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RA.CKMAN: 

after he 

Fourth Oral History Interview 

with 

THOMAS M. C. JOHNSTON 

February 9, 1970 
New York , New York 

By Larry J. Hackman 

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

Okay, let me just to start 
viewing Earl Graves coming 
him on Bedford,Stuyvesant? 

came on the staff? 

off with, because we're inter -
up: what can you remember about 
What did he do, particularly 

JOHNSTON: Wel l, initial ly, before he came on the staff, he had been 
helpful in tal ki ng t o people out there; had gotten us in 
touch with a number of people; and also, had just been 

helpful. And, then I f orget the exact date he came on the staff, but 
he continued to work on it . He was involved in it maybe less as time 
went on because . . . [ Interrupti on] He was less involved than one 
might have expected, as time went on, because of sort of local feelings 
out there. I think it was just probabl y a natural thing /w~~c~-:-h~ _ _a!~~t:= _:' 
have much to do about, but i t made it hard for him to act both as .. 
It was kind of what you'd almost have to call a conflict between his 
role as resident and citizen of Bedfor d- Stuyvesant , on the one hand, 
and as representative of Senator Kennedy. And, with all the competitive
ness out there I think it was difficult for him to operate , say, as 
effectively as if he ' d been working up in Harlem or in, for that 
matter , Westchester County--and he worked in quite a few areas . 

HACKMAN : In the earlier period, then, were his ties to basicall y 
the right ki nds of people out there? 

JOHNSTON: Yes . Yeah, he was in the sense that . Yeah, I ' d 
say his instincts were good--his sense of who was effective . 
It wasn ' t that. . He didn ' t have so much al legiances 

or commitments to anybody, as much as--and we didn ' t expect him to 



have that, and he didn't pretend to or desire to. I think his help
fulness was really in terms of information about people, judgment about 
their abilities, their relationships with one another and so on. He 
was extraordinarily helpful on that . 

HACKMAN: Okay . We went through the reconstituting of the board and 
everything out there. The only other thing I can think of 
is , if you can recall other things , a~er that all started 

going, that you remained involved in over time? 

JOHNSTON : Well, then I was very invol ved in sort of helping with 
Frank [Fr anklin A. Thomas] and helping on the D&S 
[Distribution & Services Corporation] side , both to re

cruit people f or D&S and to help develop programs and to get the 
funding, say, for the Superblock. I really spent an awful lot ... 
Senator Kennedy had me spend a great a.mount of time at the outset, 
because we didn' t have a staff CL'1.d we had taken on a lot of responsi 
bilit ies . I t was a difficult period because it was not clear. We 
didn't want to be running it , vis - a-vis Frank, and yet, we had to 
make some effort to help him out. 

That part worked out very well, actually, because he took hold 
and there wasn't any probl em. I think our problem came more in the 
area of making a contribution, and yet not too much of a contribution, 
vis- a -vis the director of D&S, who is Eli Jacobs and then who later 
became John Doar. In both cases, I think there was somewhat of a 
problem at different points [Interruption] 

HACKMAN: You were saying there was a slight problem with the Eli 
Jacobs- John Doar thing . 

JOHNSTON: Well, I think what you had there was a situation just com
pletely predictable, where we were the ones who generated 
these two corporations . In the case of Frank, you had a 

guy who came on early, full- time, very competent and took hold . In 
the case of Eli, you had a very able and good fellow who was on a 
temporary basis until we found another man; and who is operating, by 
definition, in a subsidiary, secondary support role to Frank--which 
is enough of a complication in itself . John came on after a period 
of time, when the thing had been going, and immediatel y , soon there
after got involved in the school board thing. So--but of course that 
was after Senator Kennedy ' s death, so that really isn't relevant to this . 

There ' s been a kind of a problem in the sense that our office had 
to steer a course between being too sort of active and taking too much 
responsibility and, at the same time, we had to be careful not to 
shirk the responsibility that Senator Kennedy's commitment to this 
thing represented. So, in some cases, I think we erred s ometimes 
in getting too invol ved and doing too m~ch, other times in not paying 
enough attention to some area Qr "other and letting it kind of fall to 
bits . 



I think that· probably I was . ... You know, in many cases , 
those were things which I .. . . [Interruption] When y ou look at the 
whole thing, that was a problem . I am not at all sure that somebody 
couldn ' t have handled it better, but it was a problem that was kind 
of built into the way in which these things got started and the way 
in which we were related to them, because it was clear that what we 
wanted to do, when you boil it right down, was have . . . . If the 
thing was going to work, we wanted it to be a success that was shared 
with a lot of other people, including the staffs of both those groups, 
the boards, and so on. On the other hand, though, it was also clear 
that if it was a failure it was going to be Robert Kennedy's failure . 
So, every time it got looking l ike it might be a failure, we ' d have 
to be there; and that, even in terms of some very small things, 
sometimes created problems . It meant that we spent, as a staff, a 
lot of time on it. 

