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O'BRIEN: 

Oral History Interview 

with 

THOMAS M. REES 

March 5, 1969 
Washington, D.C. 

By Dennis J. O'Brien 

For the John F. Kennedy Library 

I guess the logical place to begin is, when did 
you first come into contact with John F}tzgerald 
Kennedy? 

REES: 1956. I was the assemblyman for the Beverly 
Hills-West Los Angeles area, and he spoke at 
the Women's Democratic Club of Beverly Hills. 

This was in the spring . He was then a U.S. Senator from 
Massachusetts. I had his book Profiles in Cour~, and we 
discussed it at some length. He impressed me as a very shy 
person then. He looked a lot younger than he did when he was 
running for president. I was very much impressed VJith him. 
I was part of a youth movement in our own state legislature, 
and it was good to see that something similar was hap
pening in Congress. 

O'BRIEN: Did you sense at this point that he was 
interested in the nomination for vice president? 
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REES: No , I didn't . He wasn ' t nearly as effective a 
public speaker as he turned out to be. He was 
very shy and kind of halting. He had a good 

style about him, a good manner, but I didn't really think of 
him as vice president. 

O'BRIEN: Did you have any contact with any of the people 
in Kenredy's office at that point? 

REES: No, I didn't. I didn't give any thought to his 
possible candidacy for vice president until 
later that year at the Democratic convention in 

Chicago. ' I was a California delegate , and the nomination 
of Adlai Stevenson for president was somewhat pro forma. 
If you remember, at that time Adlai announced that he was 
going to throw the vice presidential nomination open to 
the convention. Various people came before our California 
delegation and spoke for the various vice presidential 
candidates. I don't remember who I met 'from the Kennedy 
group. The Massachusetts delegation sat behind us, so I 
spoke with some of the Massachusetts people. Estes Kefauver 
had a lot of support in California because he had been the 
choice for president four years before. There was also some 
support, I think, for Hubert Humphrey. A few of us--Joe 
Houghteling from northern California, myself, maybe Ellie 
Heller, and two or three others--got together and started 
the Kennedy operation for California. 

And we had a good time. .well, if you remember the 
convention, it was chaotic because the counter was not 
keeping up with the change of votes, and it was impossible 
to get [Sam] Rayburn to recognize delegations. And we were 
practically beating (Edmund G.] Pat Brown to death--he was 
our delegation leader. He wanted to gi~e a fragmented 
count; you know, "California goes 33 1/3 votes for this 
person, 18 1/8 votes for that person." Some of us were 
saying, "Look, you can feel the old Kennedy bandwagon goi.ng. 
Let's go. Let's get recognized. We'll try to get Rayburn 
to recognize you and throw the whole thing to Kennedy. 11 
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I remember Jim Roosevelt was pushing for Kefauver-
Jim's about the same size I am, about 6'4" or 6'5"--and we 
were fighting him . We finally got recognized. I remember 
I ran up to the rostrum and waved my arms and said, "Recognize 
California!" Rayburn didn't know who I was for and recog
nized California, but Pat reverted back to what had been our 
previous vote. So that was it, and Kefauver just barely won. 
But it was dramatic, and it fired a lot of us up. 

O'BRIEN: 

REES: 

nized us 
gone for 
reverted 

O'BRIEN: 

REES: 

O'BRIEN: 

REES: 

There was a story that Roosevelt physically 
restrained Brown at one point there. Is there 
any truth to that? 

There might have been, because I think Pat's 
sympathies were with Kennedy. I think for a 
while he was ready to go--if Rayburn had recog-

at one point, I'm pretty sure that he would have 
Kennedy. And then, Jim got control again, and we 
back to our previous count . ,• 

You mentioned Joe Houghteling, yourself, and 
Mrs. Heller in the delegation who were sup
porting Kennedy . Can you remember anyone else? 

No. /' 

Was Thomas Lynch. 

I don't recall. It was more the enthusiastic 
younger delegates who were looking for a new and 
vital face. But we all had been impressed by 

Kennedy's speech at the convention. 

O'BRIEN: ~asically young people. 
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Well, Ellie Heller was in her sixties, but young 
in terms of mental attitudes. 

Was there any one person from the Kennedy 
organization who attached himself to the Cali
fornia group? 

REES: I don't think so. I think ib was very much a 
spontaneous thing. There were some of us who 
wanted to go for Kennedy, and we started lining 

up as many votes as we could find. we would wander back to 
the Massachusetts people and say, "Look, we're doing some
thing in California." I didn't really have the impression 
then that ' I had four years later of a tightly organized 
organization. It was very loose and just "bam," like that. 

O'BRIEN: How did the hard-core Stevenson people view 
this movement for Kennedy? 

