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Oral History Interview

with

WALTER N. TOBRINER

July 6, 1964
Washington, D.C.

By Charles T. Morrissey

For the John F. Kennedy Library

MORRISSEY: A few days ago you told me about three instances in which you talked
with John Kennedy when he was President. Could you recount those
instances for me now?

TOBRINER: One occasion was just after the opening baseball game here in Washington
in 1962. We were lined up awaiting the arrival of the Shah of Persia at the
National Airport. The President arrived a little bit earlier than the airplane

carrying the Shah and walked down the receiving line. He stopped opposite me and said he
thought the concessionaire at the District stadium was taking advantage of the situation. I
said to him: “Mr. President, do you have any specifics?” He said: “Yes. I was out at the
opening ballgame and I found that the hot dogs were cold, that the Coca-Cola had too much
ice in it, and that generally the level of service wasn’t up to what might be expected.” He
further indicated that he knew that the concessionaire had a ten year contract and asked me
what, if anything, I could do about it. I told him we would look into the matter very
thoroughly. He stated that Stewart Udall, the Secretary of the Interior, would call me later,
which he did, and as a result of that conversation with the President and with Secretary Udall
the service was vastly improved.

Another instance that I recall was during the visit, I believe, of the President of
Bolivia. At that time Blair House was closed for repairs and the government had taken over



the Ranchard House on S Street. I was waiting at the vestibule to give a key to the President
of Bolivia. The motorcade was delayed after the President had arrived and he and the
President of Bolivia and I stood for some time in the vestibule awaiting the arrival of the rest
of the Presidential party. The President turned to me and said: “Well, Mr. Commissioner, I
think you might as well give your speech to the two of us. It doesn’t appear that any of the
citizens have arrived as yet.” The President of Bolivia demurred, however, and within a
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minute or two the rest of the cavalcade drew up and the usual audience was present.
On another occasion, during the visit of a foreign head of state, I had just given the

key to the city to the dignitary in question and the party had gone into Blair House. As the
President was leaving he stopped me and said: “Mr. Commissioner, when do I get a key to
the city? I suppose just before I leave!”

MORRISSEY: Could you tell me about your relationship with the President, or with
members of his staff, in regard to a home-rule bill for the District?

TOBRINER: Yes. I had no direct relationship with the President on that matter.
However, we spent a number of hours with the White House staff going
over the provisions of a home-rule bill which subsequently was adopted as

part of the Administration’s program and was accompanied by a special Presidential message
when it was presented to the Congress.

MORRISSEY: Was there any one person in particular on the White House staff with
whom you dealt?

TOBRINER: Lee White was the principal person we dealt with on the home-rule bill.

MORRISSEY: In your dealings with the White House generally throughout the time Mr.
Kennedy was President did you tend to deal with Lee White, or Charles
Horsky, or with some one else perhaps?

TOBRINER: I tended to deal with both Lee White and Mr. Horsky -- Mr. Horsky
largely on matters involving public welfare, Lee White on matters more
directly concerned with Administration policies as they related to the

District of Columbia, such as civil rights.

MORRISSEY: Could you elaborate a bit on what was involved in the hours of discussion
to formulate a home-rule bill for the District? What were the problems?

TOBRINER: The problems were those involved in a possible presidential veto of acts of
the city council which would affect adversely the federal interest, whether



it would be better to have a territorial form of government with a mayor or
governor appointed by the President, or whether it would be better to have a popularly
elected mayor. Then the question of the type of primary election was also discussed, and the
qualifications of voters. As I recall the President was in
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favor of reducing the age of voting to eighteen on the theory that men were compelled to
serve their country in the draft at eighteen and therefore, because of that, should be eligible to
take part in elections.

MORRISSEY: Did that go into the bill?

TOBRINER: My recollection is that it did but that it was subsequently removed by one
branch of the legislature. I am not sure whether it actually went into the
bill or whether we changed it before it was submitted.

MORRISSEY: Any further recollections of these deliberations?

TOBRINER: They took place two years ago and I think I have given you the major
points which were discussed.

MORRISSEY: Did you have any relationship with the White House staff or with the
President in regard to the mental retardation program?

TOBRINER: Yes. That was a subject, as we all know, which was very close to the
President’s heart. I had some preliminary discussion with the White House
staff and that was followed by a letter from the President to me, detailing

what he hoped might be done toward the establishment of a mental retardation program, the
rehabilitation of mentally retarded patients. The emphasis was to be on community centers of
a domestic rather than institutional nature, where mentally retarded patients in the
convalescent stage might be prepared for fruitful entrance into the community. There was
also to be -- and there will be -- an emphasis on early detection and prevention of progression
of those mental diseases or disorientations which are susceptible to early treatment.

MORRISSEY: Was he particularly interested in having Washington move forward in this
area?

