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Second Oral History Interview 

with -
I 

j 
PHILLEO NASH - j 

March 8, 1966 
washington, D.c. 

-J 

By Charles T. Morrissey 

For the John F. Ka1nedy Library 

MORRISSEY: I can only think of one question that we might 
have missed on the primary, and this is a very 
minor one, but I have a vague recollection of 

seeing a picture of you and Senator John Kennedy drinking 
cranberry juice. 

NASH: 

MORRISSEY: 

Oh, that is correct. 

Somewhere during that campaign. What's the 
story on that? 

NASH: well, the story on that is that the business 
had just come out from the Food and Drug 
Administration about--it seems to me it was just 

before Thanksgiving in '59, yes. 

MORRISSEY: Right. 

NASH: So t h e primary, of c ourse, was in March or 
April of '60, and s ena tor Kennedy and the entire 
Massachusetts delegation, with the entire 

Wisconsin delegation had been more active than any others 
in seeing to it that the ban was lifted and the blow was 
ameliorated . They were helpful in getting some dec is ions 
made over in the Depart ment of Agricul t ure in that connection, 
for example. 
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sent ed . ~ n the cra nb2rry industry . The then state senato r 
from Fl)rt Edwards, Wisconsin was Jack [John M.] Potter. 
He's an old friend and a leading Republican. we have plenty 
o~ Demccr~ts among the cranber~y growers, but only one . 
lieuter:a nt gov-ernor. Of course, it was in:cumbent upon each 
of us t o see to it that his favorite cand~date was on hand 
to pa.rtak~ · qf the delicious fruit safely } nd publicly. 

It so happened that the then Senator Kennedy and the 
then Vice President [Richard M.] Nixon were in the central 
part of the state--in fact, in the same county on the same 
night: one at wisconsin Rapids and the other one at Ma rsh
field. well, I had no doubt but what my Republican friend 
was goi ng to see to it that Nixon ate. some sauce. so I 
simply saw to it that there was a jug of Ocean Spray cranberry 
Juice .;;vailable when senator Kennedy came for the big din
ner, and he readily agreed to be photographed having some. 
The only thing he balked at was that the photographers wanted 
him to put the glass jug over one shoulder and drink out of 
it as though it were mountain dew , and he refused to do 
that. It offended his sense of dignity and propriety. 
Then, subseqv ntly, of course, we had to get Humphrey to do 
the same thing, and that came about I think, at a Party 
conventionfu Milwaukee . so everybody was on the record on 
the cranberry issue. 

MORRISSEY: 

NASH: 

MORRISSEY: 

NASH: 

MORRISSEY: 

Last time we stopped, as I said, with the 
returns coming in on that ~rimary. Did you go 
into west Virginia after wisconsin? 

No, I did not. As a matter of f a ct v;er e n 't 1-v e 
talking just when the last tape ende d ·i:tbout 
Teddy vlhite? 
Yes. 

Did we get into that? 

You said you were with him when ·the early re
turns came in. 
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NASH: Yes, and I was more optimistic than I . had a 
right to be when the early returns came in. 
The first returns did not favor Humphrey, but 

they didn't disfavor him as much as we thought they would .. 
And Teddy asked me what I thought that meant. He was the 
only one that was down in the press room that early, so we 
had quite a good discussion about it. 

well, t ·hen of course, : the next day the decision had 

:>- : ;i .... · 

to be made as to whether to go into west virginia or not, and 
I quickly made up my mind that I would not gomto west 
Virginia because I could not afford to. I wasn't at all sure 
of my ability to help Humphrey there. But in any case 1 I 
had taken a lot of time off from my own campaign for 
lieutenant governor to make public appearances with Humphrey, 
and it was time to get back in my own job. And1 of course, 
it was fairly clear that there would be kind of a dirty 
fight in the sense that you couldn't keep religion out of 
it. 

There had been some aspects of it that were most un
pleasant in the wisconsin primary a nd mostly not in con
nection with either of the ~ principals, but with some rather 
dubious characters who came into the state and no one was 
ever quite sure whether they represented themselves or some
body else. But they didn't, of course, represent either 
Kennedy or Humphrey. But ads were taken out and paid for 
in cash, and people left town and so on that were of a very 
questionable character. 

so I wasn't wrong. The west virginia fight did h ave a 
very heavy religious overtone, and when it was all over, 
Humphrey retired and I came out for Jack. I was asked to 
be for Symington, and I'm quite sure that [Stanley R.] Stan 
Fike had rather assumed tha t I would be, I think on the 
basis of my 2ssociation with Mr. Truman. But I couldn't 
very well lend political support to anybody who had not 
entered the Wisconsin primary . The wisconsin voters are 
very proud of their primary , and I think a candida te would 
hurt hims e lf quite a bit in wisconsin if he were active on 
behalf of a candidate who had not chosen to expose himself 
to the wisconsin voters. Now, of course, Jim. 

. . -.. : · . 
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MORRISSEY: Loeb? 

NASH: No . 

MORRISSEY: -Doyle? 

NASH: '~ ,J.im Doyle didn't find it necessary to offer 
any explanations for supporting stevenson as 
a national manager even though stevenson had 

not entered the wisconsin primary. But, also, he was not a 
candidate, and the only time he was a candidate he was an 
unsuccessful candidate. I regard that as a mistake; you 
don't have to be a candidate, but if you are a candidate, 
then you've got to weigh the feelings that people have 
about other candidates and the way they behave. 