•' 
REES: Well, all of us were hard-core Stevenson--we 

were a delegation that was pledged to Adlai 
Stevenson, and we were all very enthusiastic 

about the Governor. And, really, Adlai Stevenson was kind 
of the father of our new Democratic upsurge in California 
because we had almost nothing going in '52 when he came 
through with his fantastic speeches and concepts. This 
really helped build the Party in terms of the CDC [Cali
fornia Democratic Council] . The delegation was very much 
a Stevenson group. I think that if Stevenson had recom
mended someone else for the vice presidency, California 
would have gone along without much of a protest. 
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You 've really touched on , I think, probably an 
interesting point here in regard to California, 
and that is there is a rather, Californians at 

least feel there is a rather unique quality in California 
politics, Democra tic politics, and the CDC, of course, is 
an important part of that. Could you perhaps briefly go 
into some of the groups and the alignments of these groups 
in the late fifties and perhaps even continue this right on 
into the 1960's? 

REES: Well , California is a new state. It doesn't 
have the old voting patter ns that the East 
has . It doesn ' t have the tied-down ethnic com

munities that the East has. I mean, California has 
Mexican-American communities and Jewish communities, but 
they're not there with the political rigidity that they are 
in the East. People come to California and have a tendency 
to leave their party. They might register as Democratic 
but vote Republican because California's a melting pot. We 
have a lot of Southerners and a lot of people from Texas 
and Oklahoma living there . 

we also have nonpartisan government for all local of
fices, and in the state at that time we had cross-filing 
where a candidate could file on" both Republican and Demo
cratic tickets. There'd been a great effort in C~lifornia 
to have nonpartis a n politics. Now some of the younger ones, 
like myself, wanted to have partisan politics instead be
cause we felt it would lead to greater responsibility and 
better government. we were fighting for that in the legis
lature. We'd just gotten through a bill to put party 
designation on the ballot, which we hadn't had for partisan 
offices. 
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Also, California is a civil service state, so we don't 
have any patronage. All jobs are covered by civil service 
and the merit system, so we don't have any machine politics. 
You run a California campaign with a volunteer organiza tion. 
And at that time volunteers tended to be younger people, 
say under 30 or 35. They tended to be people who were 
definite liberals . They certainly weren't conservatives. 
And when Stevenson ran in '52, it was kind of the beginning 
of the California Democratic Council , which was a volunteer 
group. In my first election in 1954 , for example, the 
basis of my election was that strong CDC support. I was 
able to build a precinct organization because I had good 

I 

volunteers. I've never paid for anyone's services in a 
campaign in terms of precinct operation. The volunteer 
groups were just t remendous . 

The clubs were very issue oriented; that's all they 
talked about. And at that time we held few major offices 
in the state. Our only statewide officer was Pat Brown. 
So at that time, in 1956-57, the CDC was really the Demo
cratic Party in the state of California, and those people 
who were anti-CDC really weren't anything. And volunteer 
politics was very effective; we started picking up seats 
in the legislature . In a period of about three or four 
years we gained strong control ' of both houses of the 
legislature and all of the statewide offices. This was 
because we had a good volunteer effort and a slate opera
tion--sending a Democratic mailing piece to every Demo
cratic voter, re-educating him in terms of party respon
sibility. 

So this was the kind of state that would like an Adlai 
Stevenson and would like a Kennedy . 

. • 
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O'BRIEN: How about officeholders? Did officeholders 
within California--well, of course, with the 
exception of CDC people--did they of fer some 

kind of conservative influence m Democratic politics in 
those years? 

REES: Well, they really weren't with it. If they 
didn't go with us, we just ignored them or in 
some cases put up a candidate against them. 

We were doing very well. Now Jesse Unruh, for example, was 
CDC. He and I were elected the same year. And most of those 
Democrats elected in 1954 and 1956 were younger CDC types. 
We varied in terms of our allegiance: some were allied 
with CDC; ' others were active participants in CDC. But we 
really kind of rolled over the old guard, In the 1956 
election we held our seats, we elected a few more, and we 
took over the Democratic leadership in the Assembly. So 
the Democratic orientation in the State Assembly was strictly 
toward what then was the new concept of volunteer politics. 

O'BRIEN: When did you first sense that Senator Kennedy 
was becoming a very serious nominee for the 
presidency? 

