
between the senatorial-congressional people and that advisory committee.

The first letters that Kennedy wrote me, I responded by saying, “Here are my views.”
And the Democratic Advisory Committee set them down, as well as some others. So I tried
to make it clear to him at this point that it was in a partisan association, not a personal one,
necessarily. But I don’t recall really having to confront the personal commitment thing until
the famous umbrellas for Christmas episode, when he set a whole bunch of us of that group
black umbrellas.

[-4-]

STEWART: I don’t think I’ve ever heard of that.



WOOD: You never heard of this? On Christmas Eve a big box, costing two dollars and
ninety cents postage special delivery, came from New York. I beat my wife
over the head for paying that kind of postage at that kind of time. We opened

it up, and it was a very nice, long, black umbrella that Sorensen had picked out for the
fourteen or eighteen of us. So by that time, you really began to pick up the sense of
campaign, but that’s about the only time.

STEWART: As far as the staff is concerned, were all of your contacts with Sorensen? Did
you have any, for example, with Fred Holborn?

WOOD: Holborn I’d known at Harvard and he was getting increasingly active. I would
say Fred came around more than others. Sorensen and Goodwin were the
other major ones. Then Deirdre Henderson, who was in secretarial capacity,

was there almost weekly.

STEWART: Excuse me. I don’t think you finished the answer to the question about the
President’s understanding and appreciation of urban problems. Can you
elaborate on that, the Denver speech?

WOOD: A very competent speech, hitting the major themes, putting it in much better
language, but not essentially any recognition that in five or ten years it would
become the major domestic issue. Those days, just to have a politician talk

about urban problems was very rare. So I took this down as a hopeful sign of recognition of a
major issue; but even in the competition of the ‘60 task force, it was one which still stayed
mostly in housing, less in the urban development field.

[-5-]

STEWART: Would you say, then, that as far as Kennedy was concerned, he was no
different than any other liberal politician as far as being receptive to ideas on
urban affairs?

WOOD: That’s right. He was receptive to this idea in that he recognized that he had to
grapple with it, as he had with Latin American policy. But, I would think, his
basic preoccupation then -- that remained for some time -- was in the

international front. So this was important and useful, and he realized that he had to have it,
but it did not really engage his attention.

STEWART: Was there anyone else during this pre-convention period who was giving him
ideas on housing and urban development?

WOOD: Yes, Martin Meyerson was then director of the Joint Center [Joint Center for
Urban Affairs] and he’d been approached. Al Sacks [Albert Martin Sacks] of



Harvard Law went to one or two. But basically Martin was off, out of the
country or something, and not really able to participate.

I called together a luncheon at the Harvard Faculty Club at one time in that spring,
which Miss Henderson organized, in which I pulled together all the urban interests from
Cambridge; and they did talk, and we did put together a position paper, among the others.

STEWART: Did you get any feeling of Kennedy’s respect for academic people or just how
he viewed this group who were working for him during this period? It has
often been said, for example, that he was using the group, to a certain extent,

for the prestige value that came from having a definite advisory group. Did you ever get this
feeling or was this a problem at all?

[-6-]

WOOD: Oh, I had that sense the night after the cocktail party when we went to the
Democratic state rally at the Sheraton, and he had a table of Mark Howe and
some of us up in front next to the head table, where he commented really how

out of place the academics looked in with the Boston pols; which was quite true for most of
us. And, on the other hand, you’ve got to remember from the academic’s point of view that
they were also having the opportunity of having their ideas considered seriously by someone
who was in a position of authority, so that I always felt that it was not in the aura of
academics that he moved, but neither was it an unfair or untoward thing.

STEWART: There was no connection, or you had no involvement with him or any of his
staff as far as the Powers [John Powers] campaign was concerned, did you?

WOOD: No, he was as aloof as he could be on that for some time. We were in with
John Powers on a kind of brain trust basis, but that was a fine adventure of
both sides.

STEWART: Was there ever any confusion over just who was leading the academic group
at Harvard and MIT? Again, there have been stories that there was either some
conflict or some confusion between Ted Sorensen, Fred Holborn, and the

other people who were presumably directing the group.