MORRISSEY: At the convention in Los Angeles some of the 
Humphrey delegates from wisconsin stayed with 
Humphrey even though his own candidacy was 

dissipated by the defeat in west virginia. why didn't some 
of these people come along with you and endorse Kennedy? 

NASH: well, I think there are several different 
reasons for it. I persuaded some of them to 
come along with me, but we didn't all receive 

100 percent welcome in the Kennedy caucus. They never in
vited me, for example, to join the Kennedy caucus. 
Apparently, I wasn't regarded as reliable enough. so I 
met with the Humphrey caucus just because there wasn't 
any other place to meet. They were the only ones that asked 
me in . 

I did attempt to talk to a number of Wisconsin Humphrey 
delegates about the situation. For one thing, after Hum
phrey's withd rawal following the west Virginia defeat, he 
became less a nd less explicit about not being ~ the r a ce 
as he got towards · ·t he conve ntion so that wha t had been a 
very emphatic dropout was a blurred kind of a thing by the 
time Los Angeles arrived. Then, for the other part, if you 
take a look at the Humphrey delega tes, you'll see that they 
come from the part of the sta te where the Humphrey vote 
was strong and wnere t hey probably would have hurt them
selves. Take Frank Nikolay who wa s the chairman of the 
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Humphrey group of the delegates. In the first place, I 
was not a delegate, I was only an alternate, as is our 
custom in wisconson. state officers are alternates, not 
delegates. Frank Nikolay had an assembly r a ce of his 
own, ~nd I think he thought he would h a ve hurt himself 
had he deserted Humphrey just because Humphrey didn't carry 
wisconsin or ' didn't carry west Virginia . 

~1" . . 

MORRISSEY: was he running against someone who had endorsed 
Kennedy? 

NASH: By the time of the convention, the Wisconsin 
primary hadn't been held. That is, the 
preference primary had been held in the spring, 

but our partisan primaries come very late in the summer and 
the early fall. No, I think he just gauged the sentiment 
of his district and was worried about it, and I think he 
was right. His brother was also a politician; he's a 
district attorney. Then up in the northern part of the 
state, along the south shore of Lake Superior, you have 
a group of very fiercely p a rtisan Humphrey d e legates, and 
they just never quit trying. They got committed, and they 
believed, .and they went on. 

MORRISSEY: Did you ever hear any talk about Humphrey for 
vice president? 

NASH: At that time? Oh, yes, I'm sure that there 
was talk in 1960 about the possibility of 
a Kennedy-Humphrey ticket. I think almost 

every conceiv able combina tion wa s discuss e d a t one time 
or anothe r. The combination that finally eme rged was 
discus sed quite Ci number of t .imes. 

MORRISSEY: Oh, really ? 

NASH: A Kennedy-Johnson combination, yes. 

:-· -· . 
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MORRISSEY: As a practical matt e r tha t might actually develop? 

NASH! · -· Oh, yes, as the most likely combination. I 
think you'll find that a good many of wiscon
sin's labor leaders, sharing what was then and 

is now again appearing to be a mild disaffection with LBJ 
I 

tended to support Humphrey in wisconsin even when their 
national organizations were pretty well lined ~p with 
Kennedy, largely on a basis of apprehension over a Kennedy
Johnson ticket, which they felt would not necessarily be in 
their interests, and thinking maybe they might get Hubert 
a crack at the vice presidency . 

MORRISSEY: were you surprised by ·the news that the vice 
presidential choice was Lyndon Johnson? 

NASH: Yes, I was. we had discussed this likelihood 
among ourselves. And ~ I don't mean in the 
Humphrey forces, but I mean with some of the 

prominent labor leaders th2t were interested in politics. 
So that when I say that the l 2bor lea ders had discussed 
this as a possibility, I'm not guessing. I had these con
versations with them myself. But I think by the time the 
convention had arrived, it looked as though the fight was 
so--I won't say bitter--but it wa s so v igorous as between 
Johnson and Kennedy at the convention that you tended to 
rule it out of your thinking. But I do not think the 
Humphrey people were a nywhere near a s surprised as the 
Kennedy people. 

MORRISSEY: 

NASH: 

I understand there was some c oncern in the 
Wisconsin delegation about the choice of the 
vic e presidential c andida te. 

Yes, although by this time I wasn't i n quite 
as much confidence of some of those folks. I 
mean I don't really know . 

: .. ··.· 
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~ 3 ~ in st ~ ixon ~~d you find that some of the 
wound s of thep:-imary campaign had not healed 
over? 

NASH: 01;, yes . I think primaries l &ave quite ·a 
scar, and this '.~ras a' very vi'gp rously fought 

, ; primary. It did a lot of go¢ .:1 ; it showed many 
of us how to campaign in a new way. It brought people into 
politics that had never been in before. It had a general 
invigorating effect on just the general level of political 
activity. But I'm not saying that there wEs any holdback, 
or some people that just said, "Well, I'm not going to 
play." There were a few -o .f those, but these are not, as a 
rule, people that have statewide influence anyway. I would 
say that it was a good campaign, an effective and a vigorous 
campaign, t hat it was made more effective as far as the Demo
cratic organization was concerned by the fact of the primary. 
But there were some feelings--there were a few withdrawals-
and there we ~ e some feelings that were fairly close to the 
surface. I do not think it affected the outcome. I've 
analyzed the vote q u ite carefully; I don't know if we went 
over this the last time or not. 

