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Praise for Joseph Califano’s Inside

“Inside [is] Joseph A. Califano, Jr.’s vivid and frank memoir of his remarkable life. . . . The lesson of Inside is that power is neither inherently good, as some of Califano’s contemporaries who felt they were doing God’s work in Vietnam saw it, nor inherently evil, as the younger generation of liberals believed. It is a tool. Califano did far more good with it than bad..”

—Michael Tomasky, The New York Times Book Review

 

“This is the most revealing political memoir from a Washington insider since Katharine Graham’s Personal History . . . a running theme of this frank autobiography is Califano’s inner struggles to reconcile the demands of politics with the dictates of his Catholic upbringing.... In sum, this is a revealing self-portrait filled with vivid scenes from four decades near the center of American government.”

—Publishers Weekly [starred review]

 

“Califano’s book is a must-read for anyone interested in understanding American history in the latter part of the 20th century. It’s full of golden tidbits. It’s a terrific book.”

—The National Catholic Reporter

 

“Califano, if not Yoda, is an Obi-Wan Kenobi among Democrats, his book filled with frank lessons about power, its dark pull as well as the good that can be done with it.”

—Mike Danahey, Chicago Sun-Times Red Streak Edition

 

“This book is an extraordinary chronicle of recent times by someone truly on the inside. . . . It is a brilliantly personal account as well and perhaps that is why it resonates so strongly. This is an important book for lawyers to read. It is about success, challenge, disappointment, and resolve in the life of a fine human being.”

—James D. Zirin, The New York Law Journal

 

“Engrossing. . . Faith and family are the cornerstones of Califano’s life and the anchors of his book.”

—Steve Bennett, San Antonio Express-News

 

“This memoir is a testimonial to reflective, intelligent, courageous, Catholic living.”

—The Catholic News Service

 

“Califano presents a fascinating memoir of his experiences inside high levels of government. . . . He also takes the reader inside his personal life. . . . Califano offers an engaging and often introspective firsthand account of the important events of post-World War II America. Highly recommended for most public libraries.”

—Library Journal

 

“Lyndon Johnson once told young Joe Califano that what he learned growing up in Brooklyn would help him navigate Washington better than a Harvard Law degree. It did. But Califano packed a lot of learning into a remarkable career, and in this engrossing memoir he shares the excitement and the heartache of the power he enjoyed. Califano has not written a this-is-what-I-did testimonial. With modesty and grace, he has crafted a rich, absorbing history of our times.”

—Ken Auletta

 

“Califano’s Inside gracefully juxtaposes tales of his public service (as a lawyer, a presidential adviser and a crusader against substance abuse) and private beliefs (an Italian American, Brooklyn-born boy who made good, he reveals how his Catholicism is central to all aspects of his life). Califano compellingly shares his views on politics, power and passion—he likens meeting his second wife Hilary to man’s discovery of fire.”

—the editors, Town & Country

 

“From Vatican II to Watergate, Califano makes his recollections intimate and interesting.”

—Booklist

 

“Joseph Califano has lived many fascinating lives, and this important book takes you into each—growing up in hardscrabble Brooklyn, working alongside LBJ and Jimmy Carter, the experiences of a master Washington lawyer. Most inspiring of all is Califano’s frank and sensitive account of how, after rising to the top of the American Establishment, he asked himself whether there was something missing in his life and decided to change it.”

—Michael Beschloss

 

“In this richly documented and thoroughly engaging memoir . . . Califano writes about his struggle to understand and maintain his commitment to his family and his faith, an account that constitutes an important witness to the strength and challenges of contemporary Catholicism.”

—Joseph O’Hare, S.J., America Magazine

 

“Joseph Califano’s reflections upon this [his experience with abortion policy as HEW secretary] and his many other experiences, both public and private, are at once instructive and timely, especially in today’s ecclesiastical and political environments.”

—Fr. Richard McBrien, National Catholic Reporter

 

“In this memoir, it is the sensitive and frank writing that is most striking. Joe describes struggles between demanding public service and being a committed Catholic. His account of his courtship of the late William Paley’s daughter, Hilary Byers (one of my favorite people), is moving, as are his revelations of his battles with cancer. This book reads like a novel. Give it a look.”

—syndicated columnist Liz Smith

 

“The secrets keep spilling out . . . Califano names names.”

—The American Lawyer
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 Prologue

WHERE ELSE COULD a kid from Brooklyn—who played punch ball on the street in Crown Heights, who at age fourteen bought loosies at a penny a cigarette and sometimes stole cake from the back of a Dugan’s Bakery truck on the same day he served Mass as an altar boy at St. Gregory’s—walk the corridors of the Pentagon’s E-Ring, the West Wing of the White House, and the secret tunnels of Capitol Hill, sit in the suites of Washington and Wall Street law firms and Fortune 500 corporate board rooms, and represent the Washington Post and the Democratic Party during Watergate?

Only in America.

There are moments when I still pinch myself to make sure I’m not dreaming the life I’ve led. Of course, there have been plenty of ups and downs: the high of being tapped by President Lyndon Johnson to be (as the  New York Times put it) Deputy President for Domestic Affairs and the low of being fired by President Jimmy Carter as secretary of Health, Education, and Welfare.

Fortunately I was blessed with loving parents who brought me up American with a capital A and Catholic with a capital C—and instilled values that helped keep the peaks and valleys in perspective.

This is a memoir of growing up in Brooklyn and Washington, government and politics, medicine and the media, law and religion in a tumultuous era of political and social change so swift and sweeping as to be unthinkable when I graduated from law school in 1955. I write here of my role in the powerful currents that reshaped the contours of American life over the past half century and continue to do so to this day: the civil rights movement, the Great Society legislative explosion of the 1960s, the restructuring of the Democratic Party in the 1970s, the Watergate break-in, the miracles of medical science that revolutionized sexual conduct and blurred  the line between Madame Curie and Dr. Frankenstein. These currents have swept over every American man, woman, and child, changing our culture, sparking hopes, ambitions, and fears, recasting the way we live and die.

When I went to Washington in 1961, I had no idea of the role I would play in shaping those changes, much less how the changes in my country, my church, my profession, and my party would change me.

Here is my story of life on the Inside during events that reshaped a nation.






 CHAPTER 1

 The Family

It was my first time on the South Lawn of the White House, 1 A.M. on Tuesday, July 13, 1965. We had just landed in President Lyndon Johnson’s helicopter. I was returning from my first weekend at the LBJ ranch, where the President had asked me to be his special assistant for domestic affairs. As the President said goodbye, he smiled. “They tell me you’re pretty smart, way up in your class at Harvard. Well, let me tell you something. What you learned on the streets of Brooklyn will be a damn sight more helpful to your president than anything you learned at Harvard.”

 

THE BROOKLYN where I was born and grew up was less a borough of some 2.5 million people than a collection of lively parishes and neighborhoods nourished by Irish, Italian, and Jewish immigrants and first-generation parents. German-Americans, Polish-Americans, Spanish-Americans, White Anglo-Saxon Protestants, and African-Americans migrating from the south and Harlem lived there too. But in the early years of my life, two religions, Catholic and Jewish, and three ethnic heritages—Italian, Irish, Jewish—made up the world. Whatever their heritage, parents wanted their kids to be Americans with a capital A.

My father, Joseph Anthony, was born on November 6, 1899, in Brooklyn and baptized at the same church where his parents had married fourteen years earlier. He graduated from Commercial High on the border of Crown Heights and Bedford-Stuyvesant.

My mother, Katherine Eugenia Gill, was born on June 20, 1893, in Brooklyn. Fair skinned with blue eyes and blond hair, my mother graduated second in her class of eleven young Irish-American girls from St. Angela’s Hall, a Brooklyn high school for Catholic girls. At her commencement on October 16, 1912, two essays received prizes: first prize went to “Emancipation of Woman,” second to “Woman and Education.” Eight years later, in 1920, the  Nineteenth Amendment to the Constitution would give women the right to the vote.

Mother and Dad met taking a night course in Italian at Fordham University with Professor Alexander Ausilli, pronounced “Oh Silly” to the amusement of the Irish girls in the class. Italians and Irish rarely mixed at that time. My parents laughed for years about Mother and one of her Irish girlfriends using the word “gondola” to describe a cannoli pastry the night they first dated.

When my father proposed, Mother’s brothers and sisters, especially her older sister, May Gill Montague, were concerned that since Dad was a first-generation Italian-American, Mother would be marrying beneath herself. Mother’s sister May, the matriarch of the family, nevertheless reluctantly approved the “mixed marriage” because Mother was already thirty-six. Five-foot-five Joe Califano and five-foot Kay Gill married late and for love on Thanksgiving Day, November 28, 1929, at St. Gregory’s Church in Brooklyn.

I was born at 9:15 P.M. on May 15, 1931, at St. Mary’s hospital in Brooklyn. Fifteen nights earlier, President Herbert Hoover had turned on the lights at the just-built Empire State Building, the world’s tallest skyscraper. I was a blond, blue-eyed chubby baby, and though my hair was to turn to brown and my eyes hazel, that little fellow would never appear undernourished.

Despite trying, my parents were unable to have more children. Because of that and my mother’s age—almost forty—at my birth, my father often said, “You are the only child God gave us and He gave us a good one.” As far back as I remember, my parents and relatives treated me, as my cousin Jane Gill used to put it, like a “V.I.C.”—very important child.

The first winter of my life was the worst of the Great Depression. Many people in Brooklyn slept with hot bricks at the end of their beds and stood on breadlines during the day. By the time I hit the terrible twos, Franklin Delano Roosevelt had succeeded Hoover as president and instituted the New Deal programs to combat the Depression, and Congress had repealed Prohibition, but my uncles continued to make their own red wine.

We lived in Crown Heights, just a few blocks from the border of Bedford-Stuyvesant, but we never thought of ourselves as living in Crown Heights.a

We thought of ourselves as living in St. Gregory’s parish. My parents and relatives considered it a step above neighboring St. Teresa’s parish, where, they said, the shanty Irish congregated.

