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Oral History Interview
with
JOSEPH RUSS0

Boston, Massachusetts

8y Bdward Martin
For the John F. Kennedy libravy

MARTIN: The following interview is with Joseph Russo, long
time active in Boston politics, a former Boston aity
counciiman. The interviewer is Ed Hartin. The date

is June 2, 1964.

Joe, your carger in politics begins way baek, perhaps in
m‘tiﬂ

RUSEQs 19237.

MARTIN: 19237 in the West End of Boston, where you were well
known.

RUSS80: Yes. It represents the North, West, and South Ends of
Boston. I ran for the City Couneil in 19237. As you well
know, that waz the stronghold of the Mertin Lomasney
organization.

ﬁ&aﬁm Was that the ei,ghém member council at the time?

RUSERE  Twenty-two member council. Thers was a councilor
: ammameuzrzm. Mine wvas comprised of the
West and South Ends of Boston.. I was defeated
by John I. [Fitzgeraldl/ in 1937. But I defested him and the ore
ganization 1923%. I wae elected and reelected; I served conw
tinuvously up through 1947, which made eight years on the City



MARTIN: But it wae in 1242 you decided you'd bid for Congress?

RUSSO e Yes. In 1942 I announced as a candidate for Congress.
At that time it was the Eleventh Congressional District,
as you well know.

MARTIN: wWho was Congreseman then, Joe?
RUBE0: At tmt tim 1'& WaBae o 2 o
MARTIN: /John P,/ Higgins?

RUSSO¢ Higgins. John Cotter then took his place, as you well
know, when he was appointed to be Chief Justice. 8o I
announced for Congress, and I had a little advertising

already going and campaigning. You know how strenuous that is.

Gee, out of nowhere that time, ceme good old /James Michael/ #im

Curley came along. Of course, he had been Congressman; he had

been Mayor for four times; and he had been Governor of the

Commonwealth. Naturally, that dimmed my prospect, because you

had to give the man credit, he was well known. He had his pros

and cons like we all do. Anyway, I became a candidate. I put
up, I thought, a real fight, but the people chose, elected

Curley. HNaturally, I waited then for four more years. Then I

announced for Congrese again.

MARTIN: In 1946.

RUSS01: In 1946, I had run previously for senator of the
senatorial district. The same thing happened, you know.
Italo-americans put in there and all and eo forth and

80 on. That's part of the game. But in 1246 I announced myself

for Congfess again. I had gone right along. I was organizing.

I had a very nice organization, and I thought that I had a good

ghot at it. Aand lo and behold, I'm in a campaign with Jack

Kennedy. Of course, I didn*t know Jack at that time, but I felt

that here is a younyg man and he runs into my district. And theme

I am. I knew what I was confronted with, but we went to bat,

so-called, at the election time. Of course, as you well know,

MARTIN: Who else was in that fight, Joe, that you can recall?
There was another Russo.



RUBSO0 2 There was another Joseph Russo that they had put in
there., Of course, I was pretty well liked in those
daye, and they put in this other Joseph Russo.in order

to complicate the names.

MARTIN: There was a Bevilacqua, I think, and Catherine Palvey.

RUESO s Yee. Gee, I don't recall just all the candidates there.
were &t that time, but there were guite a few candidates.
I think that /Michael J,7 Mike Neville was a candidate,
and John Cotter wae a candidate,

MARTIN: Joe, the primary that year was in June, I believe. What
was the resson for that? Why would they have it in June

instead of Ffeptember?
RUSEO Gee, I really ldon't remember,

MARTIN: Did it have something to do with the veberans coming
back? Or absentee ballote?

RUBEO 3 It might have had.

BARTIN I understand, too, that in that first fight Jack Kennedy
didn't take the North End. I'm not sure what he 4id in

the West End.

RUBSO ¢ No. I carried the North End. If I'm gogrect, I think
that I carried the Forth End. I did pretty good con-
sidering all these candidates that were in there.

MARTIN ¢ In your campaign speeches at the time, what tack would
vou take against Kennedy, who appearved to be the froné
runner? The fact that he was not familiar with the
diptrict?