MORRISSEY: No, not the vote against Nixon . 

NASH: You see, one of the questions I had to ask my-
self was why I was elected when I didn 't expect 
to be in 1958 , and was defea ·ted when I didn't 

expect to be in 1960. And , of course, the first thing to 
come to mind is the pink she et c~mpaign. so I made a rathe r 
careful tabul a tion. 

The first thing I did was to look for signific a nt 
changes as betwe e n 1958 and 1960 in those a reas whe re the 
pink sheets were circula ted the most widely . This wa s a 
pretty active circulation; the sponsors claimed that 
they distributed a million handbills. I don't think it 
was a million, but it was seve rQl hundred thous a nd all 
right. They wer e most a c t:.ive on ·the South Side of Milw.:mkee 
and then on the \'Je s"c Side of Milv1zmke e to a les ser d c ._,r c-, , 
somewha t on ·.he North side of 1-'l ilw<:mkee-- s o f a r y ou're 
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talking about mainly t .he Milwaukee voting complex--and then 
up the lakeshore: Fond du Lac, Oshkosh, Appleton, Green 
B9y--what used to be McCarthy territory. They made a few . 
county fairs around the state and were very active around 
the state fairgrounds in west Allis where people came from 
all over the ' state. so to some degree you get a biased 
sample by looking at these districts where the distribution 
was made, but not enough, I think, to have a serious effect 
on my conclusion, which is that there's no pattern. In 
Milwaukee, I dropped strength relatively between 1958 and 
1960. But I gained strength relatively between 1958 and 
1960 in the very places, Green Bay and Appleton, where 
these folks had the most hope of having an effect. 

so then I began to look for otherplaces where I had 
significant changes in strength, and discovered that I was 
much stronger in LaCrosse and Prarie du chien than I was 
before. And I was generally stronger out-state and rela
tively somewhat weaker in Milwaukee. well, maybe you can 
attribute this to the pink sheet campaign, but it is al so 
significant that these districts are strong catholic cen
ters: I was running with JFK. I gained four percentage 
points, for example, in Appleton, Joe Mccarthy's old home
town. But I also gained several percentage points, I think 
not as much as four, in PEarie du Chien where I' ve never 
done well--and where I did not campaign--but which is a big 
catholic center. so I think these two effects tend to 
cancel each other out. 

Now, for a Democrat to win in wisconsin, you have to 
do very, very well in Milwaukee. You can't expect to do 
much better tha n 40 per cent out-state, so you ' ve got to 
offset this one and a half to one with a big vote in 
Milwaukee county , and this has got to be especially big 
on the south Side. Anything that hb lds you b a ck in the 
s outh Side hurts two or three to one. 

. ~ ; . . ~ .... ; : 
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But, you see, I got exactly the same vote as JFK. 

So this leads me to look for anoth er cause--that is, to 
conclude that the handbill campaign wa s, in truth, rot \ 
very effective; that we could probably point to areas where 
it hurt, you can point to areas where it didn't hurt. But, 
overall, I had the same distance in percentages of the two 
pa rty total b~tween myself and the he a d of the ticket in 
1960, when r , lost, as I did in 1958 when I won. It happens 
to be exact to the nearest single decimal. So then you 
start looking around for something that's not related to 
the handbill campaign at all, and then it's rather easy to 
find. This is why JFK didn't carry the state. Those 
counties which are both ethnically Norwegian and reli
giously Lutheran were as much as 25 percent more Republican 
in the election of 1960 than they had been in the average 
of all presidential elections starting with 1928 . 

MORRISSEY: 

NASH: 

Did you anticipate this when you were cam
paigning? 

Yes, but not as much as I should have. I think 
I talked to you last time about my ama teur poll. 
Every amateur poll is going to come a cropper 

someday; you can't flirt with probability with chea p polls 
and not miss. I did righ t well for five years, but I fail ed 
in 1960, and the rea son wh y , of course, is tha t nobody is 
going to confess to a polltaker that he is harboring a 
disapproved attitude which is going to be the basis of his 
voting action. He will conceal it--maybe even from him
self--until he gets right inside that voting booth. If he 
doesn't tell h is wife a nd he doesn't t e ll his ministe r and he 
doesn't tell the banke r and the postmaster and the deputy 
sheriff and his hired ma n or his boss, he is most cert a inly 
not going to tell a polltaker. Of course, my only po int 
is that this is a mist ak e y ou c a n. I made the mist ake 
for about a hundred doll a rs. I could h a ve made the s 2me 
mistake for fifty t h ous a nd doll : rs bec a use the big polls 
also did not disclose it . 

' 
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Did you detect a feeling among other candidates ! · 
for statewide office that they didn't want to b~ 

dragged down by a catholic candidate for President? 

NASH: - 'Well, no, I really hadn't. In the first place, 
;in 1958 our ticket won with the Governor leading, 
the Attorney General next, who is himself 

catholic and· one of the organizers of the Kennedy drive in 
Wisconsin. 

MORRISSEY: Is that Pat Lucey? 