? 
REES: I started sensing it .. ~it's hard to think be-

cause there were so many dramatic things going 
on in California. In 1959 people were talking 

about Kennedy. I'd kept my basic loyalty because I thought 
he'd be a good candidate and I liked him as a person. I 
met [Lawrence F.] Larry O'Brien in 1959. He was traveling 
around the country contacting the few of the Kennedy people 
he knew from the convention and others who were friends one 
way or anothe~. So I spoke a lot with Larry about developing 
support at the legislative level. Legislators are all key 
because they do represent leadership in their districts, 
and, also, there is a strong tendency, of course, in every 
delegation that you put together for there to be a large 
representation of public officeholders. Just about any 
person in the state legislature or Congress who wants to be 
on a delegation is going to be on the delegation. 
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we started to build a broad base of support in Cali
fornia for Kennedy. Now it was difficult bec ause Pat Brown 
was governor. Pat was . elected in 1958 by a good majority; 
he was a popular governor. And Pat, of necessity, wanted to 
be the favorite son. Every governor wants to be the favorite 
son; he wants to be the kingmaker. And he always resents 
it when there's another group floating around that says, 
"Let's have John Kennedy or let's have Adlai Stevenson for 
president," because a governor wants to feel that he can go 
to that convention and be able to say, "All right, I'm going 
to deliver for this or that per son ." . We found, this in 1960 
in the winter and spring when we were moving into the con
vention t •ime . There was internecine wa rfare going on in the 
Party in terms of what were we going t o do: Would we come 
in with a favorite son? What about people such as Stevenson 
and the others? Should we f ile a separate Kennedy slate? 
All these were questions tha t came up. 

O'BRIEN: 

those? 

There were a series of meetings that took place 
in ' 59, going on into 1960, at the [Peter] 
Lawfords' and [Bart] Lyttons'. were you at 

REES: Yes, I was at some of · them. I can remember going 
to meetings at the Lawfords'; Frank Sinatra 
was there an:l quite a few other show business 

people . Also , [Clarence D., Jr.] Dan Martin was active and 
had a few meetings. 

O'BRIEN: Were these serious recruiting meetings or were 
they . 
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REES: They were serious recruiting members, but during 
the early time the type of organization that 
came through later really wasn't evident. There 

were just groups trying to start something. In fact, we 
got into trouble later, as we came up to the convention, 
because we had quite a few self-starting groups, and 
trying to get these people in the right place was very 
difficult. You would have individuals going around de
claring that they were the leaders of the Kennedy campaign, 
and some of them were an embarrassment. 

O'BRIEN: Who were the people .in Hollywood who evolved 
into the leadership of, let's say, the Kennedy 
supporters in Southern California? 

REES: Well, let me see. There was Dan Martin. Then 
Jerome Burns and Dick Huff, I think--they were 
both attorneys. O'Brien was trying to do two 

things: He was . trying to develop citizens' groups with 
people such as these, but he was also spending a lot of time 
in the political arena. He was working over Pat Brown and 
[Frederick G.] Fred Dutton, then Brown's executive secre
tary, and they were both playing hard to get. People like 
Paul Ziffren were important, and Stanley Mosk. Jesse Unruh 
was important. [William A.] Bill Munnel, who was the state 
chairman at that time and majority floor leader, was im
portant. Each of them was playing an odd game. Brown had 
broken with Ziffren because Paul was upstaging the Governor 
somewhat in California, and elected officials don't like 
to have appointed officials upstage them. 

O'BRIEN: You mean upstaging in the sense that he was 
moving . 
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Well, he was ~etting all the national publicity, 
and the press was playing him up as the man who 
was responsible for California's Democratic re-

But had he made any movement or commitment to 
the Kennedys at this time ? 

REES: No. Paul was from Chicago. He had been as
sociated with [Jacob M.) Arvey. He's a very 
shrewd person, who doesn 't really commit him-

self very early . So we had quite a bloody national committee
ma n fight '. Paul had the support of a lot of the CDC, but . 
t he Democ ra tic delegation was chosen by the Sacramento peo
ple, by the Gover nor, by the l egislators. And it was sup
posed to be a bala nced deleg a tion to bring in all factions 
within the Pa r t y, but it was pretty heavily loaded with 
incumbents. Many of them were anta gonis.:tic to Ziffren, and 
so we had a real fight to elect our national committeeman. 
We elected our national commi tteeman before the convention; 
Stanley Mosk was selected by the Gove r nor. 

I'd say Jess a nd myself were the strongest pro-Kennedy 
people on the delegation among officeholders. 

O'BRIEN: Munnel is a rather interesting case. I understand 
that Kennedy people thought that he had made a 
commitment to them, and, of course, the next 

thing they knew he was supporting--was it Stevenson or 
Johnson? 

REES: Stevenson. Well, as f a r as we were concerned 
Bill made a commitment . 
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Well, on this whole idea of commitment, do you 
think that California Democrats really under
stood commitment in the same terms that .. 