Most of my aunts and uncles lived within walking distance of our apartment. Our building at 1030 Park Place, with the pretentious name “Brower Court” painted in Old English gold letters on the glass above the entrance doors, was six stories of red brick with several apartments on each floor. Our sixth-floor window looked out on Brower Park across the street, which housed the original Brooklyn Children’s Museum in two converted mansions.1 On early winter mornings, we were often awakened to the sounds of coal dropping into barrels from chutes on the side of trucks and of hot-water water radiators banging and whistling in our apartment. Other neighborhood noises included the ice truck, which came to fill each icebox, and the milkman, who delivered bottles of unhomogenized milk (with the cream floating on top) to each front stoop or apartment door.

We patronized the stores on Kingston Avenue: a pharmacist, small grocer (where butter and sugar were spooned out of tubs), butcher, and candy store with comic books and penny seltzers. On Nostrand Avenue, a few blocks away, we bought clothes and shoes and went to the tailor and shoe-maker. All the merchants were either Italian or Jewish.
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My mother told me many stories on those walks to the stores, in our small kitchen as she fixed dinner, and at night in my bedroom. She loved to tell of the four Gill brothers who came from England to the United States in the early 1800s. Three stayed in the Carolinas; the fourth, from whom Mother was descended, returned to England. Mother always considered it a mark of status that her family had some English roots and had lived in America for more than a hundred years.

As Mother recounted it, the four brothers were part of a staunchly Protestant family that lived in Devon during the mid-seventeenth-century  reign of Oliver Cromwell, when virulent anti-Catholicism swept across England and Ireland. One evening during a violent storm, the family of the brother who had returned to England heard a terrible pounding on the door. Opening it, the Gills saw a huddled, soaking wet, shivering man. They took him in, stirred the fire to dry his clothing, and gave him food and drink.

The next day, the man said he was an Irish Catholic priest who had secretly entered England to provide sacraments to Catholics, but now there was a price on his head. He needed to reach France so he could flee to America. The Gills dressed the priest in a woman’s clothing to hide him in their home for about a week, when they placed him on a boat to the safety of Normandy’s coast.

The night the priest left, he profusely thanked the Gills and said, “I have nothing to give you except some books.”

“And what books might they be?”

“These are books about my faith. They explain my beliefs. I want you to have them.”

As he was leaving, the priest placed the books on the table over the protests of the Gills, who did not want to accept something so dangerous to them and precious to their visitor. Eventually curiosity took over, and surprisingly the family found the books to their liking. The Gills emigrated to the Galway region of Ireland, embraced the Catholic faith, and established themselves as businessmen, running hotels and operating ferries.

Grandfather Thomas Peter Gill was born in Brooklyn in 1845, one of seven children of Irish immigrants John Gill, a dry-goods merchant from Ballinalee in Longford, and Mary Fahey, who had emigrated from Eyrecourt in Galway. Grandfather Gill was christened in St. Peter’s Church on Barclay Street in Manhattan, the same church that in 1805 baptized a converted Catholic named Elizabeth Ann Bayley Seton, a friend of the Gill family who would become the first American-born saint.

In 1862, at age fifteen, Grandfather Gill ran away and, claiming to be eighteen, joined the 47th Regiment of the New York State Militia to fight in the Civil War as a private in the Union Army. My Mother would show me Grandfather Gill’s letters to his mother. “Dear Mother,” he wrote on June 4, 1862, “I tend to my prayers as well as I can and am going to church every Sunday I can. Dear Mother do not send the Metropolitan here [the Metropolitan  Record was a New York diocesan paper that Archbishop John Hughes began in 1859]. It would be a laughing thing for the red-necked Protestants for I don’t think there is a Catholic in the Company besides myself.”

When the Civil War ended, in 1865, Grandfather Gill returned to Brooklyn, where he clerked in a law office, aspiring to be an attorney. Then doctors told him that he had tuberculosis and urged him to find work outdoors. He became a ship’s carpenter and during the administration of President Grover Cleveland was chief clerk of the Brooklyn Navy Yard, responsible for handling mail, payroll, and invoices.

Grandfather Gill married Delia Veronica McQuade, also born in Brooklyn, and they had nine children, two of whom died in infancy. My Gill grandparents died before I was born, but my mother prayed for them every day.

For every one of those stories my mother told me about her English and Irish heritage and her father fighting in the civil war, she told me ten about “the Gill women.”

My great aunt Marcella Gill at age eighteen entered the convent of the Sisters of St. Joseph and became Sister Mary Celestine Gill. Sister Celestine was committed to provide a first-class education to Catholic girls who, because of their religion and economic status, were denied admission to the finest private schools. In 1906 in Brooklyn, she founded St. Angela’s Hall, an elementary and secondary school for women. In 1916, Sister Celestine started St. Joseph’s College for Women in Brooklyn and served as its first dean.2

Mother was also proud of her father’s cousins, Lucy and Elizabeth Gill, who were born in Galway, Ireland, and came to lower Manhattan in 1868. They entered the Ursuline convent, where Lucy became Mother Irene and Elizabeth became Mother Augustine. In 1886, they established “Board Classes” for women who wanted to become teachers, at the time the only Catholic teacher training for women in New York City. Mother Irene left New York City to start a college for Catholic girls in New Rochelle. Founded as the Ursuline Seminary for Girls in 1897 with ten boarders and sixty day students, it soon became the College of New Rochelle, the first Catholic college for women chartered by New York State. By 1929, with 157 graduates and 802 students, it was the largest Catholic women’s college in the nation.3
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For my mother—who wanted to be called “Mother,” not “Mom” or any other colloquial appellation—the journey to Brooklyn began in Devon, England, and Galway, Ireland. For Dad—who preferred the warm informality of that name to either Father or Pop—the story began in Sorrento, Italy.

My grandparents, Giovanni Califano and Candida DeGennaro, met in Brooklyn, but both had emigrated from Sorrento, a town on the Italian peninsula. My paternal great grandparents, Antonio Califano and Mariarosalina Martino, lived in a house that still stands on Via Casa Nicca, a cobblestone street in Meta di Sorrento. At age twenty-four, Giovanni sailed from Naples to America on the Caledonia with his brother and 340 other Italians, arriving in New York on February 27, 1882. Like his father, Antonio, Giovanni had been a sailor who, as he told it, traveled to many nations around the world through many life-threatening storms, before settling in Brooklyn.

Grandpa Califano turned down an offer to head the grocery department at Abraham and Strauss, a premier Brooklyn department store, because he wanted to be his own boss. Instead, he opened a produce store and lived on the floor above it. Grandpa always had a pencil behind his ear to tally customers’ bills on the back of their brown paper bags; he never had a cash register.

Grandpa Califano met my grandmother in a local bakery when the two of them were buying bread early one morning. The seventh of seven sons, he asked Candida DeGennarro to marry him on the seventh day after they met. He was twenty-eight; she was eighteen. She immediately accepted his proposal, over the objections of the Sessas, a banking family from Sorrento that had brought my grandmother to the United States to be their children’s nanny. Giovanni and Candida were married in 1885, in Sacred Hearts and St. Stephen’s, a small wooden Roman Catholic Church in South Brooklyn. They had nine children, three of whom died in infancy.

After Grandma Califano died in July 1939, Grandpa would sit alone in his Morris chair, talk little, and weep often. That December, Grandpa Califano died of a heart attack. I was only eight when he died, but he drew so many simple pictures of boats for me as he recounted his adventures that I can draw them exactly as he taught me to this day.
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Dad went to work in 1925 as secretary to the advertising manager at International Business Machines Corporation (IBM) at 50 Broad Street in Manhattan, one of 2,633 employees then. He was promoted to working on the IBM newspaper and became the Administrative Assistant of the IBM World Trade Corporation in 1949. When IBM World Trade moved in 1954 to the United Nations Plaza at 46th Street and First Avenue, my father relished having an office facing the UN and meeting Secretary General Dag Hammarskjöld, whose book, Markings, he insisted I read.

Dad had a loyalty to IBM that is incomprehensible in the twenty-first century. He never entertained the thought that he might work somewhere else. Ten years after his retirement, Dad wrote to Thomas J. Watson, Jr., “As for myself, after spending 39 years with IBM, it will always be a part of me.”

Dad meticulously obeyed the dress code of IBM founder Thomas J. Watson, Sr. For years he wore highly starched or stiff cardboard-collared white shirts, conservative neckties, and dark suits because “that’s what TJ wants.” My father even brought home and occasionally sang, as my mother played the piano, the IBM march, “March On With IBM,” and the IBM rally song, “Ever Onward,” which contained lyrics like:March on with IBM. We lead the way!  
Onward we’ll ever go, in strong array;  
Our thousands to the fore, nothing can stem  
Our march forever more, with IBM.





AndEver Onward—Ever Onward!  
That’s the spirit that has brought us fame!  
We’re big, but bigger we will be. . . .  
For the Ever Onward IBM.





Mother, Dad, and I joked often about the IBM songs. But underlying the laughter, and giving it a nervous pitch, was the sense that our bread and butter—and my education—depended on Dad’s unflagging loyalty to the company. We never let anyone outside the immediate family know that we sometimes made fun of the songs. Behind Dad’s back my aunts and uncles  joked about the songs, but never to his face; they too understood “the power of the Watsons.” My father did not make millions on the company’s stock. The stock market crash of 1929 had so shaken Grampa Califano and my father and his siblings that they feared investing in equities what little they could save.

Starting in 1917, my mother taught first and third grades at Public School 189 on East New York Avenue in Brooklyn. Mother loved teaching. She considered it a noble profession, an obligation of an educated Gill girl. She took a sabbatical shortly before I was born, but went back to teaching a year and a half later because our family needed the money.

In her early teaching years, the families were strong and the students were almost entirely Italian, Jewish, and Irish. As the neighborhood began to change, my father wanted her to retire because he feared for her safety. But my mother refused, insisting, “These poor Puerto Rican and Negro children need help.” However, by the time she retired, in 1959, after teaching for forty-two years, she admitted that increasing violence and crime in the school’s neighborhood terrified her.
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As strong as Mother was, we spent more time with the Califanos than the Gills. The food at gatherings was usually Italian, but the talk wasn’t. Though Dad had learned Italian from his parents and studied it in school, he never spoke it at home and never taught me. A first-generation Italian-American, my father made it a point of honor to be American. Dad’s attitude was doubtless reinforced in May 1939, when Italy’s Prime Minister Benito Mussolini signed the “Pact of Steel” with Adolf Hitler.