NASH: No, no, that was John Reynolds, later Governor. 

MORRISSEY: Oh, I didn't realize he was a catholic. 

NASH: Oh, yes, yes. You see, he made it when I 
didn't. But he put on a better campaign. He 
had more money to spend for one thing, and 

there really is a relationship between the amount of money 
you spend and how well you do. But Nelson dropped b ack, and 
Reynolds dropped back, and Nash dropped back just enough 
to get below the 50 percent mark, and we lost two of our 
state constitutional officers that same way, one a c a tholic 
and one a Protestant. No, I detected no l ~ ck of enthusi a sm 
among the statewide candidates. I'm sure among Assembly and 
senate candidates running in the old Progressive counties 
that I'm talking about which are quite heavily Scandinavian 
and, therefore, quite hea vily Lutheran, that there was plenty 
of tha t. 

MORRISSEY: I'm interested in the relationship between the 
volunteers for Kennedy-Johnson and the regul a r 
Party org anization in wisconsin. wa s this 

relationship a solid one? 
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NAS H: :·Je ll, no relationships like that in wisconsin 
were ever solid. Our election laws were be~ 
queathed to us by the elder [Robert M.] Bob 

LaFol lette. He was fighting the battle of party irregularity. 
The Progres s i ~e Republicans were a minority, and they had 
everything to ;gain from weak p arty structure and everything 
to lose by strong party structure~ so, in Wisconsin we have 
voter registr~a.t.ion but not party registration. Everybody 
votes in everyb ody else's primary--preference primary or any 
other kind. Our statutory organizations--party organizations 
recognized by law--are limited by law to ridiculous sums, 
ten thousand dollars. So in order to finance a campaign, you 
must find vo lunteers and create enough voluntary committees 
so that each one stays within the legal limit. well, this 
tends to destroy party structure. Then we have less patron~e, 
~ suppose, than any other state in the Union. Patronage 
just doesn't exist with us. 

MORIUSSEY: Patronage from Madison. 

NASH: Yes, from the. Well, there just isn't 
much anywhere. As lieutenant governor·, I was 
able to hire my own secretary without reference · 

to civil serv ice. But as pr e siding officer of the Senate, 
and therefore it's chief administrative officer I had no 
patronage appointments. The college students who came in 
and Sv.'ept the rugs of Jche Senate chamber at night and the 
regular cleaning people that came in and did the halls and 
so on--the elevator opera tors, the Assistant sergeants at 
Arms- - were all taken from merit lists and got the jobs by 
examination. The Gre at Lakes states, Minnesota , Wisc onsin, 
and Michig a n, ~ re ~xa mples of sta tes that have be e~ able 
to build ef fec tive political organizations without patronag e 
and wi thout crooked contractors, and that doesn't happen 
in ma ny stc:;t e s. 



, ..... , .• ··.··· .. ·.·.· .. ·' .·, ::. . ·~.- -: · :.: ·. ·,: ·,:. : - "': · -. :~: .. . -~·. : ~. : .. ·:- · ·.·J ·.\ ·~· :· _;., _: ,~ __ ;·: _ .. . .- ::.· • __ ·. :_.:-r.:··:: 
- • • •• '-_,. _ .. _ , •• ~.- .-• . _, • • • • ••• • . .. • • • .: .:_ • ••• ·· -:· -; .·_, · ~··_ . _ ; · . ·- • •• - •• ,-, .. :·- .... _._ ._:· - : ~ ..... ! . : • .. ·-

•• : : • : • • • • ;: • :0 .' ·-. t ·_· -~ 

·.: .. . 

.. . 
\ . '··. 

· -
4 , ... 

· ... .. ~- -~ .. . -. · ... 

-36-

_ H?RR~.~S-~;( :_ : . Bad y_o.1.1 .e:x;p~c:ted _tha.t N~xon :would :. defeat' .:i<enn\~dy .: . < -- ~: ·:>; .. · 
"~ . by - ~ - - B~~~~~~ t~~~~an~ vo~es {n Wisconsin? . 

NASH: By the time the election came along I really 
thought that we wer~ going to carry the state. 
I was still monkeying around with my little 

poll and in interpreting it, as I'd done in previous elec
tions in previous years, I was going more by the trend from 
week to week. Because the sample was small an~ spotty and 
irregular, it was very hard to interpret. But it did not 
show the hidden anti-catholic bi~s, which was the decisive 
factor in Wisconsin, as it was in many states. Therefore, 
I expected Kennedy to carry the state, and I expected Nelson 
to get in, and then I knew that I had to have abaut a 4 per~ 

cent.. He had to do about 54 percent for me to win. 
And it lo'oked to me as though he would have that 54 percent 
as he did in '5.8. Actually, he dropped back about two 
percentage points, ~nd so did I, and that brought me below 
the 50 percent mark--and JFK. 