RUBEC » I took the stand that he was not a8 real resident of the
' district, and therefore, he did not know the fundamental
neceseities of the particular dietrict that I represented
at that time. Of course, naturally, I don’'t hold it against him.
Believe me, I didn't hold it againet him at that time--neither do
I now--but the money end of it entered into it, After the election,
of course, I congratulated him,
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Az a matter of fact, in 1988, I believe, after he had gone
after the nomination for Vice President of the United Statese
I think we were at the Hotel Fheraton Plasza. I believe the
Fourth Degree ¥nights /of Columbug/ were having some kind of an
affair. My wife and I were present there. Jack was at the head
table. When he got through, he came down fram the head table.
He came over to me and said, "Hi, Joe, How are you? Hi, Mrs.
Rugso." ®Ch, fine, Jack. How are you?” We talked about it,.
I paid to him, "Jack, you know, when I reflect back, I'm thank-
ful that you defeated me for Congress.” He laughed and he sald,
“What do you mean, Joe?" “Well," I said, "I would have never
been able to be President of the United States because, first of
all, I waen't born here even though my family goes back seventy-
odd years. But you will be President of the United States some-
day." And he lauched; he grinned. 1 #aid, "But theve's one
thing you or anyone else cannot deprive my childyven of, boasting
that once upon a tims the Preeident of the United States was a
candidate against their father." GCee, he had a great kick out
of that one.

MARTIN: That's true. Can you recall during that particular
campaign any amusing incidents that cccured, Joe? Did
he, for exsmple, draw any of your workers to him? You

had a pretty good organization.

RUES0 s I had what I called a very good organisation, although
then he was able to draw some of my ocrganigzetion. Or,
ghould I say, you know what it means vhen I wae con-~

fronted with another Russo, I wee confronted with four other

Italo~fmerican candidates. You knay that discourages the ordinary

voter. They say, “"Well, he ien't going to win.” 8o, vhy waste

their vote? You have thoge kind of voting éndividuals that think
that way. That's what really 4id the job. »s a matter of fact,
in order to defeat me in another contest--I was defeated for the

Council=-they had two other Joseph Russos, and I wag there in

between., I could not advertise myself as Joseph Russo. 1 had

to advertise myself ag the "Middle Rususe“, because I had a Joseph

Fusso & * ané a Joseph Russo below.

MARTIN: Who do you think put in the other Russoas?

RUBBO 3 Well naturally, I'm not to say who put it in. I don't
Tnow .
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HBETIN: You've got pretty good idess, thoudh.
RUSE0 ¢ fome one of ny opposition must have thought of that.
MARTIH:  Joe, vhist wae the West End like back in early '467

FUSEO, Well, I have slways bossted about my Mstrsm,: It W&
one of the most coswpolitén distyriets. I bel
we have Ameriomn citisens of every raclal group. ?c
my knowledge, in fifty yeare we've got along eo fine, WHe've gil
had our ups snd dewms: we had discord. But, after that was lroned
¢ 1 think everything ran smeothly. It was a very nice place
to live ip and o work in. We really enjoyed ourselves. As a
matter of fact, I reflect back in =y vears that my Sad., . . .
By the way, my father oroseed the Atlantic Cosan seventeen tines
bafore he finslly decided in 1912 to get all his family in here.

HARTIE: But how shout after that firet emwsi&ﬁi fight?
Did you have eny associations with the President?

RUESC After my congressional {ight with him, I supported his

in my own way vhen he van for the Senste. Of course,

I vas election commienioner, a8 yoo well kaow, for
thirtesn yveare in the city of Boston, and} served eight yeare in
the City Council. I have had 2 ¢reat ademiration ever since he
defeated me for Congress. I oould see and I could hear the great
ingrovenents that had teken place in this young man. I knew that
he was & strong ecaliber. He had the making ©f & President. I
don 't know, when I smade that resark before, I had a feeling that
he would be President of the United States even though he was of
the Cathelic faith., In those daye, they spoke about that @
Catholic could not be elected. I had a grest admiration for him
although we were not too clese, I had the greatest respect, and
I think be had a grest respect for me, toU.