My father’s sister Rosalie, my Aunt Rose, was the backbone of the Califano family, its indisputable matriarch and a second mother to me. For the first ten years of my life, Aunt Rose and her husband, Michael Scotto, lived five blocks from us in a brownstone with Grandpa and Grandma Califano. A year after I was born, Dad was stricken with what the doctors called a severe case of rheumatic fever (in those days a diagnosis doctors often gave when they couldn’t determine the ailment). He was hospitalized for more than a year. During that time, since my mother had to work to support us, Aunt Rose taught me to walk while Uncle Mike worked at his family business,  constructing and repairing boats. In 1939, Aunt Rose and Uncle Mike moved to a brick row house in a Flatbush development built by Fred Trump, Donald’s father.

Aunt Rose and Uncle Mike had two sons, Louis Edward and John Ignatius (nicknamed Chub). These cousins were like brothers to me. They both fought in World War II, Louis in the infantry and Chub—who had graduated from St. John’s College in Brooklyn, the first on my father’s side of the family to go to college—in the Army Corps of Engineers. Chub fought in North Africa, Sicily, and Italy, but was never wounded. On three occasions, Louis was wounded and his entire company was wiped out—twice in France and just before the Battle of the Bulge in the Huertgen Forest in Germany. After a sniper’s bullet shattered Louis’s left wrist, he returned home with a permanent disability. He never fully recovered from his war experiences and suffered nightmares into his nineties.

Only eight blocks away from us, in a small one-bedroom apartment on Crown Street, lived my father’s sister Constance, named in American idiom for her mother Candida. She married Anthony Martinez, and my father’s brothers and sisters whispered out of Aunt Constance’s hearing that their sister had married beneath herself, because Uncle Tony was of Spanish descent. Aunt Constance was a secretary at Singer Sewing Machine Company; Uncle Tony, a meter reader for Con Edison in Brooklyn.

My Aunt Jess, my father’s sister Jasmine (named in the American idiom for Gelsomina), married my mother’s brother Thomas Gill, a widower. Aunt Jess never had children, but Uncle Tom had two from his prior marriage, one of whom, his namesake, drew The Lone Ranger, Bonanza, and other cartoons for comic books and daily newspapers.

My father’s older brother, my Uncle Gus, was a kind of Dale Carnegie for first- and second-generation immigrant families in New York. He conducted a course in private elocution and public speaking throughout New York City in the 1930s and 1940s. Uncle Gus taught thousands of immigrants and their children, ambitious to assimilate and succeed, how to speak, dress, interview for jobs, and make public presentations. His stationery advertised his business: “Augustus E. Califano—Effective Speaking, Personality Training, Human Relations.” His motto was “He Conquers who Conquers Himself.” Over the years as I traveled the country, many of those he taught told me how much they had learned from Augustus Califano and asked, “Are you related?”

My father had a sister, Anna, whom I never met. As a child I imagined all sorts of things about Anna because Mother and Dad refused to talk about her. I suspected she was on welfare—“the dole,” which the family considered a shame and disgrace—or that she was in prison. It had to be something like that, I imagined, for my parents, aunts, and uncles to banish her. That would explain why they all ignored my questions. Years later, after my father died, I learned that the family was indeed ashamed of Anna—because she had married a Protestant. Over the years my father was the only one in the family who kept in touch with Anna. There was no mistake or sin Dad could not forgive. Indeed, if he hadn’t met my mother, he would have become a priest and the line to his confessional would have been the longest in Brooklyn.
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Though I saw far less of the Gill family growing up, they were loving, like my dad’s relatives, and made it clear that family came first. My Aunt May and her husband, my Uncle Monty, who was in the coal business, were the formal relatives. When visiting their brownstone house on Sterling Place, two blocks from our apartment, I had to be scrubbed clean and dressed in freshly pressed shorts or clean corduroy knickers. Aunt May was the only relative who always served jellies, jams, and marmalades not out of the bottle but in cut-glass containers with fancy covers and tiny silver spoons.

My Uncle Joe Gill was the worldliest relative in the family. During World War I, he served in Europe as a lieutenant in the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers. After the war, he started his own leather business, travelling to Australia and becoming an expert in kangaroo hides. He was so successful that he drove a Chrysler and always gave me the most money (five or ten dollars) at Christmas. Uncle Joe had a mischievous and rakish sense of humor that he often displayed in teasing my mother. Once he stopped by our apartment just as one of Mother’s monthly bridge games was ending and the prim ladies were having a drink. Uncle Joe had a rye Manhattan with the ladies and finished it without eating the fruit at the bottom of the glass. “May I have your cherry, Joe?” a friend of my mother’s asked. “You’re twenty years too late, dear,” Uncle Joe replied. Mother didn’t think it was funny; she let her brother have it when all her guests had left. I was twelve at the time and  thought it was so hilarious and risqué that I couldn’t wait to tell my classmates at St. Gregory’s elementary school.

Mother’s brother George—unknown to me—was diagnosed as schizophrenic and spent his life at several institutions. Mother and her siblings shared the Irish penchant for secrecy about such family skeletons. No matter how often I pestered, I was not told where she and her brothers would go each Christmastime when they visited their brother George. Years later I learned that she and my father wanted me never to have to put on any school or job application that I had a relative with a mental illness.
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Christmastime was the happiest of the year. Dad would take me to help him pick out a tree on Kingston or Nostrand Avenue and the tree would remain until January 6, the Feast of the Epiphany.4 When Grandma Califano was alive, she made struffoli, pieces of fried dough about the size of large marbles. I helped her dip each piece in honey and build little mounds to be given to each member of the family.b Christmas day I got to open presents and have a big Christmas dinner that Mother and Dad hosted for Uncle Joe Gill and some of Mother’s cousins.

The signal family event of the season was on New Year’s Day at Aunt Rose’s. All the Califano aunts, uncles, and cousins would be there. The meal began around 1 P.M. and lasted until 7 P.M., with just enough space between courses to give the digestive tract a little rest: antipasto, steamed artichokes with garlic and oil, lasagna, sausages and meat balls, traditional turkey dinner with all the trimmings, and for dessert, a mountain of cannoli, struffoli, bekenut, chewy macaroons with pignoli, and Italian grain pie. The wine with the meal had often been pressed by Uncle Mike and his brothers at the shipyard.

Throughout the year, on late Sunday afternoons at Aunt Rose’s or Aunt Jess’s, the family would gather for supper. We would listen to the radio—Jack Benny followed by Fred Allen. As a special treat some Sunday evenings we would board the St. John’s Place trolley and go for pizza and calzone to South Brooklyn, one of the few places in those days where such delicacies   were available. I remember hearing—on a Sunday afternoon in December, at the age of ten—about the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, and the worry of the family about Louis and Chub, who had both been drafted. The next morning, the first map that the Daily News printed of the Pearl Harbor attack was drawn by my cousin Tom Gill, Uncle Tom’s son.






 CHAPTER 2

 The Early Years

MOTHER WAS a stickler for discipline in everything—punctuality (especially for Mass), homework, elocution and grammar, general conduct and manners. She pounded the Brooklyn accent out of me, determined that I would say “never,” not “nevuh;” “sewer,” not “sewuh;” “soda,” not “soder;” “idea,” not “idear.” When Aunt Jess pronounced oil “erl,” Mother winced. She insisted on the correct usage of “I” and “me,” and “we” and “us,” and never hesitated to correct the moods of the verbs I used in conversation. She would not allow the tabloids—Daily News or Daily Mirror—in the house because she abhorred their slang phrases and misuse of the English language. She wanted me to read books, but on Saturday mornings when I went shopping for food with her, she let me buy one comic book—Action Comics with Superman, Detective Comics with Batman, or Flash or  Captain Marvel comics.

Dad could ignore the language, but he monitored how I dressed. He kept me in knickers and out of long pants longer than most kids in my school. I begged for months before I got Keds high-top sneakers, an ID bracelet, a key chain to hang from my belt loop to my right pants pocket, and a penknife. I pestered for permission to peg the bottoms of my pants around my ankles—to no avail.

I never heard either of my parents use a racial epithet. Because they both worked, we had a housekeeper named Mary Holly, a young black woman. I saw her every weekday around noon when I walked home for lunch, since there was no cafeteria in our elementary school. I loved her, and my parents stayed in touch with her for years after I left for college and she no longer worked for them.

I had to do my homework every night. When I got good marks, Mother and Dad allowed me, while doing homework, to tune the radio to Captain Midnight, The Inner Sanctum, The Green Hornet with his driver Kato, The  Lone Ranger, and later Martin Block’s Make-Believe Ballroom playing Tommy Dorsey, Harry James, Benny Goodman, and Les Brown 78-rpm records.

Mother and Dad wanted me to learn everything. There were piano lessons—a disaster of struggling to practice with a metronome for two years. There were tap dancing lessons inspired by Gene Kelly and those Fred Astaire-Ginger Rogers movies—an even more pronounced calamity. Fortunately they kept building up my self-esteem as we discovered I was tone deaf and had no sense of rhythm. When I was in high school, Dad tried (in vain) to teach me shorthand, and he had someone at IBM give me lessons in how to use a keypunch machine. He told me often about computers, which then filled whole rooms. He said, “Someday everyone will have them in their homes, on their desks, maybe even in their pockets.”

As much as I disliked piano and tap dancing lessons, I loved the games we played on the streets of Brooklyn. In my neighborhood, stickball took a distant second place to punchball. In spring and summer, in late afternoon and early evening, we played punchball in front of my apartment building. We turned asphalt streets into playing fields and manhole covers into bases. One sewer in the middle of the street would be home plate, the next, about eighty feet away, would be second base; first and third bases would be marked in chalk next to opposite curbs midway between the two sewers. There were usually five, sometimes six, players on each side. The hitter threw the spaldeen (a hollow, firm, high-bouncing pink ball made from the Spaulding Company’s discarded tennis ball cores and sold in candy and five-and-dime stores) high in the air, and then punched it with his fist, in a motion similar to that of a tennis player serving. Some of the better players, like Rudy, could punch the ball in the air a distance of almost two sewers, about fifty yards (known as a two-sewer hit). Doug Keebles and I couldn’t hit a distance of two sewers, but we became adept at punching the ball far enough to bounce off walls and windows so it couldn’t be caught on a fly. The superintendent of our apartment and neighbors sat on park benches facing the street, watching our games, sometimes betting on them.