REES: Well, a lot of them didn't, but Bill Munnel 
should have. I've never had such a time in my 
life in a delegation. There was a CDC conven-

tion, and at that time . Well, Kennedy had come out 
to California a couple of times, and I'd had a chance to 
talk to him and get to know him better. At the CDC Conven
tion, I flew with him over to Fresno, and they were seriously 
thinking of putting their own slate in. I looked at our 
delegation, and I felt that if Brown went with us, and Brown 
had to--rea lly it was about the only way he could go--there . 
would be the power of the governorship and so many legis
lators on that delegation that we could come out very strongly 
with Kennedy. At that time Stevenson was not that much of a 
factor. Stevenson had told people like the Edward Hellers 
that he certainly was not a candidate for the presidency 
aga in--you know, he told people. And, you know, there 
weren't many other people--there were Stuart Symington, 
Lyndon Johnson, and some favorite sons. 

I was on the Caroline; I walked to the cabin in the back 
and talked to Kennedy and said,, "Look, I don't think it'd 
be wise to put in a delegation because we have a gubernatorial 
election in two years, and it could split the whole state 
up, and it might . we have been pretty strong lately, 
and I just think it would be bad. And I'm pretty sure that 
we can get you a good majority of the delegates because of 
the composition of the delegation." He gave a great speech 
in Fresno, and everyone loved him. By then he was getting 
into his stride, and he agreed that he wouldn't come in 
with another delegation. 

There were a few of us--I know Jess and myself, 
especially, in the south--who were going out and trying to 
firm up delegates. But when we got to the convention in 
Los Angeles, things were in an uproar. For instance, the 
Congressmen were mad. A lot of them were pushing for 
Johnson because he was the head of the Senate. 
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~ 

O'BRIEN ~ ~id t his water resources program that the 
Gove rnor was pushing have anything to do with 
this, because of the federal aspects of the 

l egislat ion? 

REES : No . But I c a n remenber the delegation meeting. 
Chet Holisfi eld was just blistering the Governor, 
and all the Governor was going to do was say, 

11 I 1 m for Kennedy a nd I'd like all of you to come along, but 
i f you don 't wa nt t o, you ca n go for whomever you want. 11 

And they blistered poor old Pat and chewed him out for this 
action . 

A c ouple o f we eks b efore the convention, incidentally, 
II 

t he Ste venson peop l e came out of the woodwork. I -started 
getting tons of telegrams ca lling me a fink for supporting 
Kennedy a nd saying I was b e ing paid off. I was . a volunteer 
all this while . They were the toughest things I'd ever 
gotten . People s t a rtetl ca lling me names and "How could you do 
this to Adlai Stevenson" and "Remember Joseph R. McCarthy" 
and all t he muck they could bring up about Kennedy. These 
people were amaz i ng. You should have seen what they said 
about Robert F . Kennedy when I was back there supporting him. 

So , all these people were picketing around the Sports 
~ena , and then--I think Paul Ziffren was playing games 
then . And, since he was t h e outgoing national committeeman 
h e had jurisdiction over t he tickets, and it seemed like 
h alf the Stevenson people i n California were on the floor 
o f that Conventi o n. They r eally stacked that place for 
Stevenson . He didn ' t have a ny votes--the only votes he had 
were f rom California--but we sure got cut up in the process. 

And t hen, the time when we were supposed to take a vote 
t o find out what Ca liforn i a was going to do, Jess--unfortunately, 
t hose were in .t he d ays whe n he was fat and tough--made a 
couple of tough motions like tabling something, and people 
got ma d at him. So we took a vote and Stevenson came out 
ahead o f Kennedy by about three votes, which . . . You can 
imagine h ow some of us felt who had told the President, 
"Don't worry about California ; we have it for you. 11 And 
in terms of everything that should have happened we had it 
for him, but these incumbents, they said, "Oh, I've got to 
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vote for Stevenson bec a us e of my district," or "I have to 
go fo r Steven son. You know, I have a lot of people "--one 
guy wh o bec ame a federal judge, Thomas J. MacBride said; 
"Oh , I have to go for Stevenson." We said, "Tom, you're 
not running a gain! " "Why do you have to go for Stevenson?" 
You know , they seemed to be mesmerized. I'd see someone 
acros s t he lobby, and I ' d start walking across to talk to 
them and they ' d say, "Look, Rees, I ' m sick of your strong
arm t actics . " You know, I hadn't seen this guy for five 
months . 

These people made up their minds that this was the 
great crusade , and that t hose of us who were for Kennedy 
were the 'boss types. From what was happening before to 
what happ~ned then , I was kind of walking around in a daze . 

I had to t e l l Larry O'Brien, you know . I .had to 
tell h i m that California ha d just given Stevenson three 
more votes tha n Kennedy ~ 

•' 
O'BRIEN : Well , it goes back then to the composition of 

that delegation. Were you at that so-called 
"smoke-filled sanctuary" in Carmel when the~ 

put that together? 