HACKMAN: Okay . If there are other things on Bedford-Stuyvesant, you 
can probably sti ck them in as you read it over, or even put 
them in with the one you have . 

JOHNSTON: I'd say on the whole, what was interesting about it was 
that all the political people. I may have said this 
before , but I think it i s important point in summary : Bed

ford-Stuyvesant both looks very simple and very complicated . In an 
interesting way it was both, because, on the one hand it was something 
that Senator Kennedy saw was needed. By using his resources, hi s staff, 
his own experience and so on, hi s popularity, support that he had with 
black people--all of that made it relatively easy to do compared to, 
say, just anybody get ting out and trying to do it. 

On the other hand, though, it was terribly complicated, because 
for the same reasons that he had power and authority and s o on, he also 
had enemies. He had, say, in the public .... Governor [Nelson A.] 
Rockefeller was not for thi s; he tried to stop it . 
David Rockefeller was the only person that turned us down about going 
on the board. There was an effort . . . . And there was a great 
deal of suspici on on the part of [John V.] Lindsay and even, in a way, 
on the part of [jacob K.] Javits, although once Javits got on it , he 
got very committed to it. Out in the community, because he was so 
well- known, there was a great deal of attention drawn to the fact of 
what he was doing . It was harder to keep it quiet and go through the 
initial development phases we'd hoped to do quietly and without a lot 
of controversy. 

I don ' t thi nk quite all of the things that stormed around Judge 
[Thomas R. ] Jones ' s head would have happened with the same fero - city 
had there been somebody less well-known, who attracted l ess attention 
and held out less hope, really . I think we would have had certainly 
a lot less trouble in some ways with the [Lyndon B. ] Johnson admin
istration; although, funny enough, there was not a substant ial amount 
of trouble wi th them because they just didn ' t pay much attention to it . 



/. 

On the other hand, t here was incredible support. So, what's clear 
is, you have some t errific pluses by having Senator Kennedy do this . 
He di µ,on the other hand, I also think, he brought with him some prob
l ems, which you couldn ' t separate out . 

On balance, though, what's clear and what's really relevant to 
other experiences like this is that what made i t work--and I thi nk 
it' s late enough now, it's at a point now where you can say it has 
worked in at least its first phase. Whether it' s really successful 
is something that in five to ten years from now we'll know. But in 
terms of this actual getting it al l put together, what reall y made the 
difference was a man who was able to mobi lize lots of good people-
people that he wasn ' t afraid to have see him under pressure and wasn ' t 
necessari l yupolitical supporters of his--put them together, get an 
eff ect ive working unit out of all of that , and then forge on at great 
p olitical risk t o himself . 

In all of this , smart political people in New York City looking 
at this said he was crazy to get into i t because he was really moving 
into an area which was Lindsay ' s--which was Lindsay ' s problem-- and 
where hi s failures would be a lot more visible, demonstrable , than 
if he were just making speeches on the Senate floor . 

HA.CKMAN: Yeah . Who were any of these people? 

JOHNSTON: Well, Paul Bragdon was one, for instance, who ' s a very 
bright, able guy. I think Debs My-ers probably felt the 
same way . A number of people, just looking at it coldly, 

politically, would make the j udgment that this didn 't make too much 
sense over t he short term. Now, they could see the longer -run ram
ifications , but from Robert Kennedy ' s point of view--who was already 
sympathetic, well, was already considered to be a f r iend to the 
blacks and the disadvantaged--one more effort like this didn ' t 
really gain him that much with them; it hurt him maybe with people 
that thought that he ' d -already had too much of an emphasis on that; 
and basically, but even more important, it laid him open to a real 
fiasco in terms of operat ions breaking down, nothing happening, 
groups squabbling. 

So the very fact that it got going at all, 'in a sense , was a 
success in those terms, because it avoided a disaster . Then, t he 
fact that he got good quality people like Thomas, Doar, and others 
out there, and got these board members like [Benno] Schmidt and all 
of them--[Andre] Meyer, [ Roswell L.] Gilpatr~c--to really spend t i me 
on it, was a sort of positi ve result of a rather bold- - extremely 
bold--move, when you consider what he was risking with it. 

HA.CKMAN : You mentioned Lindsay a little bit on Bedford- Stuyvesant . 
I t hink you said last t ime that ther e were some other 
things on Lindsay you can remember . 