There was little traffic and cars rarely parked on the street. If someone tried to park on our asphalt field, we would shout at them to move down the street—and usually they did. If they didn’t move far enough, however, they  were likely to find their car aerials broken, their paint scratched, or chewing gum stuffed in their door locks. Our block—Park Place between Brooklyn and Kingston Avenues—was our turf and even the Good Humor man honored it; he didn’t come ringing his bells until we had finished our punchball game.

Stoopball was played with one person on each side, sometimes two. The boy at bat would stand sideways and throw the spaldeen against the stoop. If the ball hit hard at just the right spot on the edge of the best step, it would take off over the head of the fielders and the batter would have a home run. If the ball, when thrown, hit the door or a window behind, that was an out—or a reason to run for cover from angry neighbors.

Territory involved jackknives. We traced a rectangle in dirt (near a tree) and divided it into one section for each player. A player would flip the jack-knife into someone else’s territory. He drew a line extending from the knife’s blade. The player whose territory was hit had to choose a piece of land on either side of the line. The knife thrower got the other side. The knife thrower could keep throwing as long as his knife stuck in the territory of another player. Louis C. was the best knife thrower, and if he went first, the rest of us might never get a chance. Whoever ended up with the most territory within the rectangle won. Those of us who had switchblades—jackknives that opened with the press of a button—showed off by repeatedly closing the blades and snapping them open during the game.

In the winter, we played Johnny-on-the-pony. A few players would bend over, each one with his head between the legs of the guy on front of him. The player in front pressed his arms against the side of a building and protected his head. The first player on the other team would run, place both hands on the lower back on the player farthest from the wall, hoist himself kangaroo style as high as possible, and land on the back of a player closer to the wall, as though jumping on a horse. Each player would follow suit. To win, the jumping team had to force one of the bent-over guys to the ground.

One of my favorite games was ringolevio, a rough game of hide-and-go-seek with two sides and two jails. The first side to capture and jail, usually in a back alley with a gate, all the members of the other side won. Someone guarded the jail, because if a member of the opposite team got inside and shouted “Free All!” the prisoners were released in a jailbreak.

Knuckles was our favorite card game. It was blackjack with a harsh ending.  The winner could take the wrist of the loser in one hand and, holding the deck of cards in the other, skin the four exposed knuckles of his closed fist. If the winner had blackjack—twenty-one on two cards—he could skin the knuckles of the loser twice. When blood was drawn from each of the four knuckles, the player dropped out of the game.

We played other street games, but not as often: hockey on roller skates, tag, and touch football. We never played soccer or basketball, and there were no fans of such sports in my neighborhood. We had no Little League teams, no coaches or parents on the sidelines—they only popped their heads out of the apartment windows around dinnertime.

What did Lyndon Johnson mean about what I learned “on the streets of Brooklyn” as key assets I brought to his White House staff? I’m confident they came from Johnny-on-the-pony, ringolevio, knuckles, and perhaps territory (though he probably never heard of those games).
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We weren’t always on the streets. Without air conditioning in the summer, many families rented bungalows at the beach or in the Catskill Mountains. My parents bought a small, brown-shingle bungalow at 41 New Hampshire Street in Long Beach, Long Island, where we went every summer until I was thirteen. As a public school teacher, my mother had the summer off; my father commuted to work in the city each weekday on the Long Island Railroad because my parents never owned a car. Between 1938 and 1942, I went to Jones Day Camp at Long Beach, where I learned to swim. On rainy days we did the usual arts and crafts and I learned I had about as much talent for these as for playing the piano or tap dancing.

On Saturday afternoons, we often went to the movies for twenty-five cents at Loews Kameo on Eastern Parkway and Nostrand Avenue or the Savoy on Bedford Avenue. For ten cents, the Lincoln on Bedford Avenue played old films and serials, which continued from week to week, of boat races and space hero Buck Rogers. World War II brought war movies, ration books, price controls, red tokens for coveted meat and dairy products, air raid drills, gas shortages, and V-mail from American soldiers. Gold star pennants hung in the windows of those families whose sons died in combat, and many Catholic windows were draped in black and purple. In December  1943, Brooklyn Union and Con Edison asked us to take cold baths to conserve gas.

But the one thing the war never changed was my, and my neighborhood’s, commitment to the Brooklyn Dodgers. We all lived for—and often died over—“Dem Bums.” We hung on every description of Red Barber’s radio play-by-play in his southern accent. In the summer evenings when our punchball game was over, we went to the candy store on Kingston Avenue and Sterling Place to check the bulldog edition of the Daily News for the latest stats on our favorite players. There we also bought candy for a penny, egg creams (seltzer from the counter spigot with splashes of chocolate syrup and milk) if we had two cents, and “loosies,” single cigarettes for a cent each.

One Sunday each summer, Uncle Tom Gill took me to a Brooklyn Dodgers double-header. The entrance to Ebbets field was a magnificent marble rotunda. There was a rickety wooden frame in right field with a scoreboard and billboards in the lower half advertising Schaefer beer (“The one beer to have when you’re having more than one”) and Abe Stark’s clothing (“Hit Sign, Win Suit”). There were only 32,000 seats, fewer than at Yankee Stadium or the Polo Grounds, but this gave Ebbets Field a special intimacy. We dodged trolleys criss-crossing the street to reach the entrance and took our seats in the center field bleachers for fifty-five cents each. “This is where the real fans sit,” Uncle Tom would tell me as he bought peanuts, orange soda, and hot dogs. Across the field we watched Hilda Chester harass visiting teams ringing her four-pound brass cowbell. Organist Gladys Goodding played “Three Blind Mice” when the umpires took the field; we all cheered and clapped. The Dodger Sym-Phony, a five-piece brass band, banged out “The Worm Crawls In” and the Dodger theme song:There’s a ball club in Brooklyn  
The team they call “Dem Bums”  
But keep your eyes right on them  
And watch for hits and runs.





Uncle Tom and I sat in those bleachers for six or seven hours, watching and cheering Pee Wee Reese, Dolf Camilli, Preacher Roe, Billy Herman, Dixie Walker, Carl Furillo, Jackie Robinson, Duke Snider, Roy Campanella,  Ralph Branca, Don Newcombe,1 and their teammates and booing the visiting team. We saw Jackie Robinson, in 1947 major league baseball’s first black player, steal home. We marveled at Carl Furillo, with his uncanny ability to read the unpredictable caroms off the right field wall and his phenomenal arm, throwing out runners reckless enough to try to stretch doubles into triples or score from second base. We witnessed Pete Reiser smash into the concrete center field wall and hang on to the fly ball in his glove as he hit the ground.2 We loved it when Eddie Stanky crouched to bamboozle pitchers into walking him at the start of an inning and Duke Snider hit home runs.

When I was a senior at Brooklyn Prep and there was a shortage of ushers at Ebbets Field, my classmates and I fought for the chance to fill in. The high school was nearby and Walter O’Malley (the Dodgers owner whom we would vilify for moving the team to Los Angeles in 1957) was an Irish Catholic whose daughter dated Prep students. There was no pay, but who needed it? We got to see the game and occasionally got tipped a nickel or dime for dusting off someone’s seat.






 CHAPTER 3

 Born, Bred, and Branded Catholic

I REMEMBER THE first time I sensed the power of my mother’s faith. I was ten years old. We were at our bungalow in Long Beach when a red-hot ash from her cigarette flew into her left eye. Her doctor feared she might lose sight in that eye. She prayed to God to save her eyesight, promising to sacrifice smoking and drinking forever in return. She kept her sight and never smoked or took another drink, even when doctors later urged her to sip red wine to “strengthen her blood,” a remedy common among Italian families in those days.

Mother sometimes took me on her visits to the Carmelite nuns. In Brooklyn, the order lived cloistered from the world in a convent behind a twenty-foot-high wall at the corner of Bedford Avenue and St. John’s Place. She regularly visited the nuns there and spoke to one through a screen that hid their faces from each other but unveiled a common faith. Mother would ask the nun to pray for her “intentions,” such as “for the Good Lord to keep our family safe and healthy.”1

Both Mother and Dad, and my aunts and uncles, went to Mass every Sunday and participated in novenas (a nine-day prayer routine for a special intention) and First Friday devotions (attending Mass and receiving communion on nine consecutive first Fridays of the month). They went to confession often, no less than monthly, though I doubt they had many sins to confess. They supported the parish church and numerous Catholic causes—missions in foreign lands, nuns working on Indian reservations, and the St. Vincent de Paul Society to help the poor.

Like most Brooklynites in the “city of churches” (as Brooklyn was often called), my parish was my neighborhood. St. Gregory’s was founded in 1906 as a small building with a tin roof. By 1915, Irish immigrants had built a majestic church with a seven-story-high bell tower in Romanesque architecture inspired by the Basilica of Saint Laurence in Lucina, a neighborhood  in Rome. It remains one of Brooklyn’s treasures, among the finest examples of “fresco buono” in New York City because of its interior marble, religious tapestries, English stained glass, mosaic tiled floors, and Great Apse portraying Pope Gregory the Great in the company of the Fathers of the Church.
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In 1936, my parents sent me to public school because the parochial school had no kindergarten. But in 1937, I was ready for first grade and there was never any doubt it would be at St. Gregory’s.c Next door to the church, the school was three stories with sixteen classrooms, an assembly hall, and a basement. The hallway walls held crucifixes and paintings and statues of Mary and Joseph. Each classroom had large black chalkboards the length of a wall with a crucifix above.

The Sisters of Mercy taught our class of eighteen girls and seventeen boys. Over eight years, only one classmate moved away; only one entered after the first grade. The Sisters lived in a convent behind the school. With their long black habits, veils, and starched white coifs that covered everything except their hands and faces, they could have played supporting roles to Ingrid Bergman in the smash Hollywood movie of that day, The Bells of St. Mary’s. The nuns wrapped oversized brown rosary beads around their waists, with five beads and a large crucifix hanging at their sides. Their faces, hands, and wrists—the only skin we could see—were always scrubbed clean. We never knew whether they had long or short hair or, as we sometimes imagined, shaved heads. Each was called Sister Mary before a different name.