MORRISSEY: 

NASH: 

I'd be interested in knowing how your assign
ment to this job in washington developed. 

well, having been defeated, of course, I then 
had to look for apb. I was anxious to get 
back to wash i .1gton. I'd gone out to wisconsin 

to take c a re of my cranberry business, and I'd don e what I 
went out there to do, but the Food and Drug Administration 
findi ng of 1959 knocked all that into a cocked hat. There
fore, the company couldn't really afford to have me on the 
payroll. In fact, I'd been off the payroll for a couple 
of ye a rs as far as the ccG1p uny ·v1a s concerned. So I h a d good 
reason to need to look for a job, and we had a few days 
left in the Hisconsin sena t e . I took c a re of that c.:· nd th t: n 
left stra ight for wa shington, figuring th0 t this was the 
only way to get a job. 
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I had talked to vatious people about commissioner of 
Indian Af fairs, but I had not been very much interested in 
it because my response to those who suggested it to me was 
that I'd been on the HumFhrey bandwagon a l ;ittle bit too. 
hard to have really grade "A" Kennedy cre~~nti<3ls; in other 
words, I was. ~a "Johnny come lately. 11 And r~.econd, my obser
vati6n of ih~ Interior Department ov~the ~~ears was tha t 
the commissioner of Indian Affairs did not make Indian 
policy as far as the Department was concerned, and that the 
only job worth having was the Assistant Secretary that sat 
over him. So I came in, really, to shoot for that and 
quickly discovered the rumor that it was the first job to 
be fixed up . 

The view around washington at that time was that John 
Carver, assist.ant to Frank Church, had been promised it 
and that's the way it was going to be . .. I don't know wheither 
the rumor was true or not, but he certainly did become 
Assistant · Secretary. I talked to him--and I didn't know 
him-- I talked to liim at some length about the whole thing, 
and we hit if off very well. Of course, he wasn't in the 
position to make any commitments. It was rumored that Mr. 
[Stewart L.] Udall .would be the first Cabinet officer to be 
selected. I went to ~ee him, still talking in terms of 
Assistant secretary or Under S~cretary, following the old 
rule that if you are running for dogcatcher, it doesn't 
hurt to be mentioned for sena tor. so we had some dis
cussions. Four or five days after the Inaugural I hadn't 
heard from anybody, and I concluded that it was too late. 
I was about to turn around and go b a c k horne when a phone 
call came, "l·vhy e:ren 't you in your office?" 

It was soon clea r that there was going to be a study 
group 2nd they wanted me to help set it up, so I came in 
then, forgetting about Assistant Secretary or anything else, 
or Commissioner, merely looking at everything we were 
doing in Indian Affairs. well, then we had the study group. 

·ivle .talked about various people to be a portion of it and wound 
up with [William w.] Bill Keeler as chairman; [James E.] 
Jim Officer, a friend of t he Secretary's , a young anthro
pologist from Tucson, [William, Jr.] Bill zimmerman , former 
Assistant c ommissioner , and myself as members. we com--
pleted our report and ·turned it in on the ten t 11 of J uly . 

: . ~ .. .. ;.: . .. 
• ...... !. 
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MORRISSEY: 

NASH: 

MORRISSEY: 

Turned it in to whom? 

The secretary; this was a secretarial task 
force. And that report is, you know, this 
Administration's policy on Indian affairs. 

Did the Bureau carry out without 1any major 
exceptions the recommendations in that re!?ort? 

NASH: Well, I think so. When you say, "Did we carry 
it out?" the process of carrying out the 
reco~~endations is by no means complete. I 

think the major things have been stactEd. The report focused 
on economic development; we started our own war against 
Indian poverty before the Administration had a~ything like 
this in mind. some of our findings, recommendations, have 
been cranked in to the big war on Poverty. There is an 
amazing convergence between our !?rograms of pre-vocational 
training in our Indian schools and the pre-vocational training 
in the Job corps conservation centers, although they were 
arrived at by two different processes. 

Oh, there are some things that have proved to just be 
impractical. One of the recommendations, for example, had 
to do with protecting Indian water rights by a much more 
rapid development of irrigation projects. we have found it 
very difficult to fund irrigation construction. on the 
other hand, the industrial development proposals have suc
ceeded way beyond expectations. The improved grants for 
higher scholarships, summer !?rograms to make use of our 
teaching facilities during the summer, et cetera, have all 
been carried out and now have been built into the war 
against poverty. 
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MDRRISSEY: 

done here? 

. · .. 

When the initial plans were being made 
by the war on Poverty, did they look with 
great interest on what you had already 

NASH: . Yes, we had long discussions with [Charles 
-, .. ::L.] Charlie Schultze, w11o was then Assis.-

'tant Director of the Budget, in wbich we 
were asked in . some depth about our experie~ce and our 
recommendations. I think it is true that one of o~r 
major recommendations was never adopted. we got more 
good in our war against poverty from accelerated public 
works than we did from any of the long-range educational 
or co~~unity development orpersonal development aspects 
of the program. Mr. Udall, with such assistance as I 
could give him, argued very strongly at the White 
House for a , public works component in the Economic 
Opportunity Act. Eventually, the decision was made not 
to do it, and the Economic Opportunity Act was developed 
as a primarily educational enterprise directed at 
young men and youn3 women at the high school dropout 
stage. 

. .. ·• . ... ,:.· .. . · ,···r ·:' :·· 
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To what extent were you allowed to run your 
own Bureau? 