REES : No , Munnel and Unruh were the assembly people. 

O'BRIEN : By this time had Hyman B. Raskin come to 
Ca

1

li f ornia? 

REES: Yes , I think Hy had come to California. 

O'BRIEN : Was he very e f fective, though, in ... 

REES : °r don ' t know. I ' never really worked with him . 
I 

!Jwas working delegates and trying to build a 
vo l unteer operation and get some parades going 

and things. 
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O ' BRIEN : In lining up delegates and certainly after the 
delega tes had b een selected, were there any pro
mises of jobs or threats or, you know, things 

in the way of . 

REES : Oh God! No ! You can't do that with these peo-
ple . If you talk to them, they consider th2t 
you ' re muscling them. If you say, "How do you 

do , " they fly off the handle. The Governor would call up 
people and say, "Gee, I've done all of this for you, and 
I've done all of that for you. Can't you help me in this 
thi ng? You know darn wel l that Stevenson isn't a serious 
c a nd i date." And t hen they ' d blow up, "You're trying to 

I 

pr essure me!" 

O ' BRIEN: Did people like Kenneth P. O'Donnell and O'Brien 
really understand that? 

REES: I don't think they did, and this is pQrt of 
their problem , and it came out later in the cam
paign. I think they assumed that there was an 

organization and that there were strong people in the state 
who could deliver something . They thought there might have 
been a David L. Lawrence or a Daley or, you know, whoever 
it might be that you talk to, and this guy says, "Okay, II 

h e makes the dea l , and tha t's it. I think that they were 
a lwa ys terribly skittish of California politics because it 
is erra tic, because it ' s a pure VDlunteer operation. And 
people operate on their emotions. They can get swept up 
in something and all of a sudden some poor guy who had 
five-hundred votes ends u p with five. Icbn't think the 
Kennedy people understood that. In the campaign, too, we 
didn't h ;c,ve ~he broad base that we should have had. We 
should have won California . There was no re29'.Jn we shouldn't 
h a ve won California . 
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Did peo ple like yourself or Jess Unruh or 
Governor Brown ever try to reason with people 
like O'Brien or O'Donnell or . 

Well , I did. I talked 2 lot with Edward M. 
Kennedy about it, the necessity of broadening 
the base and bringing other people in, and as 

a result, we set up a citizens group with Thomas w. Braden 
and Mort Hall, and my job wa s to try to coordinate the two. 
I was a vice-cha irman for southern California. And it was 
a miserable job bec a use re a lly there wasn't much coordina
tion. we were able to bring in some good volunteers, but 
it wasn ' t ' a broad enough base. But it was a great cam
paign, really. I thought it was the greatest thing I've 
ever been in because it was a fun campaign. Kennedy cam
paigns are that way. You know, you just can't wait to get 
up in the morning to get on the trail with these people. 

O'BRIEN: 
,• 

Do you feel he attracted a lot of good people 
into Democratic politics? 

REES: Oh, yes. I think that if we had had another week 
to ten -days we would have taken California 
~asily because, well, from the time of the debates 

on, you could really feel it. You could really feel that 
surge you get with a Kennedy campaign. 

O'BR~EN: Going back to '60, going into the Democractic 
Convention, did Governor Brown have a clear 
idea of what he was trying to do, first of all 

in the selection of that delegation, the apportionment of the 
delegates, a~d also carrying it down to the wire as a 
favorite son candidate? 

REES: Well, I don't think he did. 
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Did he enjoy the give and take, the infighting 
of politics? 

REES: No . He enjoyed being the Governor and giving 
the speeches and things like that. 

I don't real ly think that Pat was a very 
good infighter . Pat got to where he wa s because he was 
there at the right time, which is the story of a lot of us. 

O'BRIEN: Right . Do you really think that Kennedy peo
ple expected too much out of that delegation 
at the National Convent ion? 

REES: Wel l , I think they expected more than what they 
got. You know, I could see their disappointment, 
say , if Lyndon Johnson polled a fair amount of 

votes, but they could understand the c o ngressional delegation 
going for Johnson. But all of the sudden, in a one week 
period, here comes this holy crusade a nd' these people howling 
around the Sports Arena. This is something that just 
doesn ' t h a ppen . And here is a delegation that was supposedly 
put together by all the pros, and it went the way it did. 

O'BRIEN: How did Clair Engle fit into all this? 

REES: I'm not quite sure. Clair was kind of an enigma, 
and he wasn't really. . I think Clair was 
just trying to stay out of the cross fire, be

cause he served in the United States Senate with Lyndon 
Johnson, and he knew that Lyndon Johnson meant more to him 
in the Senate than Jack Kennedy. He might have been for 
Johnson; I'm not sure. But I just don't recall Clair being 
a factor. 
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There wa s a c onfronta tion between Robert Ken
nedy a nd Governor Brown during the convention . 
You didn't happen to get in on tha t did you? 