Except for music and drawing classes conducted by lay Catholic women, every year a single nun taught us all our subjects: religion, English, reading, writing, spelling, arithmetic, history, civics, geography, nature study, elementary science, and hygiene.

Discipline was strict. We were expected to arrive at school properly dressed and washed. The nuns often examined our hands; they checked to see if our nails were clean and looked behind our ears. We had to raise our   hands to be recognized if we had a question or for permission to go to the bathroom. Our desks had to be neat. The homework we handed in could not have erasures. We were to learn our lessons, have perfect penmanship, and write the initials J.M.J. (Jesus, Mary, and Joseph) in the top right-hand corner of every written page. Three-, five-, or ten-question quizzes were frequent, and after the first two grades unannounced. If we were absent, we needed a note from our parents. If we were late, it cost us points on our grades. The nuns gave me my share of raps with a ruler on the knuckles for being rambunctious. It wasn’t hard enough to hurt much, but, alert to the deterrent power of embarrassment, the Sisters always delivered the punishment in front of the entire class.

Our Bible was the Baltimore Catechism. The nuns hammered us with its first two questions and answers:Who made you?  
God made me.  
Why did God make you?  
God made me to know, love, and serve Him in this world and to be happy 
with Him forever in the next.





These questions and answers were our Catholic alphabet. We could recite them on demand and did. The Baltimore Catechism explained, in simple terms, the basic rituals, mysteries, and rules of our faith. In first through sixth grades, we memorized it. In the last two grades, we studied bible history, though we never read from the Bible itself. I was imbued with a dot-every-“i” and cross-every-“t” religion that left little room for the exercise of individual conscience.

We learned that God is perfect and omnipotent, while humans are imperfect and weak; that Jesus Christ is the Son of God, and that He was born of a virgin named Mary, before we knew what virgin meant. Mary, also called the Blessed Mother, was the only person conceived without the original sin that marked every other individual after Adam and Eve disobeyed God in the Garden of Eden. The lesson the nuns drove home was obedience to God.

In white chalk, the Sisters of Mercy outlined on the blackboard the mystery of the Holy Trinity: three beings—Father, Son, and Holy Ghost—in  one Divine Being. They told us not to worry about being unable to understand the Trinity: it was a mystery that was a part of our faith.

We learned the seven sacraments. The first, Baptism, cleansed us of the original sin of Adam and Eve. Penance (confession) offered forgiveness for our sins and reconciliation with God. Holy Eucharist was receiving the body and blood of Jesus Christ at Mass in the form of a white, unleavened bread wafer the diameter of a quarter. Confirmation, which we received in eighth grade, strengthened our faith and reminded us that we might be called into battle as soldiers in Christ’s army. Matrimony was an unbreakable covenant between a man and a woman for the purpose of producing a family and serving the church as lay people. Holy Orders was for those whose vocation was the priesthood. Extreme Unction, the last rites, cleansed us of our sins before death in order to open the gates to Purgatory and Heaven.

By fourth grade we could recite in our sleep the seven deadly sins (Pride, Covetousness, Lust, Anger, Gluttony, Envy, Sloth). We learned the seven corporal works of mercy (feed the hungry, give drink to the thirsty, clothe the naked, ransom the captive, harbor the harborless, visit the sick, bury the dead). We were taught to perform the seven spiritual works of mercy (admonish the sinner, instruct the ignorant, counsel the doubtful, comfort the sorrowful, bear wrongs patiently, forgive all injuries, pray for the living and the dead).

We had a lesson in religion every day, five days a week. Every Sunday, we went to nine o’clock Mass, where we sat with our classmates in the front pews while our parents sat in the back. Colorful tapestries and stained-glass windows depicting scenes from Jesus’s life and the Stations of the Cross lined the front, back, and side walls of St. Gregory’s, providing something to gaze at during long Masses. At Mass, boys always wore ties; girls, dresses; parents, suits and dresses. Women had to cover their heads, which made for colorful Easter bonnets but also required the nuns to tuck a handkerchief or two under their sleeves for girls who forgot a hat.

We regarded the Mass—the Consecration of the bread and wine into the Body and Blood of Christ—as the central miracle of Catholic worship. We learned that Jesus Christ is truly present in the sacred host given at Communion. We were taught that it was a mortal sin to miss Mass on Sunday or a Holy Day of Obligation.2

The nuns explained that we were all part of the mystical Body of Christ,  the Communion of Saints, which was composed of three parts. The Church Militant was made up of the faithful on earth, who shared an apostolic mission to spread the gospel (literally “the good news”) of Our Lord Jesus Christ throughout the world. The Church Suffering was the souls in Purgatory waiting to enter heaven. The Church Triumphant was the angels, saints, and all those in heaven. St. Joseph was my favorite saint, and on his feast day, March 19, my father bought brownies from Ebinger, Brooklyn’s finest bakery, to celebrate.

If we followed the Baltimore Catechism’s recipe for leading a good Catholic life, we would go to Heaven; if not, we were doomed to eternal damnation in the fires of Hell. In the early grades, the nuns described being in Heaven as a day full of wonderful surprises and boundless joy, a place where you could eat all the candy and ice cream you wanted and never get sick. (They might have added that we would never get fat, but getting fat was not considered a problem in the 1940s.) By eighth grade, the nuns cautioned us that Hell was the denial of ever being in God’s presence, which was more painful than burning forever in a roaring fire. We didn’t read Dante in St. Gregory’s, but the Sisters of Mercy painted as vivid a picture of the underworld as the fiery author of The Inferno.

We never ate meat on Fridays. As a child, I remember being served pea soup at a friend’s house. I asked if a ham bone had been used to flavor it. When told yes, I didn’t eat it for fear of committing a serious sin.

The nuns hoped most of us would not commit a sin terrible enough to end up in Hell, but warned that we would be held in Purgatory to atone for our lesser transgressions (even if we went to confession and received forgiveness). The nuns never told us how long Purgatory would be, but they let us in on the world of partial and plenary indulgences to get time off for good behavior. A partial indulgence removed part of the time you spent in Purgatory for a certain sin; a plenary one removed all of it. Reciting prayers like the Hail Mary or Our Father, singing hymns, or reading scripture earned us partial indulgences. So did saying grace before and after meals, blessing ourselves with the Sign of the Cross, and using holy water. We could also shorten the time deceased souls suffered in Purgatory by giving our indulgences to them. The inside cover of our prayer books or Bibles often listed how much time we would gain for each good deed: “The faithful who spend at least a quarter of an hour in reading Holy Scripture . . . may gain  an indulgence of 300 days.” Three hundred days less in Purgatory! That made me wonder how many days more I’d have to work off for a taste of ham-flavored pea soup on a Friday. Five hundred?

Plenary indulgences were harder to obtain. If accompanied by confession, communion, and a prayer for the Pope, actions such as these earned a plenary indulgence: receiving a blessing by the Pope (even by radio), kissing the cross on Good Friday, attending the first Mass of a newly ordained priest, reciting the rosary in public. Visiting a church on All Souls Day (November 2) garnered a plenary indulgence for a soul in Purgatory. My parents and I performed many of these rituals and recited many of these prayers in the hope of gaining indulgences for ourselves and our deceased relatives.

The Sisters of Mercy reminded us repeatedly that we were fortunate to be members of The One True Church and that only those who were baptized could enter Heaven. The nuns did teach that most Protestant baptisms removed original sin. The Church accorded baptismal status in two other situations: baptism of blood for those who died in the service of God, which included those who gave their lives to save another human being, and baptism of desire for those who would have been baptized were they not victims of “invincible ignorance.” This latter concept comforted me as a child. I had several Jewish friends in the neighborhood—they went to the synagogue a couple of blocks from our apartment—and there were other nice people on the block who never went to any church or synagogue. I thought they deserved to go to Heaven. The nuns taught that Jews and good individuals who did not believe in our God could be saved because their invincible ignorance was not their fault. Faith in The One True Church was a gift from God and since God was just, He would not deny Heaven to those invincibly ignorant individuals who lived good lives. Throughout the years at St. Gregory’s, there was little, if any, sense of the ecumenical; indeed, we were prohibited from taking part in any non-Catholic religious service or contributing to any other church.
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On Ash Wednesday, the first day of Lent, the priest rubbed ashes in the shape of a cross on our foreheads, visibly identifying the Catholic children  in the neighborhood, who proudly sported them. Lent lasted forty days, not counting Sundays, in remembrance of the forty days and nights Jesus spent in solitude, prayer, and fasting before He was crucified for us. During Lent, in addition to the usual Friday abstention from meat, we ate meat no more than once a day on other days of the week and limited the food at breakfast and lunch to less than the amount consumed at dinner. During this season, like Mother and Dad, I usually gave up candy.

At St. Gregory’s, the nuns gave each of us a Mite Box to take home.3 We filled this small purple cardboard box with pennies and brought it to school at the end of the Lenten season. We believed money would help the “pagan [unbaptized] babies” in countries like China where Catholic missionaries worked. With every five dollars collected, the class could name a baby being baptized.

Mother took me to Mass on Holy Thursday to watch Monsignor Maurice Fitzgerald, our pastor, wash the feet of the parish priests as Christ washed the feet of His Apostles at the Last Supper. The next day, Good Friday, Mother took me to the Three Hours Agony from noon until three, where the priest would go through the Stations of the Cross and deliver several readings and homilies. The congregation would chant Dies Irae (Day of Wrath), a fifty-seven-line Latin poem often also recited at funeral Masses, to remember Jesus’s death on the cross. Dad had to work on those days, but he went to St. Patrick’s Cathedral in Manhattan during his lunch break.

On Holy Saturday at noon, Mother, Dad, and I opened a box of chocolate candy to mark the end of Lent. As a child, I was always given a new outfit to wear on Easter Sunday because it was the most holy day of the year.
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On May 26, 1938, my classmates and I made our First Communion together during the first half of second grade. We rehearsed walking up to the altar with our palms together as if we were praying and sticking our tongues out so that the priest could place the Host on our tongue. We considered it a serious sin for anyone other than the priest—and he with only his thumb and forefinger—to touch the consecrated Host.