TOBRINER: Yes. It was always his desire, as in most matters affecting municipal
affairs, to have Washington serve as a model for the country.

MORRISSEY: How about the preparation of the budget for the District? Did you confer
about this with him or with members of his staff?



TOBRINER: Yes. This was discussed at great length with Mr. Horsky and with
members of the federal Bureau of the Budget and with our budget office.
A so-called federal formula was developed which was
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the subject of a special presidential budget message for fiscal year 1963. This formula
involved the concept that the federal government should be treated just like any other
business entity in the city, that real estate owned and used by the federal government for its
operations should be subject to a payment equal to the amount of tax that would be ordinarily
levied on such real estate if the federal government had been a private owner. Further, the
federal formula provided that personal property, with certain exemptions -- such as objects of
art, museums, books in the congressional library and the like -- should be treated as if the
owner were a private individual rather than the federal government. Finally, there was an
apportionment of the franchise tax based on the number of federal employees in the District
as opposed to non-federal employees, excluding domestics. This federal formula, as you
know, has never been adopted by the Congress.

MORRISSEY: Could you tell me about the decision to provide the District with a
fair-housing ordinance if the Congress did not take action in this area?

TOBRINER: This project was initiated by the Commissioners. I know it met with the
favor of the President because in a speech to a conference of mayors in
Hawaii he made reference to the fact that the Commissioners were

preparing to issue a fair-housing ordinance in the District of Columbia. This, as you know,
was promulgated December 31, 1963.

MORRISSEY: Did you have any discussion with the President, or with members of his
staff, in regard to the March on Washington in August, 1963?

TOBRINER: Yes, we worked very closely with the Department of Justice, with the
White House staff, with the Army, and with the Police Department in that
respect. We had conferences with the railroads in regard to transportation,

and with the Army in respect to plans for military intervention if found to be necessary. I had
direct lines during that crisis to the White House, to the Army war room, to the Police
Department, and to the Department of Justice.

MORRISSEY: Could you tell me something about the circumstances regarding your
appointment as Commissioner? Why were you chosen?

TOBRINER: That will always remain a mystery to me, but I was the nominee of the
Democratic Central Committee here and I suppose that was the principal
reason I was chosen. I am a lifelong resident
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of Washington, having been born here, and my father having been here since before the Civil
War. I’ve always been interested in Washington, having been formerly president of the Board
of Education, president of two hospitals and variously engaged in civic enterprises.

MORRISSEY: Had you gone to the convention in Los Angeles in 1960?

TOBRINER: Yes, both in 1956 in Chicago and in 1960 in Los Angeles.

MORRISSEY: Do you have any recollections of Senator Kennedy’s effort to get the
vice-presidential nomination in 1956?

TOBRINER: In 1956? Yes. It was interesting in that the District of Columbia
delegation, which is a very minor delegation, politically speaking, had
what seemed to me at the time the temerity to invite various

vice-presidential candidates to appear before it and to say something about themselves.
Senator Kennedy was among those who appeared. As a matter of fact I was not present
during the voting for the vice-presidential nominee. I watched it by television from the
railroad station on our way back to Washington.

MORRISSEY: Do you have any recollections of the convention in 1960?

TOBRINER: Yes, I do. I have very distinct recollections of that convention. I was
pledged to Hubert Humphrey as a result of the local primary. Senator
Humphrey released the delegation at the convention, and thereafter there

was a split between Stevenson and Kennedy. However, it seemed to the majority of the
delegation that Senator Kennedy was ultimately the better choice and the delegation went
that way. There was also a split in regard to the nomination of President Johnson was the
Vice-President but after a while Senator Monroney convinced me that this was the logical
choice and I voted for President Johnson. In my opinion the best description of the District
delegation to the Los Angeles convention is in an article titled “Scrambled Eggheads,” by
Frances “Scottie” Lanahan, which was published in the Reporter (August 4, 1960.)

MORRISSEY: Let me go back to one point you made a moment ago -- the President’s
interest in making Washington an excellent example of municipal
government for the nation. Could you elaborate on this? Did he ever speak

along these lines to you, or give other indications of what he hoped could be done?

TOBRINER: He never spoke along these lines to me but in everything
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he did, as far as legislation was concerned, as far as his support for civil
rights in the District of Columbia was concerned, and as far as his interest

in the aesthetics of our city was concerned, it was apparent that he wanted to make
Washington a model for the nation.

MORRISSEY: Do you have any final comments or observations about Kennedy’s career
or his administration as President?

TOBRINER: Well, I am one of the profoundest admirers of Kennedy. I think that in his
death we lost a tremendous force for idealism, for fresh and new ideas, for
intellectual curiosity, for the pursuit of excellence, for all those things

which make for a fine city and a wonderful nation.

MORRISSEY: Thank you very much, Mr. Tobriner.

[END OF INTERVIEW]
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