No , I saw a lot of other confronta tions with 
Brown , but not that one. 

Well, what were some? Between Brown and some of 
the Kennedy family? 

REES: Oh, there's a. No, no, just some of the 
delegates. Congressmen especially. No, the 
Kennedy people. I told Larry O'Brien, I 

said, "Larry, we just took a poll. I didn't want it taken 
because the vote isn't until tomorrow, but .we took a poll 
and this is the wa y it came out." I read the figures, and 
he kind of turned white at the gills. And he says, "Well, 
Tom, I understand how disappointed you are, but just see if 
you c a n switch about three or four of these votes so we get 
more than Stevenson does." And we were working half votes. 
we had a huge, unmanageable delegation because we had half 
votes. 

O'BRIEN: 

REES: 

O'BRIEN: 

Yeah, they were counting about thirty-five 
votes I think, weren't they? 

Yeah, we were able to turn some. And we got 
more votes than Stevenson did~ · but I never worked 
so hard in my life. 

Do you think after Pat Brown got through this, 
do you think he really deserved the criticism 
he got from the press? 
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REES : Well, some of it . I don't know. If you're 
going to pretend to be the delegation leader, 
you better line up your soldiers a little 

better than he did. ' 
I think that the Governor should have gotten stronger 

commitments. There's no reason that people who are legis
lators , depending on the Governor, should double cross him. 

O'BRIEN: Then he didn't get them, mainly just because he 
isn 't that kind of a person. 

REES : Oh , yeah, becaus e he just isn't that kind of a 
1 1 person. In a way, I prefer a guy like Jess 

Unruh, because Jess is · a very tough, pragmatic 
guy, and he doesn' t forget . In a situation like that . 
I mean , Jess today wouldn't have made the mistakes th~t he 
made in 1960. At least, he knows how to count, and he knows 
how to get commitments. 

O'BRIEN: 

,. 

What mistakes--well, we went through some of 
that, but what mistakes would you say were 
major in 1960 on the part of Unruh? 

REES: Well , one mistake-~I think he muscled too much 
during the convention, especially on the tabling 
motio n that caused that vote to come out. We 

were trying to ' delay the vote. It was done in such a way 
that some undecided people got mad and voted for Stevenson 
just to show us . Then, I think he centralized the campaign 
too much in his hands and didn't broaden the base that has 
to be broadened . But I was more CDC-oriented than Jess be
cause I had a very CDC district, and my feeling is that you 
have to spre~d your base as fast as you can spread it because 
this is really where you're going to get your generation of 
support . 
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Does this separation or at least the alienation 
from CDC begin about this time? 

REES: I would think so. After Kennedy won, of course, 
everyone decided they really loved him and he 
was great. But then, I think, Jess moved up 

very fast, and this is when he started muscling quite a bit. 
His alienation started there. We're all sweetness and light · 
now, but it was ab out that time that we started fragmenting. 
The CDC became more anti- i ncumbent. 

O'BRIEN: Were there any tensions between state and 
national tickets that year in California in 
the general elections? 

REES: Well, we didn't have a state ticket; we just 
had . Let me see; that was . We 
didn't have a state ticket; we just had _con

gressional and legislative races. 

O'BRIEN: How about the regular Democratic organizations 
and the Citizens for Kennedy movements? Were 
there any real tensions in those, between those? 

REES: There was tension between the two. The citizens 
group wasn't competent, really, to do much with 
the field operation, and Jess didn't understand 

the field operation. It wasn't set up very well, and too 
much of the time had anded up in some dissident group. This 
is the beginning, I think, when Jess started to try and 
develop his own field operation called the Democratic Volun
teers Committe.e. It never did work out, and it was kind of 
a divisive thing . I did everything to keep it out of my 
district because I want everything to be settled in one 
organization. The minute you have two organizations, all 
your people who don't agree go into another organization, 
and you no longer have any control. 
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O'BRIEN : How did you a pproach. . . . Did you get 
coopera tion from some of the ethnic and reli
gious groups in California, thinking in terms 

of perha ps blacks, Mexic a n-Americans 

REES: We had a joint operation on registration. We had 
weekly meetings, and much of our registration 
effort was directed towa rd the ethnic minority 

groups. We did very well there, because Kennedy had a 
natur a l appeal to the black groups, and he had a natu.ral 
appea l to the Mex ican-Amer ican groups. 

0 I BRIEN: I 

REES: 

O'BRIEN: 

REES: 

O'BRIEN: 

RESS: 

O'BRIEN: 

Was your regi s tration effort one of these things 
that was jointly with COPE [Committee on Poli
tical Education]? 