NASH: - 'Mixed, like ·anything else in this world in 
; government and industry. The nature of the 

,.· BIA [Bureau of Indian Affairs] operation is 
such that it ·-h::J.s to have a good deal of autonomy. we • re 
running about two hundred and seventy-five schools. Some 
of them are very large; one of them has over two thousand 
students. Some of them are very small, only one room, but 
that one room is liable to be several hundred miles from 
the nearest supply point, a log cabin in the Arctic. You 
have to take care of your own people and your own students 
and the things that you're responsible for every hour of 
every day, no matter what the policy decisions may be in 
congress or in the front office. So these things go on; 
they have a life of their own. 

On the other hand, you cannot make the big decisions 
around a place like this without a lot of help. I, per
sonally, have no desire to. congress exercises very close 
oversight on Indian affairs, and . a large part of the 
legislative business of the congress is Interior Depart
ment matters, and a large portion of that consists of Indian 
affairs. This takes a lot of time and attention, and 
usually policy decisions which I like to take part in, but 
which I don't expect to win every time . 

MORRISSEY: I was wondering if the point you made earlier 
about the shots had been called for the 
Bureau not by the Commissioner but by one of 

the assistant secretaries had proven to be true in your 
own experience. 

I 
- ' 
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well, I' ve thoroughly enjoyed being commis
sioner o f Indian Affairs. when I said that 
·tha Co:nmissioner did not make policy, I 

think I spoke truly . But I also .found after getting into 
the Department U:at: ~here's more than enough "~.-!ork for one man 
.in t his office , and tha t much of policy consists of opera
·tions an}'\vay. Policy is sometimes made on a day to day 
basis just by ·the things you do. This is a highly opera
tiona l bureau. we're into everything; we're very far-flung; 
we have a very wide variety of p.rograms. I me a n, when the 
phone rings in here, one minute you're t~lking irrigation, 
the next you're talking higher education, the next you're 
talking soil c onservat i on, the next you're talking oil and 
gas exploration, the next thing you're talking is what to 
do about a blizzard and how to get some snow blowers from 
somewhere. It's like this all the time. 

so I relied very heavily on John carver as the 
Assista nt Secretary for Public Land Management for advice, 
for support, ·for consultation. Sometimes we made policy 
together , and sorneti~es he made it by overrulin g me. But 
we wor ked very well t ogether , and we continued to do so 
after he became Under secretary . Now, of course, there is 
a new Assi stant Secretary f o r Public Land Management, and 
it's not fair for him, on the basis of an old as sociation 
with John, to bypass him. So I am now in the process of 
trying to develop a wo rking relationship with Assistant 
Secretary [Harry R.] Anderson, but it's not the same thing 
because, you know, now I'm t :,e old-timer, and he's the 
new-comer. I'm no t very much of an old-timer, but the 
roles are somewhat reversed . 

MORRISSEY: When t hi s Bureau 
d e a 1 wi·th on t he 
them direc·tly or 

the Vvhi t e House liaison? 

had legislative matters to 
Hill, would you deal with 
the Departme nt's liaison or 

• , 4 
: ..... · .. :· 
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~ffiSH: well, some of all three, pretty much on a case 
by case basis. In recent times we've always 
had an assistant commissioner for legislation. 

Wh_en Rex Lee ~as the Associate,_ commissioner he handled his 
own legislative fiaison, did it his own wa'y and in his 'own 
time and was very good at it. I wanted t~e position and 

-. . ' .. I 

title of Associate commissioner for Jim o ~dicer, a friend 
· I - F 

and confidant of the Secretary and a member of the task 
force; it was very important to have a suitable spot for 
him. At the same time I wanted the old-timers, the pros 
in the Bureau to be well represented. Therefore, I strongly 
urged the appointment of John crow as Deputy commissioner. 
well, here we had, you see, the old and the new in a blend 
which was intended to co:nbine the good things of both for 
the advancement of the program. It was a good concept, and 
it's been a very successful one. It's now in the process of 
being broken up. John crow has gone over to the Bureau of 
Land Management and so on. 

MORRISSEY: I was wondering how frequently [Lawrence F.] 
O'Brien's operation at the White House would 
get into your act. 

NASH: Not very much, not very much. As I say, Rex 
Lee, as Associate commissioner, had done his 
own legislative liaison. we h3d a very able 

: ~ . .. ·- ... ~ 

man in the Bureau who had been acting commissioner a couple 
times while John crow wa s in Alaska, and we made him Assistant 
commissioner for Legislation. In the beginning, John carver 
or I or [Martin P.] Marty Mangan, the Assistant comnis-
sioner I'm talking about, would go up only to testify on 
major bills, and then it would be the commissioner, the 
Assistant Co~~issioner for Legislation, Mr. Siegler, Lou 
Siegler of the Legislative counsel's office. well, we 
made a testify ing trio for awhile. But I kept out of the 
individual senators and congressmen's hair, primarily be
cause of the time factor . 

.·· ::"'·.· 
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~~~ fir~t ~~i~g ~e h3d to do around h~ie w~s to restore 
·t:.he confidenc e of l:.llc: Ind i v.n p eoplG in the Depa rtment and in 
the Bureau. Eight yGars of termination had ~rightened the m 
and alienated them to the point where they didn't have con
fi~ence in the integrity of the Bureau of Indian Affai~s and 
the Departmen~ oi the Interior. So I staf ted on a se~ies of 
extensive:. tc;mr s which were, in fact, ext en ~ ions of the Task 
Force. Jus} as we'd met out in Indian c 9tintry and listened 
to witnesses, I went out to the reservations and sat down 
in old fashioned councils and said, "Now, let's talk some 
more about these problems. I'm on your ground now, tell me 
what's going on and what we ought to be doing about it." 