MARYING  Joe, vhen he dgodded to challenge /Menry Cabot/ lLodge
for that fenate ssat, Iodge, if I recall, had & strong
wull with the Italo-Americens. I mean, on his wife's

side there werse Itelians: he wae married inte an Jtalien fawily.

I think there wvas a strong feeling for lLodge throughout the

Italian communitios all over the stage. Did vou think that he

had @ shot at tipping this? & 70 thas
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BUSEO s Yos, I thought thaet he bad 2 good shot at e, I
thought it was a tough fight, & tight fight, but I
mmwmuﬁmam Jack had., He had 8 tre~

FMARTING: #ell, he had to Build froo the beglioning en a state-
wide {ight as you lunow.

RUESG . Yez., I 4i8 give him & chance. ¥ thought that he would,
although it was & hard fight en it. OFf course, being
8 Domocrat, naturally I voted for him.

HARTING: fure. But I know that lodge was ouite populay in the

Horth and in theiest End.

BUSSOT  Yes. That was m. of oourse
to #n Immim wirl é’rmm mragoictti/,

EARTIN:  Did you sver go dows to ¥ashington while he was 2
Congresasman oF § Senstor aad have scoasion to see him
atnzmmymm? A

ROOSG e iafa;, I never 4id. 3= 2 setter of fael, sy Saughter
lives in Eensington, Mm;a which is only about
seven of eight miles, somawhere around there. I ¢o
Qﬁmmﬂ&m mxmmmmimwmtmyu

-

BARTIN:  Bot you followed his cavreet? &m, how weald you fssses
him & & senator and &8 & congresaman? Do you think
hiz interests were in the W?

FUED0 I think thet he had 3 great knowledse of hwsandity., I
believe thst he set himsell out thet he wndersticod the
iittis wan, so-galled. And he understood, naturally.

the big nen becaure he wes fiasncislly @ big man, He uaderstond

the middle man'e problems. § really feel that, when thet tragedy
cane along, the country lost comedue who, I think, had great bow
cominge. I never ofied or my family never cried se much even
vhan I lest sy father and mother, Beslieve me vhen I say that.

I think that theh stands out pot only here in Zperica. I've had

relatives fyes ITtaly write to me how they felt in the same neuwner.

They had 8 great liking for him becsuse, I think he wae tryiag

to 4o the right thing b the people.

§




MARTIN: He appealed to all age groups, do you think?
RUBEQ s Yes, I really think sc.

MARTING  Joe, if you were asked to name one single guality that
he had that set him apgrt from many people, could you
name it? What do you think there wae about him that

was different than most?

RUSS0: I think that eometimes the people feel that the person
vwho has been gifted so-called, being a millicnaire, that
they are above the ordinary individual. I think that

vhat attracted him most to people was that he was not that type,

He was really vhat we call a regular fellow and understood the

problem of the little guy.

MARTIN: But you didn’'t see these gualities, perhaps, in the
heat of the campaign vhen he was first running for
Congress?

RUBBO ¢ Mo, Certminly not, I tell you that, at that time,
there I don't believe that I wae on a platform with
him at the same time in order to debate any lssues--I

thought, "Well, he is a young fellow. I don't think he knows

too much about it.¥ But the tremendous improvement from that day

on, it's unguestionable.

MARTIN: Can I stir your memory & bit? Can you recall now vhat
were some of the isues in that first fight? Were
there wmany particular issues that were debated or dise-

cugsed in that? I should imagine the returning veterans had a

iot to do.

FUBE0 Well, naturally, the returning veterans and the. . . .

Gee, my memory doesn't serve me right at this moment.

I think there were issues on foreign aid at that time,
too., I felt that the enemies of Mmerice were Rugsia and Communism
at that time. Hven bafore the war I had that opinion. I called
te the attention that, as you recall, the governwent didni'® want
to give aid to Bpain at that time. I gaid that I thought that
we ghould give aid to Spain at the time for our own salvation,
because that will be the point where Communism can be stopped.
Of course, there was prc and con in those dayve. I really don't
recall too much.



MARTIN ¢

BUSSD

What would vou spy your beet memory of the President
ie?