It was mostly financed by the Kennedy campaign. 

Who did the fund raising for '' the Kennedy move
ment in southern California? 

I'm not sure who was in charge. 

were you with Sena tor Kennedy in any of his cam
paign swings through California that fall? 

I was with him on two or three trips in the Los 
Angeles area. 

After the election, when did you see him again? 

REES: I saw him, oh, about May of the next year. I 
was on the reelections committee, reapportion
ment, and that was the year of reapportionment. 

There were, I think, six or seven new seats corning to Cali
fornia. And we were able to draw the lines so that we could 
guarantee a pickup of ten to twelve Democra tic seats. This 
then wa s his problem. And as soon as we voted the bill out 
of the Assembly, I flew to Washington the next day and met 
with La rry O'Brien. I showed him the maps a nd showed him 
the districts we thought we'd pick up and who I thought some 
of the candidates might be. And then he asked me if I wa nted 
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t o go downst a irs for a cup of coffee . We went downsta irs 
a nd s aw the President in his office. 

O'BRIEN: 

REES: 

In the matter of patronage matters, after the 
election, did you get in on any of these? 

No . 

BEGIN SIDE II TAPE I 

O ' BRIEN: As I understand it, there were 
problems there in California. 

some patronage 
Did GOJ ernor 
this, do you , Brown r eally as sert himself on 

know , on dispens i ng patronage? 

REES: Well , I don ' t k now. 

O' BRIEN: Apparently Jesse Unruh had the inside on most 
patronage matte~s, then . ? 

REES: Yes, he did. I don't know how many patronage 
matters there were. With a U.S. sena tor there, 
you certainly don't have the inside on a ll of 

them . I me a n, the ·postma ster thing usually went local, and 
t he judgeship things are . . The s enator, you know, has 
more to say, bec ause he' s there a nd they're not. 

O' BRIEN: 

REES : 

O' BRIEN: 

Wa s Jess Unruh interested in being Postmaster 
General in 1963? 

I don ' t know. 

What did you do in the election of '68? Were 
you involved in the RFK c a mpaign? You mentioned 
a little e·ar lier that you were. 

REES: Oh yes. I was the first member of Congress to 
comeaut for Bob Kennedy, I remember. Three of 
us were the incorporators: Jess Unruh, then 

Ph i llip Burton and myself. Jess was the chairman; there 
wasn't really that much time--I did a computer programming 

operat i on on voting analysis for the county. I've done a 



-22-

fair amount of this type of work. I consider it extremely 
important. we use that as reallyru.r basis for running 
the precinct organization. I traveled a lot with the Sena
tor, but in a way I kind of prefer the nuts and bolts 
stuff , because that's what gets people elected. 

O'BRIEN: 

REES: 

O'BRIEN : 

Did you reestablish any contact with Jess Unruh? 

We're good friends. I'd say basically poli
tical allies. 

HON do you look at Unruh's running the RFK 
campaign in '6_8? 

REES: Well, it's kind of hard to assess it .because 
the RFK campaign was put together in such a 
short time. I thought there were a lot of ex

cesses in the campaign in terms of spendi,ng, but, you know, 
I think like an accountant. we won and that's the important 
thing . It's really impossible to criticize, or to second
guess a campaign that you put together in about ten weeks. 
The ten week campaign is an extremely difficult thing. You 
have to put your press in; you have to get your media 
there. we had this McCarthy thing that was very hard to 
assess . we had these primaries coming up; they were hard 
to assess. It was just extremely difficult to . . You 
didn't have the time to think; you just reacted. And you 
tried to do everything you could--and hoped to God that you 
would peak when you were supposed to peak. So it was a 
tough campaign, because we really didn't have any time for 
in-depth polling; we didn't have any time to really think 
out a lot of the issues. rt was a difficult thing, and the 
Kennedys, understandably I think, were pretty nervous about 
California. By then you also had a lot of back-biting on 
Unruh beca use he was a controversial person. It was an odd 
campaign; it really was. 
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Was there any effort on the part of Jess Unruh 
to broaden this campaign out, to take in as 
many divergent groups . 

REES: He did a far better job this time than he did 
last time. I think that we could h ave won if 
he had done as well--I felt it was pretty 

broad . He did make an effort to bring fu more factions of 
the Party. But by then, you know, we didn't have a Party. 
In 1956, 1960, we had a Party; we had a precinct organi
zation; we had a CDC; we had headquarters in every district; 
we had clubs that generated money. I was able to beat 
McCarthy in my district. Why, all my clubs were for 
McCarthy, but we murdered them in the precincts. Of 
course I knew the precincts to go to, but we beat them 
because they did not generate what they would have generated 
a few years ago. 