JOHNSTON: Well, Lindsay. The relationship between Robert Kennedy 
and John Lindsay was interesting because it was never an 
easy one; I think that ' s probably the best way to put it . 

You don ' t want to overstate the differences and overstate the sort 
of conflicts because I think it 's easy to do that, and that's a 
mi stake . I think probably the fact is, though, t hat going back t o the 
time when Robert Kennedy was attorney general, Lindsay made some 
critical remarks in the House [of Representatives] about Robert 
Kennedy which probably went back to an earlier social difference . I t 
started in a rather small way in Washington, grew up to become kind of 
a competitive and just a tempera.mental difference between the two. 

HACKMAN: Did he say this? I mean, did he ever talk about this? 
This is how it started? Something . 

JOHNSTON : Well, no . I ' d beard that; he never sai d that . I' d heard 
that i t just came about when Lindsay made a toast at a 
party and Robert Kennedy stood up--in the s ixties this was, 

and the toast was rather long and pompous-- and made a toast which was 
light and rather obviously a parody of the pri or toast. But that's 
s omebody's story, and that might or might not have happened . Even 
if i t happened, it might have been something that Lindsay forgot about 
the next day and wasn't anything. 

In any case, there was a history when Robert Kennedy got to be 
senator and Lindsay became mayor. There' s been a history of sort of 
differences, and everybody was always, of course, writing about them 
as competitors f or the presidency and so on; so , they were competing 
with each other, in a sense, here . I ' d say it made for it and a 
lot of other el ements , just in terms of the political fact s up here; 
Lindsay's future , Kennedy's future, Kennedy's future, and all of 
that made it a complicated ki nd of relationship. 

They didn't really work together that much on that many things. 
They worked on the Police- Civilian Review Board, which Lindsay pro
posed and which was defeated . Kennedy and Javits helped campaign 
for that . They worked on the Bedf ord- Stuyvesant thing together . 
They had some joint press conferences on different subjects where 
they were both involved. 

Generally, there was a sort of tightness and a kind of a stiffness 
about them when they were together. Rober t Kennedy is the much more 
relaxed of the two. I t seemed to make Lindsay. . . But I wouldn't 
say he made any great effort to put Lindsay at ease or to reach out 
and be particularly warm about anything . He wasn't rude , and neither 
was Lindsay, but Lindsay then would get rather stiff and ... 
So, I'd say it was about what you 'd expect, knowing them both and 
knowing their situations . 

On the other hand, on things really when they counted, in many 
cases Lindsay was terribly helpful . The prob lem, of course, wasn't 



really that he didn't want to be helpful . It was, in the case of things 
like Bedford- Stuyvesant, he didn't have much more power than Kennedy 
did, in many instances, to move a city agency . Obviously, he was 
closer to the problem, and he had a sort of . . . . Theoretically 
he could do more, but, in fact, he often was just about as far from 
the capacity to get the job done as the senator would be. So, I think 
that, to the extent that we got limited help, which we really have to 
date from t he city, it' s more a function of just the bureaucracy and 
the problems that Lindsay, or any man, would encounter in running 
a city. 

HACKMAN: Okay. A couple of the other things. 
talk about Tom Hayden, Robert Lowell. 
there? 

You were going to 
Anything stand out 

JOHNSTON: Yeah . I think that was particularly interesting about 
Robert Kennedy and was the great joy of working with him; 
for me, I mean . Really, I'd say one of the great dividends, 

among many, of working for him was the f act t hat he really was very 
curious about people and profoundly interested not so much in their 
substantive point of view as the way they looked at things, their 
quality as people, their character. And he was interested enough in 
that to take advantage of opportunities that he had, being senator, 
to meet people like Hayden, like Staughton Lynd , like Jimmy Breslin, 
like Robert Lowell, [Yevgeny] Yevtushenko, [Andrei] Vozneshensky, 
quite a few people--they're really up in the dozens and dozens of 
people like that - -who for one reason or another wanted to see him. 

Now, many times he ' d be very perfunctory. The interesting 
thing about him was that he varied quite a bit. Sometimes you 'd have 
a meeting and he just wouldn't make any effort at all; he ' d just sit 
there and really wouldn ' t gi ve at all to this . Generally, that was 
when it woUld be s ome foreign minister or the consel from some country 
coming to present their credentials . They had a lot of those kind 
of meetings, and those were pretty brief and rather-sthey were never 
chilly; they were warm, in a way--minimal . So, I don ' t mean, really, 
those, of which there were lots and lots . 