To be eligible to receive Communion at Mass, we had to fast from everything, including water, from midnight the evening before. That required  being extremely careful in brushing your teeth in the morning to make certain not a drop of water went down your throat. Some parents with many children tied the faucets shut in case their kids got up for a drink of water in the middle of night. When we received Holy Communion, we were forbidden to chew it and had to allow it to become soft in our mouths so we could swallow it whole.

All parents of first communicants and all nuns in the school were at the children’s nine o’clock Mass that Sunday. The girls dressed all in white—dresses, shoes, and socks. The boys dressed in blue blazers and shorts with a white shirt and a wide white ribbon bow where the tie would ordinarily be.

With my classmates, I walked up the aisle to the white marble altar rail, where we knelt. The priest came down from the altar, placed the Host on my tongue, and said, “Corpus Domini nostri Jesu Christi custodiat animam tuam in vitam aeternam, Amen” (May the body of our Lord Jesus Christ guard your soul into eternal life, Amen). I then rose and returned to my seat.

My parents and several uncles and aunts celebrated my First Communion more joyfully than any birthday I can remember. As presents, I received rosary beads and a prayer book with a white cover. First Communion marked a momentous change in my life as a Catholic. From that moment on, I assumed personal responsibility to observe the rules of the church.

My classmates and I also began going to confession, at least twice a month on Saturday afternoons, to seek forgiveness for our venial (not so bad) and mortal (very bad) sins, in order to be prepared to receive Communion at Mass on Sunday. During those elementary school years our confessions consisted of being unkind to a friend or classmate, lying, fighting, and by seventh and eighth grades, “taking the Lord’s name in vain.” The “impure thoughts and deeds” like kissing and petting didn’t come until high school. I once walked around the outside of the church several times on a Saturday afternoon to muster the courage to tell the priest that I had hit a friend of mine over the head with a toy gun hard enough to make him bleed and cry. I was afraid that I had committed a mortal sin.

Confessions were so common that four priests would hear them for a couple of hours on a Saturday afternoon. Inside St. Gregory’s, each dimly lit confessional box had three sections. The center housed the priest behind a closed door; on each side was a kneeler behind a heavy red-velvet curtain. You couldn’t see which priest was behind the curtain, but you hoped that  you had picked one of the more lenient ones. When I knelt behind the red curtain, I faced a small screen with a sliding panel that was closed while the priest listened to the confessor kneeling on the opposite side. We knew that the priest would die before revealing what he heard. The priest, acting in Christ’s place, had the power to forgive our sins; all would be forgiven if we were genuinely repentant and tried not to sin again.

Once the priest slid open the panel, I made the sign of the cross and said, “Bless me father, for I have sinned. It has been two weeks since my last confession.” Then I recited my sins. Sometimes the priest would ask questions, offer advice on how to avoid such sins, or underscore the importance of avoiding any “occasion of sin”—the Catholic concept of not putting oneself in situations where temptation would be almost impossible to resist. He would then impose some penance, usually to say a few Hail Marys and Our Fathers. Then I recited the Act of Contrition. While making the sign of the cross in the air with his right hand, the priest then offered the Latin absolution: “Ego te absolvo a peccatis tuis in nomine Patris et Filii et Spiritus Sancti, Amen.” (I absolve thee of thy sins in the name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit, Amen.) The panel closed; the priest turned to another penitent on the other side. I pushed back the red-velvet curtain to go to the altar rail or some pew in the church, kneel, say my penance, and go home or out to play.

In fourth grade, Mother and Dad gave me two choices: become either a choir boy or an altar boy. Since I couldn’t keep a tune, I knew I’d never make the cut in the choir, so I became an altar boy. With Father Joseph Stapleton I went through three months of training, memorizing the Latin responses to the priest’s Latin before I served my first Mass with an experienced altar boy, Robert Mattello.

Being an altar boy was a big deal. Girls couldn’t do it. An altar boy led the way for the priest as he stepped into the sanctuary and knelt next to the priest, facing the altar, back to the congregation, as the priest began the Mass: “In nomine Patris et Filii et Spiritus Sancti, Amen. Introibo ad altare Dei.”

I responded: “Ad Deum qui laetificat juventutem meam.”d

Usually there were two altar boys at every Mass, one kneeling at the foot   of the altar steps on the Gospel side (left facing the altar) and one on the Epistle side (right). They moved the Missal, red-leather bound with gold-edged pages, from the Epistle side to the Gospel side of the altar and delivered the wine and water to the priest. Different priests preferred different amounts of wine in their chalice to consecrate. The altar boy on the Epistle side rang the bells three times during the elevation of the Body of Christ and three during the elevation of the Blood of Christ.

As an altar boy, I walked alongside the priest as he dispensed communion to parishioners kneeling at the altar rail. I held the communion paten under the chin of each communicant as the priest placed the host on the communicant’s tongue in order to provide maximum protection should the Host slip out of the priest’s hand or the communicant’s mouth.

There were half a dozen Masses on Sunday, the latest at 1 P.M. There were none on Saturday afternoon or Sunday evening. On weekdays and Saturdays, four Masses were said, every half-hour from 6:30 until 8:00 A.M. Each month, I was assigned a weekday Mass for at least one week and two Sunday Masses. My black cassock was kept in the sacristy, but I was given a white surplice, which Mother proudly washed, starched, and ironed to perfection. Father Harold Hanley would whip through Mass in less than twenty minutes. Monsignor Fitzgerald often ran over the allotted half-hour and the next Mass started a little late. Once a year, St. Gregory’s had the forty hours’ devotion to the Blessed Sacrament, during which the Consecrated Host was displayed atop a small altar in an alcove to the right of the main altar. Altar boys were assigned to hourly shifts to kneel in front of the Host. Seventh and eighth graders were given the hours between 11 P.M. and 6 A.M. As our neighborhood began to change and crime increased, Mother worried about my being out on the streets at such hours. I thought it was exciting.

To serve as altar boy at weddings and requiem Masses held the likelihood of a tip from the groom or the family of the deceased (a quarter or half-dollar was customary, a dollar a small fortune). A requiem Mass during the week meant that you were excused from school for the hour or so it took to prepare and serve. My crowning moment as an altar boy was in the eighth grade, when I was chosen to be one of the two main servers at the midnight Mass on December 25, 1944.
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By eighth grade I was embarking on the first romance of my life, with Joan Hembrooke. Joan’s mother was Italian-American and a first cousin of my father, but her father was a German-American, Emil Hemberger. Because of the intense antipathy toward Germans during World War II and the fact that so many people made fun of the name Hemberger (“hamburger” was an easy tease), her family changed its name to Hembrooke when Joan was in fifth grade. Joan and I would become high school sweet-hearts as she went to St. Saviour, a Catholic girls’ school taught by Sisters of Notre Dame, and I went to the Jesuit high school, Brooklyn Prep.4 For eighth grade confirmation names, I chose Robert, Joan chose Roberta.

That year, Joan delivered me my first academic setback. I was vying with her for first in the class. She ended up with the highest marks and took top honors. My publicly announced consolation at the graduation ceremony in St. Gregory’s auditorium was that I had the highest marks among boys.

The nuns and priests of St. Gregory’s anchored me in a Catholic religion circumscribed by rules of conduct as detailed as a tax code—but without loopholes. That structure provided me comfort and security as a thirteen-year-old graduating from elementary school. I had learned much of my religion by rote and did not question it. The lines were sharply drawn. Along with my parents and relatives, I followed the rules of our faith, and the rituals brought us together. I connected Sunday Mass with Sunday evening with the extended family and Lenten fasting with a love of chocolate I shared with my mother. The Sisters of Mercy made sure that the holy water Father Joseph Foley sprinkled on my head when he baptized me two weeks after I was born found its way into every pore of my childhood.

My parents reared me to be American and Catholic. America promised opportunity—and Catholicism salvation. Assured of both, I graduated from St. Gregory’s elementary school with unlimited hope for the future.






 CHAPTER 4

A Jesuit Education

I will never forget the night after I was accepted at Brooklyn Prep. Mother and Dad took me to see my first Broadway play, the hit musical “Oklahoma!” When we came home, Mother kept hinting to Dad to take me into the kitchen to talk. I went in to get a drink of water. Dad followed.

“You know a little about the facts of life don’t you, Son?” he asked.

“Yes, Dad,” I answered, even more nervous than he was.

“And what you don’t know the Jesuits will teach you.”

“Yes, Dad.” I could sense his relief as he returned to the living room.

 

BROOKLYN PREP—or Schola Praeparatoria Brooklyniensis, by the Latin inscription circling the school seal—introduced me to the Jesuits. I entered The Prep—to us it was the only one—in January 1945 as the hot war was cooling off. I graduated three and a half years later, in June of 1948, as the cold war was heating up.

New York City public high schools were good at the time, but my parents scraped together $250 a year for me to have a Catholic education. “There is nothing like a Jesuit education,” my father said, and I quickly learned what he meant.

I walked the dozen blocks to school each day except in the rain or snow, when I took the Nostrand Avenue trolley. The Prep was 100 percent white and, like St. Gregory’s, dominated by the Irish, with some Italians on the side. Almost all the teachers were Jesuit priests or scholastics (young men teaching for a few years before they undertook final theological studies prior to ordination). Discipline was rigorous, second only to a military academy. The dress code prescribed jackets and ties; academic standards were demanding. Attendance was taken at every class; tardiness was punished; truancy was an unspeakable offense. Every Jesuit high school had a prefect of discipline. We dedicated our yearbook to ours, Francis Brock, S.J.,  whom we saluted as our “friend, counselor and priest” and praised for his “benevolent guidance.” The fact is, he scared the hell out of us. We hoped this dedication would provide a little insurance that we wouldn’t be in “jug” (“Justice Under God,” Jesuit nomenclature for detention) during graduation week.

During my years at Brooklyn Prep, the United States was flush with the victory and power of winning World War II. I was thirteen years old when, on April 10, 1945, the Allies liberated Buchenwald, the first major concentration camp in Germany to fall. I remember pictures of skeletal bodies of children my age with hollow eyes wearing oversized black-and-white-striped pajama uniforms.

A few weeks later, on May 8, V-E Day, the Daily News headlined “It’s over in Europe!” We prayed that my cousin Chub would soon come home from Italy. Half a million people jammed Times Square, stopping traffic for six hours. Ticker tape flew out of buildings, and ships in the harbor sounded their foghorns. The following night the Statue of Liberty, which had been dimmed since Pearl Harbor, was brightly lit. I listened to all of it on the radio.