O'BRIEN: " How much time did you spend out there prior to 
the primary campaign, away from Congress? 

REES: I spent about four weeks. I was with him on the 
first trip, most of that time, until he got out 
of the state. I was with him when he came back 

from Oregon for those two days. 

O'BRIEN: Did you have any contact with Fred Dutton or 
Stephen E. Smith or . 

REES: Yes, I saw Fred from time to tirre. Dick Tuck 
and Smith and the whole group. I saw a fair 
amount of Frank Mankiewicz, who I probably know 

a little better. 
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What were some of the ma jor orga niza tiona l 
problems that you had? Any personalities in
volved? 

Well , you had the McCarthy people, most 
CDC--a nd the CDC did endorse McCarthy. 
the CDC w~ s a very weak organization by 

Right . 

of the 
Fortunately, 
then. 

REES : So the y weren ' t really doing the job. We were 
wor k i ng on youth for Kennedy. But on the cam-

' puses I found the students were still basically 
for McCar thy, b e c a use McC a rthy had been there first. I 
thought t hat Ke nnedy would do best--and everyone agreed on 
this- - in the Negro areas and the Mexican-American areas. 
These wer e the a reas that I spent most of my time in. We 
also d i d well in my own district ih the Jewish areas, 
especial l y in Fairfax, which is middle and lower middle 
income . We started losing a few when we got into upper 
middle and upper i ncome areas. In my district we only hit 
those pr e cincts where we knew every single vote would go 
for Kennedy. And we delivered about 85 percent--this is in 
the prima ry . Eighty-five percent of the Negroes voted 

I 

consisten tly . 

O'BRIEN : 85? 

REES: 85. And they went nine to one. I mean, it 
was great. 

O'BRIEN: Did Jess Unruh a nd some of the people around 
Jes s Unruh feel that there was a possibility 
of getting at the suburba n vote as well as the 

ethnic-gr oup votes? 
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REES: Yes . we had defined the vote. . The pro-
gram that I put together with our computer was 
taking the Kennedy '60 vote, the Proposition 14 

(the open housing vote), and the Brown-Yorty Democratic 
primary vote--that gives you an internal check, as against 
two general checks--and then programming that in with the 
registration of a precinct and a lso the percentage that 
voted in the last election. And this gave us a keyed 
print-out. 

O'BRIEN: Right. 

REES: we used basically this keyed print-out, and jf we 
found some suburban areas where there was a 
chance, we'd try to do something there. But 

in a short campaign, you have to hit your strength; you 
don't have time to go out and convince anybody. 

O'BRIEN: In this program that you ran ~ through--that was 
for your own congressional district. 

REES: 

O'BRIEN: 

REES: 

O'BRIEN : 

REES: 

O'BRIEN: 

No, it was for the county. 

Oh, for the whole 40s Angeles County. 

Yes. I've been working with computer program
ming for about the last four or five years. 

And this was made available to the Kennedy 
organization? 

Yes. 

And they followed that pretty well in campaign 
techniques? 
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REES: Yes. Incidentally, I'm trying to set some 
classes up now for the Democratic members, 
just to show them how to analyze districts 

and figure out their strengths and their weaknesses. If 
we had had a year for the Kennedy campa ign, we would h a ve 
run a different campaign. But we just had a couple of 
months. There's only one thing to do; that's head where 
you're going to get it. 

O'BRIEN: 

REES: 

O'BRIEN: 

Anyone in the Kennedy organization become in
trigued with this and, at this point, become 
interested in perhaps applying it elsewhere? 

I don't know . I haven't really talked to too 
many people. 

As you look back at people like Jerry Bruno 
and many of the people who came into the state 
from outside, which of those people do you 

think were most effective? 
.. 

REES: Well, I don't know. I was completely mes-
merized by Bruno because he's such a sweet 
looking guy, and he's the roughest, toughest 

son-of-a-gun I've ever met. I , think he's just great. Of 
course, I think Mankiewicz i s tremendous. He's damn good 
under fire. As for the others, there were always these 
Kennedy people wandering in, r-nd really you don't know wha t 
to do with most of them. I mean, they say, "Well, look, 
I'm his second cousin fr om Hyannis Port," and, you know, 
what do you do? This is a problem in campaigns--what the 
hell do you do with volunteers because a lot of things 
you used to use them for are now done by machine. 

God, I'll tell you, I was glad to be in the Bob 
Kennedy campaign because I'll never be in anything like it 
a gain, I d:>n't think. I mean just the electricity and the 
charge and everyone feeling--I mean, God, you're just a 
band of brothers, you know. 
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It was a little bit like 1960, then. 

Yes. And, in some respects, I thought it was 
even better than 1960. 

/' 