The best nemory imgwessed in my mind was his Inaugural
Mdrecs. T think that every word that he uttered was
gincere. He had the g¢rasp, the knowledge, It was

tremendous. To me he wae & grsat American,

Jmek’s grandfather--John P. (Hovey) Fitzgerald had a liking
for mee-gnd every time he would see me at an affalr, he wanted me
to harmonize "fweetr Adeline” together.

MARTIN:

*his had beon an interview with Joseph Ruseo, long time

astive in Boston politics, a former Boston city counell-
man, The interviewey, Ed Martin. The place is Bostea,

and the date, June 2, 1964,
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MARTIN:

Oral History Interview
with
JOSEPH RUSSO

June 2, 1964
Boston, Massachusetts

By Edward Martin

For the John F. Kennedy Library

The following interview is with Joseph Russo, long time active in
Boston politics, a former Boston city councilman. The interviewer is
Ed Martin. The date is June 2, 1964. Joe, your career in politics begins

way back, perhaps in the...

RUSSO:

MARTIN:

RUSSO:

MARTIN:

RUSSO:

1937

1937 in the West End of Boston, where you were well known.

Yes. It represents the North, West, and South Ends of Boston. I ran for
the City Council in 1937. As you well know, that was the stronghold
of the Martin Lomasney organization.

Was that the eighteen member council at the time?

Twenty-two member council. There was a councilor elected from each

district. Mine was comprised of the North, West and South Ends of
Boston. I was defeated by John I. [John I. Fitzgerald] in 1937. But I



defeated him and the organization in 1939. I was elected and reelected; I served continuously
up through 1947, which made eight years on the City Council.

[-1-]
MARTIN: But it was in 1942 you decided you’d bid for Congress?

RUSSO: Yes. In 1942 I announced as a candidate for Congress. At that time it
was the Eleventh Congressional District, as you well know.

MARTIN: Who was Congressman then, Joe?

RUSSO: At that time it was....

MARTIN: Higgins [John P. Higgins]?

RUSSO: Higgins. John Cotter then took his place, as you well know, when he

was appointed to be Chief Justice. So I announced for Congress, and I

had a little advertising already going and campaigning. You know how
strenuous that is. Gee, out of nowhere that time, came good old Jim Curley [James Michael
Curley] came along. Of course, he had been Congressman; he had been Mayor for four
times; and he had been Governor of the Commonwealth. Naturally, that dimmed my
prospect, because you had to give the man credit, he was well known. He had his pros and
cons like we all do. Anyway, I became a candidate. I put up, I thought, a real fight, but the
people chose, elected Curley. Naturally, I waited then for four more years. Then I announced
for Congress again.

MARTIN: In 1946

RUSSO: In 1946. I had run previously for senator of the senatorial district. The

same thing happened, you know. Italo-Americans put in there and all

and so forth and so on. That’s part of the game. But in 1946 1
announced myself for Congress again. I had gone right along. I was organizing. I had a very
nice organization, and I thought that I had a good shot at it. And lo and behold, ’'m in a
campaign with Jack Kennedy [John F. Kennedy]. Of course, I didn’t know Jack at that time,
but I felt that here is a young man and he runs into my district. And there [ am. [ knew what I
was confronted with, but we went to bat, so-called, at the election time. Of course, as you
well know, Jack defeated me.

MARTIN: Who else was in that fight, Joe, that you can recall? There was another
Russo.

[-2-]



RUSSO:

MARTIN:

RUSSO:

MARTIN:

RUSSO:

MARTIN:

RUSSO:

MARTIN:

RUSSO:

MARTIN:

RUSSO:

There was another Joseph Russo that they had put in there. Of course,
I was pretty well liked in those days, and they put in this other Joseph
Russo in order to complicate the names.

There was a Bevilacqua [Frank Bevilacqua], I think, and Catherine
Falvey.

Yes. Gee, I don’t recall just all the candidates there were at that time,
but there were quite a few candidates. I think that Mike Neville
[Michael J. Neville] was a candidate, and John Cotter was a candidate.

Joe, the primary that year was in June, I believe. What was the reason
for that? Why would they have it in June instead of September?

Gee, I really don’t remember.

Did it have something to do with the veterans coming back? Or
absentee ballots?