And in the course of a couple of years I did establish 
a working relationship and on2 that I'm very happy with and 
very proud of. I have no enemies today, as far as the reser
vation leaders are conc erned. They may oppos e us; they may 
fight us; we may have to wrestle an issue out, but it's done 
as between equals; it's done without bitterness or rancor. 
I was t o ld when I came into this j o' · that you couldn't keep 
it if you didn't have a backdoor, that you had to escape 
from the delegations every once in a while. I have neve r h ad 
a cross word with a delegation in this office or in the 
field . 

MORRISSEY: 

NASH: 

MORRISSEY: 

Did you have any indications that President 
Kennedy himself was interested in wha·t you 
were doing? 

Yes, yes I did. You bet I did. 

Tell me about those. 
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NASH; One o f the thi ngs that was clone in the cam-
paign --the same psople that approached me 
about possibly becoming Commissioner of Indian 

Affairs were advising JFK. Oliver Lafarge wrote a letter 
asking about t en questions to~oth Nixon ~ nd Jack Kennedy . 
The answ~rs to these were widely publiciz ~d and bec~me 
campaign ·:do~uments. As a result of this:) President Kennedy 
entered o~fice with more familiarity wit~ the problem than 
any President, I suppose, than there's ever been. FDR 
learned about the problem from Harold Ickes. This was a 
problem Mr . Truman neve r really cottened to . 

I worked with him on every kind of minority problem, 
but his view of Indian affairs, to the end of his Admini
stration, remained that the problem of the Indians was the 
Indian Bureau; the quicker we got rid of it the better. I 

I 

knew this was both untrue and unfair and highly impractical, 
but I never convinced him of it. And one of the reasons 
that I am commissioner today is that I felt in the work that 
I did for him this remained unfinished business as far as 
the American minorities were concerned. we were able to 
make significant advances in the minority field in every 
area of American life except in Indian Affairs during the 
seven years I was with HST , but not in this one . 

so JFK really did have some understanding of it. 
Early in the game I went over there . The first contac t I 
had with him on Indian Affairs person2lly had to do wi t h 
some graduation ceremonies for ten Eskimos and Athabaskan 
Indians from the RCA Institute in Ne~ York. This was part 
of our adult vocational training program, and they had 
such outstQnding records and they were such fine young 
people that there was a desire to give some presidential 
recognition to the program. So I went over with these 
yo~ng men, and in getting r eady to brief the presiden t as 
to what it wa s all 2bout , he culled for me and uske d about 
the program. So we had some interchange and he, you know, 
called me by my first n a me . I hadn't seen him for a long 
time, but it wus a very he~rtwarming experience. And 
then, of course, he absorbec.l his material so fast that you 
never had to read anything to him or explain unythin0 to 
him. You just h a nded him a couple sheets of paper, and he 'd 
flip them like this and he h 2d it a ll, and he h a d it to stay. 
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The second contact was when a group of Indian people \ 
came to washington; we'd had this big conference in Chicago, 1_ 

and they had been promised some kind of participation-
departmental, secretarial. They wanted presidential, but we 
just couldn't do it. so I finally arranged for the members 
of the conference that could still m3ke it to come from 
their homes ~nd come to washington and be received by the 
President. In this connection, I brought him, again, same 
documents so that hewould have something to say to the 
group. He again read through a couple of pages of briefing 
material in about thirty seconds and went out and greeted 
the crowd and talked as though he'd just been reading a 
full book on the subject. 

He gave very good support to all our programs. For 
example, the first Executive Order of his AdTiinistration 
provided for doubling the allowances of surplus commodi
ties, especially on the reservation. And there were many 
other things like that that he did. we immediately went up 
on the Hill for a supplemental to raise the building program 
for the Indian schools from about fifteen million to about 
thirty-five million. And we've held it somewhere around 
that level, between twenty-five and fifty million, ever · 
since, and we're gradually getting caught up. 

MORRISSEY: 

NASH: 

Did he visit any reservations while he was 
President? 

Not that I know of; I don't think he visited 
any reservations. He had sessions with a 
number of Indian leaders in his office at 

other times than the ones I am speaking of. No, I don't 
think so. J ackie (Jacqueline B. Kennedy] had s ome of 
the Indian dancers in from our Nationa l c apital conference 
on Indian Poverty come to the white Ho:J.se to entertain 
John-John and caroline and th~ morning school, and they 
had a wonderful time, very ex citing. 
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j 

NASH: Yes, indeed. The early dis~ussions on Kinzua 
{ 

were held between John carv6r and the Bureau 
' . . J 

of the Budget, and ultimately, I suspect, 
with Lee White. During the period that I was on the Task 
Force we had to have an orderly way of doing things, and 
therefore we adopted the rule that we would have nothing 
to do with day to day Indian affairs, that we would concen
trate entirely on the long-range program implications of 
our study. I did not even go down the fourth floor of the 
Interior Building where the Indian Bureau was, at that time, 
until after it had been decided that my name was going to 
go up. I just stayed away. I think this is a very 
important thing for a study group to do. 