In March 1946, as Winston Churchill cautioned in a speech at Westminster College in Fulton, Missouri, that “an iron curtain has descended across the Continent” of Europe, the nation’s focus, and particularly that of Catholics, turned to the cold war against Godless communism in Soviet Russia, a clear and present enemy that was persecuting the Church in Eastern Europe. Across the nation, the biggest domestic problems were building the suburbs rapidly enough, shifting the nation’s astonishing manufacturing capacity into civilian gear, and building schools for all those new babies that returning war heroes were producing.

For us at Brooklyn Prep, the Jesuits drew sharp lines between freedom and license, love and lust, selfishness and strength, right and wrong, normal and deviant behavior, passion and violence, good people and bad people, beauty and banality, skepticism and cynicism, healthy inquisitiveness and arrogant irreverence. We and our parents saw our social, moral, intellectual, and political lives painted in precise and vivid colors; we had little or no tolerance for pastels. In the dialogue between faith and family culture, the two spoke the same language. Most parents of Jesuit high school students were so proud that their sons had been admitted and so committed to their own  faith that they reinforced each weeknight and weekend what the Jesuits taught us during the week.

The Jesuits at Brooklyn Prep were socially conscious—especially about excessive materialism in American society and the plight of the poor in our affluent society. But they toed the conservative theological line drawn by the Vatican. They were insistent that the Roman Catholic Church was the only true church—so much so that we trembled to enter a synagogue for a friend’s bar mitzvah or sit in an Episcopal pew. The authority of the bishops was unquestioned. Sin was crisply defined. If any one of us had thoughts that the church should abandon celibacy for priests or ordain women—ideas then so inconceivable and heretical that they never entered my mind—he would never have expressed them, for fear of excommunication. If a student’s parents separated, it was a major embarrassment and a big-league scandal for his classmates (and their parents) to whisper about. Divorce was so roundly condemned, and annulment seen as so narrowly reserved for the best connected and most well-to-do Catholics, that it just never happened to any of my classmates’ parents or was hidden in the darkest corners of their family closets.
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I had the most fun at Brooklyn Prep writing (often with classmate Jerry Siesfeld) the gossip column, “’Round The Prep,” for the school newspaper, the Blue Jug. The column got me into trouble on more than one occasion as I tried, naïvely in a 1940s Catholic school environment, to exercise some First Amendment rights vis-à-vis school policies and the private partying of some classmates.

My father had warned me about how academically demanding the Jesuits were, so I studied hard my freshman year and received the silver medal for second-highest marks. In sophomore year, I received the gold for the highest. By junior and senior years, when I won no academic medals, I was a typical fun-loving, partying, cigarette-smoking, beer-drinking teenager. Somehow I managed to graduate twenty-third in a class of 239, the largest in the history of Brooklyn Prep. My lingering academic memories are of Latin—four full years of it, five days a week. By the time I left The Prep, I could read essays and poems in Latin and understand them.

Most of my friends and I got hooked on cigarettes early in our freshman year (there was a bathroom reserved for smoking at The Prep). We were allowed to eat breakfast off campus after the mandatory 8 A.M. Friday Mass, so we went to Cromas on Nostrand Avenue and smoked cigarettes with our buttered hard rolls and coffee.

Beer—Schaefer, Rheingold, and Piel’s—was the drink of choice; by our junior year we drank it almost every weekend at parties. In New York, it was then legal to buy beer at age eighteen and liquor at age twenty-one, but enforcement was lax, so there was no problem being served beer by age sixteen. In our senior year we sometimes went late on Friday afternoon to Schneider’s bar across Nostrand Avenue from The Prep for a beer to start the weekend. A favorite Saturday night hangout was Ma Hayes, on Ocean and Farragut Avenues in Flatbush, which served mayonnaise-sopped roast beef sandwiches, pickled eggs, and ten-cent beers. About fifty of us held our off-the-record stag graduation party there and shouted our order for one hundred beers. When Ma Hayes, the bar’s short, slight, but tough Irish owner, who resembled the movie version of the 1930s outlaw Ma Barker, told us it was a first, we cheered.
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At high school dances, we were told to “leave room for the Holy Ghost” if we slow danced too closely with the girls from St. Saviour or Bishop McDonnell. Petting or heavy necking was considered a serious sin; though a good number of us enjoyed it, virtually all of us who attended Jesuit high schools (and colleges) graduated as virgins.

The Catholic Church and our parents in those days were especially puritanical about sex in music, films, and personal conduct. My parents worried as swing music and bebop replaced “Let Me Call You Sweetheart” and the jitterbug scuttled the waltz. The sexiest song was Ezio Pinza singing “Some Enchanted Evening” to Mary Martin on a South Pacific island, both fully dressed, his hand gently resting high on her shoulder. The drug of choice for lyricists was “a cigarette that bears a lipstick’s traces” in Holt Marvell’s syrupy ballad, “These Foolish Things Remind Me of You.”

Quick to recognize the power of films to influence culture and conduct, in 1933 American bishops formed an Episcopal Committee on Motion Pictures  to study the cinema. A year later, the Legion of Decency was established to set a moral standard for Catholics regarding movies and to “condemn absolutely those salacious motion pictures” that were “corrupting public morals and promoting a sex mania in our land.”1 Catholics by the thousands in parishes across the country signed up to follow the Legion’s guidance.

In Brooklyn, parents read the Legion’s movie ratings on the second-to-last page of the Tablet, the paper sold for five cents every Saturday in the back of the church. The Legion gave each film a rating: A-I (Unobjectionable for General Patronage), A-II (Unobjectionable for Adults), B (Objectionable in part), down to C (Condemned, Catholics prohibited from viewing). Members of the Legion even put signs outside movie theaters advising Catholic patrons of condemned films such as Lady of Burlesque, This Thing Called Love, and Two-Faced Woman. Miracle on 34th Street, now a children’s Christmas classic, only received a B rating, because Twentieth Century Fox refused to recast Maureen O’Hara’s character from divorced mother to war widow. A condemned rating could deliver such a blow to the box office that Hollywood usually complied with the Legion’s standards. Hollywood producer David Selznick endured a long battle with Legion forces to keep Rhett Butler’s final words in Gone With the Wind: “Frankly, my dear, I don’t give a damn.” Long kisses, adultery, double beds, “damn,” “hell,” and many of Mae West’s lines were taboo.2

When the Legion condemned Howard Hughes’s film The Outlaw, parish pulpits shook with warnings of eternal damnation to anyone who bought a ticket to see this film about Billy the Kid. But like scores of rebellious teenagers, we trolleyed to downtown Brooklyn Fabian’s Fox theatre on Fulton Street, where it was playing in 1943.3 We were sorely disappointed to see only a little extra décolletage of a bosomy Jane Russell in the highly hyped scene where she kept a shivering Billy the Kid warm and alive by lying next to him in a haystack. The uproar had actually forced Hughes to replace Jane Russell’s off-the shoulder blouse—portrayed in the film’s advertisements and World War II pinups—with a marginally less revealing one.4
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My lingering spiritual memory of those years at Brooklyn Prep is of our religious retreat on February 10 and 11, 1948, directed by Father Raymond  Kelly at Mount Manresa, the Jesuit retreat house on Staten Island, New York. Though laden with threats of the fires of hell, the retreat provided a remarkable interlude of meditation and prayer with one disturbing exception.

That exception was my sourest experience with any member of the Catholic clergy. During my retreat confession when I admitted to “impure acts” of heavy petting, the priest (whose name I can’t remember) asked me to open my fly. I did and he took my penis in his hand and said, “See how ugly this is? This is not beautiful. It is too ugly to let any girl see or touch.” I was shaken. Strangely, I did not feel sexually abused (though I was); I just thought something was wrong with this priest. I was too embarrassed about my own confession and the incident to tell my parents.

This incident came in my senior year, when I began to have doubts about the truth of the Catholic Church and its teachings. I continued to attend Mass each Sunday and occasionally went to confession, but the Church seemed old fashioned, out of touch with much that I was reading and feeling. Somehow, the Jesuits at The Prep sensed this adolescent crisis of faith. One suggested that I read Avery Dulles’s book A Testimonial to Grace, about his conversion to the Catholic faith. At first, Dulles wrote, “the candles, the vestments, and the incense” repulsed him. But then, as he put it, “I came into the Church like one of those timid swimmers who closes his eyes as he jumps into the roaring sea. The waters of faith, I have since found, are marvelously buoyant. Indeed, when man is clothed with grace, the sea of faith is his natural element.”5 Dulles’s book, doubtless along with my parents’ prayers and those of the Jesuits at the Prep, brought me back to the Catholic Church. I realized how the Catholic faith had strengthened my parents and relatives with its secure traditions, sense of community, and clear moral compass.

Somehow, sometimes subliminally, the Jesuits at Brooklyn Prep charted a clear course for us. As the foreword to our graduating class yearbook recorded: we had “conquered many new fields of knowledge—spiritual, scholastic, physical,” but the years at Prep would be of “no avail if we do not follow out these teachings in our daily, future lives.” That meant “becoming active, militant Catholics; strong in our knowledge and appreciation of political and current events, strong in the courage of our convictions. . . . Only by such vigorous means,” we wrote, “can we make use of the benefits Prep has given us, only by working always ‘for the greater glory of God’ ”— Ad Majorem Dei Gloriam (A.D.M.G.), as the Jesuit scholastics taught us to chant and write on the first page of all our exam blue books.e

Perhaps most important, the Jesuits at Brooklyn Prep imbued me with a sense that there was something special about being a Catholic, a uniqueness that carried both opportunity and obligation. My respect for them led me and my parents to choose The College of the Holy Cross.
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Strict as it was, the discipline at Brooklyn Prep did not prepare me for Holy Cross. There classes were held five and a half days a week, including Saturday morning. Attendance was checked at each class. A Jesuit priest lived on every floor of every dormitory and conducted bed checks at seven and eleven each night. Specific permission was required to leave the campus from mid-day Saturday until the bed check at 7 P.M. Sunday. In addition to Sunday, we were required to go to Mass on four of the five week days—with assigned seats so that attendance could be taken. Smoking was permitted in the dormitories, but beer and women were prohibited; no one dared violate those rules—the punishment was expulsion.