It might have had.

I understand, too, that in that first fight Jack Kennedy didn’t take the
North End. I’'m not sure what he did in the West End.

No. I carried the North End. If I’'m correct, I think that I carried the
North End. I did pretty good considering all these candidates that were
in there.

In your campaign speeches at the time, what tack would you take
against Kennedy, who appeared to be the front runner? The fact that he
was not familiar with the district?

I took the stand that he was not a real resident of the district, and
therefore, he did not know the fundamental necessities of the particular
district that I represented at that time. Of course, naturally, I don’t hold

it against him. Believe me, I didn’t hold it against him at the time--neither do I now--but the
money end of it entered into it. After the election, of course, I congratulated him.

[-3-]

As a matter of fact, in 1958, I believe, after he had gone after the nomination for

Vice President of the United States--1 think we were at the Hotel Sheraton Plaza. I believe the
Fourth Degree Knights [of Columbus] were having some kind of an affair. My wife and I
were present there. Jack was at the head table. When he got through, he came down from the



head table. He came over to me and said, “Hi, Joe. How are you? Hi, Mrs. Russo.” “Oh, fine,
Jack. How are you?” We talked about it. I said to him, “Jack, you know, when I reflect back,
I’'m thankful that you defeated me for Congress.” He laughed and he said, “What do you
mean, Joe?” “Well,” I said, “I would have never been able to be President of the United
States because, first of all, I wasn’t born here even though my family goes back seventy-odd
years. But you will be President of the United States someday.” And he laughed; he grinned.
I said, “But there’s one thing you or anyone else cannot deprive my children of, boasting that
once upon a time the President of the United States was a candidate against their father.”
Gee, he had a great kick out of that one.

MARTIN: That’s true. Can you recall during that particular campaign any
amusing incidents that occurred, Joe? Did he, for example, draw any
of your workers to him? You had a pretty good organization.

RUSSO: I had what I called a very good organization, although then he was
able to draw some of my organization. Or, should I say, you know
what it means when I was confronted with another Russo, I was

confronted with four other Italo-American candidates. You know that discourages the

ordinary voter. They say, “Well, he isn’t going to win.” So, why waste their vote? You have

those kind of voting individuals that think that way. That’s what really did the job. As a

matter of fact, in order to defeat me in another contest--I was defeated for the Council--they

had two other Joseph Russos, and I was there in between. I could not advertise myself as

Joseph Russo. I had to advertise myself as the “Middle Russo”, because I had a Joseph Russo

above and a Joseph Russo below.

MARTIN: Who do you think put in the other Russos?
RUSSO: Well naturally, I’'m not to say who put it in. I don’t know.
[4]
MARTIN: You’ve got pretty good ideas, though.
RUSSO: Some one of my opposition must have thought of that.
MARTIN: Joe, what was the West End like back in early ‘46?
RUSSO: Well, I have always boasted about my district. It was one of the most

cosmopolitan districts. I believe that we have American citizens of

every racial group. To my knowledge, in fifty years we’ve got along so
fine. We’ve all had our ups and downs; we had discord. But, after that was ironed out, I think
everything ran smoothly. It was a very nice place to live in and to work in. We really enjoyed
ourselves. As a matter of fact, I reflect back in my years that my dad.... By the way, my



father crossed the Atlantic Ocean seventeen times before he finally decided in 1912 to get all
his family in here.

MARTIN: But how about after that first congressional fight? Did you have any
associations with the President?

RUSSO: After my congressional fight with him, I supported him in my own
way when he ran for the Senate. Of course, I was election
commissioner, as you well know, for thirteen years in the city of

Boston, and I served eight years in the City Council. I have had a great admiration ever since

he defeated me for Congress. I could see and I could hear the great improvements that had

taken place in this young man. [ knew that he was a strong caliber. He had the making of a

President. I don’t know, when I made that remark before, I had a feeling that he would be

President of the United States even though he was of the Catholic faith. In those days, they

spoke about that a Catholic could not be elected. I had a great admiration for him although

we were not too close. I had the greatest respect, and I think he had a great respect for me,
too.