WOOD: I had, by the latter part of the year, the sense that Cox and Chayes were asking
me for ideas at specific times, that Deidre was the secretarial gal with
considerable intense feelings about Sorensen, Goodwin and the others, and

that they were out, really, in the communicative way of deciding when and how what
material might be used. And I always had the impression that Ted made the final judgments
on that, but I never knew firsthand. I also had the

[-7-]



impression that after Schlesinger [Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr.] and Galbraith [John Kenneth
Galbraith] signed on, they operated in a more autonomous fashion and that Walt Rostow
began to operate in a more autonomous fashion. But I was clearly in a sort of second echelon
business in which I never really tried very much to have any direct contact. I responded to
what people asked me to do.

STEWART: Was it always clear to you in preparing papers and speeches that you weren’t
to try to evaluate the political impact of any of your ideas and that there would
be a distinction between your contribution and the political side of it?

WOOD: No, that was never clear to me in those days. President Johnson [Lyndon B.
Johnson] mad that distinction much clearer in the two task forces I ran for him
than the Kennedy people.

STEWART: You were then…

WOOD: You were asked in a vague way what you ought to do about urban affairs, but
nobody distinguished what to do in the real world of the tides and the trends
or what to do in the political sense. So my memoranda at that time were fairly

specifically gauged with some recognition of what I judged to be political reality.

STEWART: That was my basic question. Were you at all involved in the platform writing
with Abe Chayes?

WOOD: No.

[-8-]

STEWART: And, as far as the campaign, you say your contributions ceased before the
Convention. You had no further involvement after that until the task force?

WOOD: Oh, I guess I wrote a few speeches, and I gave a few speeches in Republican
and Protestant neighborhoods. I guess I continued on with some parts, but the
thing to make clear is that I was not often in contact with the Senator or his

staff, and usually there was somebody else in the academic world as a transmission belt.

STEWART: Did you have anything to do with the Urban Affairs Conference that they
conducted…

WOOD: Oh, yes. Oh. that comes back to me.

STEWART: …in Pittsburgh?

WOOD: That’s right. Logue, Hugh Mields and Dick Lee, some of the urban renewal



people concerned about the President and his commitment, came down here
and visited him, got his commitment to do the Pittsburgh conference, then

phoned me and asked me to come along. There was a meeting out at Logue’s house in the
Vineyard about this -- that I had to leave because I had taken my parents out to the island and
I had to get them back -- in which Ed briefly outlined this proposed conference, put a young
man named Bob Hazen [Robert Hazen] down in Washington working on it. And I was happy
to go along, I was consulting. I went out there but was not again involved. I think, looking
back on this, Lee, Logue, and some of the others were far more anxious in a political sense to
get the President committed to a platform more specific than I was. I had felt that they had
overstated the capacity of the cities to move, and that they had not really come up with any
new programs. So that you could say that, outside the academic

[-9-]

world, Kennedy was far more closely followed by Lee and the practitioners who had a much
greater stake in how he felt about it than I did.

STEWART: Do you think, in general, that this Urban Affairs Conference was, I think, the
only major speech or the only major involvement that Kennedy had during the
campaign in urban problems? He didn’t mention that much generally in

speeches.

WOOD: That’s right. Well, I was on the head table of the luncheon with Governor
Lawrence [David L. Lawrence], and the came into town. Meyerson and I were
out there, we had to go back. Just about right as he got up to speak, we had to

leave for the airport.

STEWART: But this was, I think….

WOOD: This was the major thing, yes.

STEWART: Do you feel that politically he could have done more and could have made
more of the issues of urban affairs?

WOOD: Not at that time. I was surprised he made as much…. It wasn’t a ringing issue,
indeed, until a later time, when he turned to poverty; and President Johnson in
the ‘65 message…. If you look at the battles we had with rent supplements

and model cities, we’re far from having an urban constituency here. So, I think Kennedy was
ahead of his time as a thoughtful guy giving it probably a little bit more than it deserved but
not as much as the people deeply concerned wanted.

STEWART: In other words, they had a realistic picture, politically, of what was involved.
As far as the task force that was set up during the transition, do you recall any
major differences within the group? Were there, what, five of you?
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WOOD: Yes. Like the advisory group, again. This was the prototype and the first
effort. It didn’t have anything like the sophistication and the continuity and the
depth that the two I chaired in ‘64 and ‘65 had. It was a slapdash one, in

which the chairman, McMurray [Joseph P.B. McMurray], had a few things he wanted to say;
it had a couple of bankers who had a few technical amendments; it had John Barriere of the
House Banking and Currency Committee, the senior staff man, and he had some technical;
and I had a few things I wanted to say about urban development, but again, I didn’t
passionately feel anything very much. And we met in a snowbound weekend in Idlewild, and
then we met in the snowbound hotel room down here in Congress. We exchanged a lot of
drafts in between. I did some work on the organization, and it was mostly a Noah’s Ark of
everybody putting in their own piece.