I guess I was confirmed and sworn in in September, after 
a rather prolonged struggle, and ma de Kinzua one of my first 
pieces of business. Regardless of whether the decision had 
been made or was to be made to go ahead or not to go ahead, 
there was a tremendous job to do with the tribe. The tribe 
and the corps of Engineers were at such odds that they 
couldn't plan together because they couldn't talk together. 
So it seemed to me that an intermediary was needed, and this 
was the right role for the commissioner of Indian Affairs. 
Therefore, I proposed to Secretary carver that we convene a 
meeting of the Indians and the Engineers and the Bureau in 
my office and see what could be done. well, it W3s at that 
point tha t I learned that there had been other discussions 
at the White House that I didn't know about. There was no 
reason for me to know about t h em, but it was concluded tha t 
we'd better have a full dress session with Lee White in the 
White House. 

:- .. ~. ·:· _.: .. 
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Sc we went over and th e co~m~ nding gener a l of t he c orps 
came over accompanied by some ·of his aides; some of the 
people from the Bureau of . the Budget were ther e , and John 
cc:~rver ond [Ne'.vton B.] , Newt Ed1-·1ards , his sta ff assista nt, 
and mys e lf. we l~id down the ~eneral outline s right th~t 
afternoon ·of what was going to be done abc ut Kinzua. 

.• . • • . 1 

The r e h.ad already been a n lntercba 1'lg f~ of letters 
between B~' s{l. Williams, then the Presiden·t of the Seneca 
Nation, which is his title, and JFK as, you know, Presi-
dent of the country. .In this, President Kennedy had explained 
to the Senecas why he thought it was necessary to go ahe a d, 
but that since he did think it was n ecessar y he was directing 
the agencies of the government to do four t hings . The let
ter told what these four were. It was quite obvious that 
the corps of Engineers, as the dam builder, couldn't do all 
that. So somebody else bad to do that part of it, and I 
took that as a directive to us to do it. we discussed tha t 
memora ndum that afternoon in the white House, and we agreed 
on a method of working betwee n th e corps of Engineer s and 
thE Bureau of Indi a n Affairs , w~ich has been very success-
ful over the l a s t thre e or four ye a rs. 

MORRISS EY : I am so ignorant of t he substanc e of matters 
handled b y your Bureau tha t I don't think I 
ca·n ask any more s pecific ques·tions about it. 

Is there anything else you think t ha t you wou ld want to 
emphasize? 

NASH: 

MORR ISS EY: 

Especia lly in connection with JFK? 

Yes, the rel a tionship between the Bureau and 
Kennedy as President, bro~dly defined . 
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NASH: Well, I don't. You t ouched o n th e a re a 
that most directly involved President Kennedy 
when you mentio~ed the Kinzua Dam because it 

had been hoped that it would be p~ssible to reverse history 
~t that point. I'm sure he wbuld have li~ed to if he ~ould. 
He didn't think he could and that they ha~ to go ahead, b~t 
the way in which he fac ed up to the philq'sophical and m::>ral 
issues, ~s· :well as the practical politic ~l issues and admini
strative issues was, I think, very characteristic of his 
firm intellectual grasp of things. While I never would have 
agreed to build that dam if I'd had a chance to agree or 
disagree--I think it was a big mistake to have built. it-
once that decision was made and was made by those who 
have competence and responsibility in the field, I think 
we did the right thing ~ and did it in the best way that it 
could have been done in terms of the Indian interest . 

No, I just think I have the same feeling that every 
other Kennedy c.ppointee had. I'm no-.v serving my fourth 
President and I've been in federal and state government 
now for ~bout twenty-five years, and working for Jack 
Kennedy will alwa~be the high point of my public life. 
And that even goes for the work I did for Mr. Truman, and 
the very exciting assignments I had with Mr. Roosevelt, 
and working for Mr. Johnson. Every president has his own 
style, and, you know, it's a great thing n::> matt e r what that 
style is. But for the career ad~inistrator-- a nd I came in 
not as a politician, you see. I came into government 
in research and then got interested in politics afterwards 
by being in g·:::>vernment, by being a t the White House. I 
reversed the usual path. I went from the White House to 
the precinct. But I reg a rd myself primarily as a career 
civil servant who just happens to have some political 
coloration. 

This was a President you work ed f or th at you rea lly 
felt prized excellence. This is the thing; you had a 
feeling that what you s a id wa s understood, that y our 
philoso phy wa s apprecia t ed , t h a t your ideas were grasped, 
were grasped quickly, that they were respected even though 
they came from far down in t he orga niza tion. You had a 
feeling your memorandcs wer e read--whether they were or 
not, I don't know, but they a l wa ys s e e med to be. You 

·, 

I 

•' · . 
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c ould put i n your time, you c ould put in yo u r e f fort a nd 
feel rewarded ev ery day and every week and e very month. 
It will ne ver be lik e that ag a in. It was never like t h at 
before, and I don't thi nk it will · ever be l ike that a g a in . 

.-. -· .. · .. 

· : ·'. : ':·, .. :· .... ·.:: 

MORRISSEY: With your p e rmissio n I' d like 
the transcript of this tape a 
study report that you did. 

to include wi th 
copy of tha t 

.) 

NASH: Oh, sure, sure. or anything else you want. 

MORRISSEY: Thank you very much. 

. . , ~ · .·•. 