Really, I think what was most interesting for him and for me- -for 
him, principally, and, then, I think, for the people themselves--

' was he ' d have a drink in the late afternoon, say with Lowell; they would 
· -jus-fla;J.k' for a couple of hours- -with Hayden and Lynd another time, with 
a number of these people, and Vozneshensky--or sometimes it'd be in the 
morning. But he ' d spend an hour, an hour and a half, and just talk 
about anything, totally unrelated to politics. In the case of Lowell, 
it was about the Old Testament most of the time. Lowell was telling 
stories about it, and he was talking about it. 

I think that was a great source of. . He had a real kind of 
a need, almost, to have t hose kinds of conversations and do that kind 
of reading as well . 

HACKMAN: Would he open up, or would he mostly ask questions? 



JOHNSTON: No, he 1 d do both. He 1 d speak as much as the other fell ow, 
depending on. . . But I think his effort was not - - and 
that was both a great source of his charm and, also, I 

think, a great relief for people--to impress people that he knew . He, 
very often, you know, was able to finish a couplet that Richard Burton 
couldn't remember . I mean, it wasn ' t as if he couldn't contribute- 
and he did, very much, do that . But, I think you1 d have to say, 
generally, he assumed that whatever subject they were talking about, 
whoever it was knew more about it than he did. But it wasn ' t just a 
sort of interrogation, either. 

HACKMAN: Would he ever say, for instance , "Well, gee , I don't know 
anything about this at all?" 

JOHNSTON: Well, I don 1 t think he ' d ever pretend that he did if he 
didn 1 t. In many cases he didn't but he wouldn't say it 
in that way. I mean, it wasn't his way of saying it; 

it wasn 1 t his approach to it . 

HACKMAN: Would he ever try to change subjects with people like that? 

JOHNSTON: Change subjects? 

HACKMAN: Yeah. Can you remember things that bored him, that turned 
him off, and so, he just wanted to change the subject with 
people like that? 

JOHNSTON: Oh, I see what you mea...~ . No, not with people like that, 
no. I mean, he did that with people ~ha~ he . . . . I 
think you just have to make the distinction between 

people that he sort of had to see and then the people that he really 
had chosen . What I 1 m talking about are people who it was a deep 
kind of pleasure and a great opportunity for him to see . 

I think what 1 s important is that he .. . . You see , what's aw
fully hard and what's rather rare, I t hink, among people who are so 
busy and have all of those kind of responsibilities, problems, and, 
also, rather easy joys of going to meetings and being applauded, is 
the capacity that he had to stop and really just sink into something, 
really absorb the presence and the experience of somebody else--
in a gratuitous way, in a way that didn' t lead him any further down 
the path to some political goal . I mean, he was not single-minded in 
that way,at all. 

That 1 s what 1 s, I think, often hard to get if you're just read-
ing books about him. You can understand that yes, he had many advisers, 
that he sought out many points of view, that he traveled to many 
places and did many different kinds of things, but you still tend, 
I think, to believe that all this was subordinated to a kind of 
monolithic will. Most often, implicit in that is almost some kind of 
coherent program that he had in mihd, all of which related to his 
own political sort of advancement. 



I think that is really far from the truth, and it ' s a very hard 
thing to convey the other because you will say, "Well, he read, you 
know, lots of books . " Well, people will say, "Yeah? What kind of 
books?" You say, "Wel l, he was interested in Greek tragedy, and he 
reads historical novels; he reads quite a lot of poetry; he reads 
Shakespeare; he reads some topical, current books , but not so many 
older novel s . " 

Wel l , you tell somebody that , and they say, "That's fine. That's 
the kind of veneer that you ' d expect a politician and a Kennedy to 
have . His brother di d that; he'd have to do that . It doesn't mean 
he has any interest, or that he really, in a sense, values that as 
anythi ng but a kind ~f form of camouflage, like you'd wear a tie to 
dinner .-I:t! sa8ort of cultural little thing that you hang on and 
has no -real. ~:~ = It doesn ' t tell you much more about him than we 
already knew. " That ' s, I think, the normal response somebody would 
give to that. 

I think what ' s reveal ing about these kinds of conversations is 
that he really was much more interested, genuinely, in the substance 
of it , and just in his ability, really, to ;$-ort::orget:Olit~-- c;r- _, 
his own situation , to get outside of being senator , brother .of the 
late president, and possible future president, and to just confront 
those things in the way one would as a student or just as a citizen, 
as a human being . 

¥ ou know, another instance of that is whenever we went on these 
trips . Whenever ther e was a time when we had some free time, whether 
it was , say, like in Athens , at the end of the Africa trip . . He 
said, "Could we find some professors who could take us to the Parthenon 
and some of the other ruins?" [Interruption] 