MARTIN: Joe, when he decided to challenge Lodge [Henry Cabot Lodge] for that
Senate seat, Lodge, if I recall, had a strong pull with the
Italo-Americans. I mean, on his wife’s side there were Italians; he was
married into an Italian family. I think there was a strong feeling for Lodge throughout the
Italian communities all over the state. Did you think that he had a shot at tipping this?
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RUSSO: Yes, I thought that he had a good shot at it. I thought it was a tough
fight, a tight fight, but I knew the organization that Jack had. He had a
tremendous organization.

MARTIN: Well, he had to build from the beginning on a statewide fight as you
know.

RUSSO: Yes. I did give him a chance. I thought that he would, although it was a
hard fight on it. Of course, being a Democrat, naturally I voted for
him.

MARTIN: Sure. But I know that Lodge was quite popular in the North and in the
West End.

RUSSO: Yes. That was due, of course, to his brother, the Governor of

Connecticut [John Lodge] who was married to and Italo-American girl
[Francesca Braggiotti].



MARTIN:

RUSSO:

request anything.

MARTIN:

RUSSO:

Did you ever go down to Washington while he was a Congressman or
a Senator and have occasion to see him at all on any matter?

No, I never did. As a matter of fact, my daughter lives in Kensington,
Maryland, which is only about seven or eight miles, somewhere
around there. I go there pretty often, but I never had the occasion to

But you followed his career? Joe, how would you assess him as a
Senator and as a Congressman? Do you think his interests were in the
people?

I think that he had a great knowledge of humanity. I believe that he set
himself out that he understood the little man, so-called. And he
understood, naturally, the big man because he was financially a big

man. He understood the middle man’s problems. I really feel that, when that tragedy came
along, the country lost someone who, I think, had great becomings. I never cried or my
family never cried as much even when I lost my father and mother. Believe me when I say
that. I think that that stands out not only here in America. I’ve had relatives from Italy write
to me how they felt in the same manner. They had a great liking for him because, I think he
was trying to do the right thing by the people.

MARTIN:

RUSSO:

MARTIN:

RUSSO:
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He appealed to all age groups, do you think?
Yes, I really think so.
Joe, if you were asked to name one single quality that he had that set
him apart from many people, could you name it? What do you think
there was about him that was different than most?
I think that sometimes the people feel that the person who has been

gifted so-called, being a millionaire, that they are above the ordinary
individual. I think that what attracted him most to people was that he

was not that type. He was really what we call a regular fellow and understood the problem of

the little guy.

MARTIN:

RUSSO:

But you didn’t see these qualities, perhaps, in the heat of the campaign
when he was first running for Congress?

No. Certainly not. I tell you that, at that time, there I don’t believe that
I was on a platform with him at the same time in order to debate any



issues--I thought, “Well, he is a young fellow. I don’t think he knows
too much about it.” But the tremendous improvement from that day on, it’s unquestionable.

MARTIN: Can I stir your memory a bit? Can you recall now what were some of
the issues in that first fight? Were there many particular issues that
were debated or discussed in that? I should imagine the returning

veterans had a lot to do.

RUSSO: Well, naturally, the returning veterans and the.... Gee, my memory
doesn’t serve me right at this moment. I think there were issues on
foreign aid at that time, too. I felt that the enemies of America were

Russia and Communism at that time. Even before the war I had that opinion. I called to the

attention that, as you recall, the government didn’t want to give aid to Spain at that time. |

said that I thought that we should give aid to Spain at the time for our own salvation, because
that will be the point where Communism can be stopped. Of course, there was pro and con in
those days. I really don’t recall too much.
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MARTIN: What would you say your best memory of the President is?

RUSSO: The best memory impressed in my mind was his Inaugural Address. I
think that every word that he uttered was sincere. He had the grasp, the
knowledge. It was tremendous. To me he was a great American.

Jack’s grandfather--John F. (“Honey”) Fitzgerald had a liking for me--and every
time he would see me at an affair, he wanted me to harmonize Sweet Adeline together.

MARTIN: This had been an interview with Joseph Russo, long time active in

Boston politics, a former Boston city councilman. The interviewer, Ed
Martin. The place is Boston, and the date, June 2, 1964.
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