The task force report, in my judgment, in those days, had the function of pushing out
some ideas that were still in pretty rough, crude form and forcing the bureaucracy of the
departments and the agencies to work on them. By ‘64, the Budget Bureau had discovered
the efficacy of using the task force to pull ideas out. And then by ‘65, the last one, the model
cities one, we were complete with a staff of our own, operating out of the White House, in
which I was devoting a major number of weekends and so was every one of my participants.
And the level of people was by an order of four or five times as prestigious as the early times.
So the whole mechanism had evolved by then. The first one, as I look back on it, I regard as
a useful foil to the then Housing and Home Finance Agency but not productive of any great
knowledge.

STEWART: There were no restraints, as far as the amount of money….

[-11-]

WOOD: Nobody in that period knew enough to put any restraints.

STEWART: Really? For example, on the amounts that would be recommended on various
programs or anything of this sort?

WOOD: No. They may have communicated that to the chairman, but they sure didn’t
to the members.

STEWART: Did you give any thought to joining the Administration at that time?

WOOD: Not particularly. I had the ambivalence of everybody in Cambridge when I
saw who was going and who was leaving. I had a couple of staff requests, a
couple of highly tentative inquiries. But I was at the point of still being an

associate professor, not quite with tenure, and I decided…. I guess if somebody has asked
me, I might have thought about it very seriously, but nobody asked and I did not volunteer.



STEWART: Were you generally critical, or can you think of your main criticisms of the
Kennedy Administration as far as housing and urban development are
concerned?

WOOD: I got increasingly caught up, enthusiastic about the Administration; I
identified with it more. I liked the Weaver appointment [Robert C. Weaver]
appointment a great deal though I did not know the Secretary personally. And

I was very sympathetic with the d-3’s [Federal Housing Administration Section 221] and
some of their moderate income. I think the only real criticism I had was on the handling of
the proposal for the department status, and I thought that was done sort of in a campaign way
and said so. But, generally, I thought things were moving along at a pretty fast clip.

[-12-]

STEWART: As well as could have been expected for that period?

WOOD: Yes.

STEWART: That’s about all. Was there any other involvement? You said you did get
involved in the 1962 campaign with Edward Kennedy?

WOOD: Yes, with Ted. And I remember at that time, you see, the bulk of the academic
community was on the other side, for McCormack [Edward J. McCormack,
Jr.] so that Jim Burns [James M. Burns], Charley Haar [Charles M. Haar], and

I and Sam Beer [Samuel H. Beer] and John Plank were the only five that went for Ted. And
we had a nice couple of television contretemps there, but that also involved the whole effort
to change the character of the Massachusetts State Committee and the Democratic Party, and
the move from Pat Lynch [John M. Lynch] to Gerard Doherty, and a whole set of other
changes, and that had very little to do with the President.

STEWART: Going back to Massachusetts politics, had you been involved, for example, in
the ‘56 chairmanship fight at all?

WOOD: No. And I had just begun generally to get involved in Democratic politics in
‘58. Well, in ‘58 I had become a town committeeman for the town of Lincoln,
which was not a great, prestigious position. But in ‘58 and ‘59, I was

beginning to work in state politics. And then by ‘61, I had gotten on the research and
development committee and made a tour of the state for the state committee and had begun to
get increasingly active. I had sort of made the commitment increasingly as an avocatinal
effort in trying to change the character of the party and of the state committee and the
organization, and I got more preoccupied with the state than the national scene.

[-13-]



STEWART: Again, it’s frequently been said that President Kennedy -- one of his chief
faults politically was that he failed to do anything about the Massachusetts
Democratic Party.

WOOD: Yes, I think I may have felt a little critical then. As I look back on it, I can
understand why he didn’t choose…. Ted gets made at me every now and then
-- the amount of efforts we put on it. [LAUGHTER]

STEWART: Yes.

WOOD: But I think that’s about it.

STEWART: Okay. Very good.

WOOD: I appreciate it.

[END OF INTERVIEW]

[-14-]














