At Holy Cross, I met for the first time people who were not from Brooklyn. Most were from New England, notably Massachusetts, but a number were from the South and Midwest. This opened my eyes and ears to new faces, dress, attitudes, and accents. My two roommates in my first year were both veterans on the GI bill. Though several years older, they were subjected to the same curfews and rules.

In my freshman year, I discovered college partying. At Dartmouth, where we went to watch a Holy Cross football game, I got so sick drinking gin that since I have never been able to stand its smell, much less its taste, and gin never again passed my lips.

In sophomore year, my rhetoric professor, Henry Bean, S.J.,f taught me how to think on my feet, write, and speak publicly. His was the only class that interested me. That year I flunked European history. At the time, I blamed my failing grade on the Irish priest who taught it, Patrick Higgins,   S.J., charging that he was prejudiced against Italian-Americans. My mother and father didn’t buy that excuse. Instead, I studied during the summer, and when I returned to the Cross in September, I retook and passed the exam. I vowed never to fail a course again, an oath I kept.

For a bachelor of arts degree, I had to take two years of Latin and two years of either math or Greek. I chose math. We took no electives until junior and senior year—and then they were limited. I took most of mine in English literature. The Jesuits exposed me to the grace of English poetry, Shakespeare’s tragedies and comedies, and carefully selected American literature. Nothing more recent or racy than Jack London, Bret Harte, and Ambrose Bierce’s The Devil’s Dictionary. I had to get a special dispensation to write my senior thesis on F. Scott Fitzgerald; my classmate Hugh Bradshaw had to mount a major campaign for permission to write his about William Faulkner, who had won the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1949.

These restrictions stemmed largely from the Index Librorum Prohibitorum—  Index of Forbidden Books, first published in 1559 by Pope Paul IV. The Jesuits at Holy Cross followed it meticulously. The Index was intended to keep Catholics away from books that might lead them to lose their faith, be seduced by heretical positions on matters of doctrine, or engage in pagan rituals or sexual sins. Catholics who published, read, owned, sold, or translated books on the Index faced an array of penalties, including possible excommunication. The year I entered Holy Cross, the Index included books by the Marquis de Sade, Spinoza, Machiavelli, Adolf Hitler, Immanuel Kant, and Leon Trotsky, as well as Ernest Hemingway, John O’Hara, and Mark Twain.6 During my years at Holy Cross, the Index did not stop me from reading—in the privacy of my room, often between brown-paper covers—just about everything by contemporary writers like Hemingway, O’Hara, and Truman Capote. By the time I graduated in 1952, the Index was irrelevant for me.7

I considered English my field of concentration, but in fact everyone those days graduated from Holy Cross as a philosophy major. In junior year, we were required to take half our academic load in philosophy courses (logic, epistemology, ontology, cosmology); in senior year, three-fourths (natural theology, fundamental psychology, advanced psychology, general ethics, and special ethics).

To teach philosophy, the Jesuits used syllogisms moving from a major  and minor thesis to an airtight conclusion. To this day, I recall their basic example:Major thesis: Lost articles should be returned to their rightful owners.

Minor thesis: The wallet I picked up is a lost article.

Conclusion: I should return this wallet to its rightful owner.8





In ethics, we debated—and concluded—that an individual has a right to a living wage, unions are “in se” (inherently) lawful, just strikes are appropriate exercises of union power, and the state has the duty to compel parents to educate their children. By modern standards, our ethics courses were conservative and dated. With hedges, they justified capital punishment and dismissed doubts about its effectiveness with this assertion: “The reason why capital punishment is often ineffectual [in deterring other crimes] is because it is frequently not carried out. The law’s delays and sentimentality and clever lawyers so delay the proper enforcement of this penalty that it often has little effect on the criminal.”9

Special ethics at Holy Cross kept women in their place (“barefoot in the summer and pregnant in the winter,” as many joked at the time) with this proposition: “Marital and parental authority, at the first moment of the existence of conjugal and parental society, is conferred immediately by God upon the husband in the first case, upon the parents in the second case.” The author, our professor Joseph Sullivan, S.J., continued in his book, “The authority necessary for conjugal society is conferred by God (through nature) upon that one of the two members who, generally speaking, is more fitted by nature to possess and exercise that authority. But generally speaking that one is the husband, as almost universal experience and conviction of mankind testifies.”10 With such high-powered women on my mother’s side of the family, I had difficulty keeping a straight face as Fr. Sullivan elaborated on this proposition.

The Jesuits encouraged me to dive into the choppy waters of ethical debate, but they expected us all to swim back to the shore of Catholic doctrine. Socialism and communism were roundly condemned moral atrocities. Civil authority derived its validity from the consent of the governed. While private property was considered an inherent right and capitalism generally blessed, materialism, relativism, utilitarianism, and hedonism  were rejected as immoral. Artificial birth control, abortion, eugenics, and euthanasia were viewed as serious sins.

The Jesuits at Holy Cross sent two clear messages: first, the need to repel communism and its Godless repression of the human spirit and the Catholic Church; second, the need to reject the excessive materialism of American society.

We took the first message to heart. In 1949, when the communists toppled American ally Chiang Kai-shek, we prayed that China would be freed of Mao Tse-tung and that Chinese Catholics would be free to practice religion. Our only complaint about Harry Truman’s use of American forces to repel the North Korean invasion of South Korea was that it was not aggressive enough. When the Chinese Communists entered the war on the side of the North Koreans, we were frustrated at their ability to hold our troops at the 38th parallel, the border between the two Koreas. We condemned Truman for firing General Douglas MacArthur, cheered the imperious general when he addressed a joint session of Congress, and sang at all our parties “Old Soldiers Never Die,” the hit song that came out of this incident.

At the time, we didn’t pay much attention to the Jesuits’ message about materialism. Many, perhaps most of us, were the first generation in our families to go to college. Our ambition, shared and encouraged by parents who had sacrificed to send us to Holy Cross (few scholarships were available except for returning GIs), was to be doctors, dentists, and lawyers or work for well-known corporations. Public service was not on the career list. My heart and mind, like those of most of my classmates, were focused on getting a piece of the materialism so many Jesuit professors warned us to reject. We wanted to make money. When my father said, “Someday you will make $50,000 a year,” I thought that as a proud parent he was exaggerating the potential of his only child. But I was ready and willing to try.
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Throughout high school and college I had to work during the summer. In the summer of 1945, at age fourteen, I got my working papers, a requirement of New York State law to stop abuse of child labor. A friend of my father gave me a job (and my father gave his son one). My first job was at The New Yorker, on West 43rd Street in Manhattan, where weekly deadlines for  eccentric writers and cartoonists kept me and the other office boys running. The following summer I worked as a messenger for Hearst Publications in Manhattan. Of special interest for a fifteen-year-old was seeing so many beautiful, half-dressed models when I rushed coats, dresses, bathing suits, and lingerie to their dressing rooms for photo shoots.

In the summer of 1947 and on many Saturdays during the ensuing school year, I worked as a stockroom boy and wrapper at B. Altman, a prominent department store on Fifth Avenue and 34th Street. I needed the five dollars I made on a Saturday to take my high school sweetheart to the movies, including snacks and subway rides to and from downtown Brooklyn or Manhattan theaters, because boys always picked up the tab.

In the summer of 1948, I worked as a short-order cook at the Club at Breezy Point, a private summer neighborhood at the tip of the Rockaway peninsula. The community, accessible by permission only, with a guard post at the only entrance road, was almost 100 percent Irish Catholic. The Rockaway Point Company, which owned all the land, kept the area restricted from blacks, Jews, and probably Italian-Americans. My parents didn’t favor Breezy Point, and I soon realized why. On the weekends, many men and a number of women drank to excess and needed help to get into their cars. (We never thought of stopping them from driving drunk back to their bungalows.)

In the summer of 1949, after my freshman year at Holy Cross, the economy was in such a recession—particularly in New York—that even with my father’s help, I couldn’t get a job. My parents insisted that I go to school instead. They were then urging me to be a doctor, noting that Holy Cross had a superb reputation for pre-med education. Since I hadn’t taken any science courses, I enrolled at Fordham University and took two. At the end of that difficult and uninspiring summer, I knew I’d never be a physician.

In the summer of 1950, I worked as messenger for Brown Brothers Harriman on Wall Street, hand delivering, as firms did in those days, stock and bond certificates to clearing-house mailboxes in the financial district. Recounting stories of the power and wealth of the Harriman family, my parents filled me with awe for the firm. They admonished me to be especially respectful of everyone because “someday one of those powerful people might be able to help you—and if they don’t like you, they could destroy your opportunities.” Edward Harriman, a robber baron of the late nineteenth  and early twentieth centuries, had amassed the family fortune through Union Pacific Railroad. Inconceivable to me that summer, his son, W. Averell, who became governor of New York in 1954 and served as undersecretary of state for political affairs in the Kennedy administration, would become a friend of mine. In November 1965, I would send him, on President Johnson’s behalf, to Chile to help roll back an increase in the price of copper. When I at first suggested to the President that the journey to Chile on such short notice might be difficult for the seventy-four-year-old diplomat, Johnson chuckled and whispered, “You just call him and get a car over to his Georgetown house. Ol’ Averell likes women. You just tell him what the President wants him to do. And tell him we’ll put a couple of pretty nurses on the plane and they’ll start working on him as soon as wheels are up and by the time he gets to Santiago he’ll have it up!” In subsequent years I enjoyed many dinners at his art-filled house.

In the summers of 1951 and 1953, my Uncle Tom Gill, who was secretary treasurer of the Paper Handlers and Sheet Straighteners Union, got me a job as an apprentice. This Irish-American union controlled movement of the huge rolls of newsprint from the docks of Manhattan and Brooklyn into the city’s newspaper presses and printing plants—after they were unloaded from boats to the docks by Italian-American stevedores. When we shaped up on the docks in the morning to see who would go to work each day, Irish union members wondered how, with a name like Califano, I ever got the job. My parents also encouraged me to travel: in the summers of 1950 and 1951, across the country; in the summer of 1952, as a graduation present, through Europe and the British Isles. The European trip, of almost three months, gave me my first brush with fascism.

My college roommate Ike Lancaster and I drove into Spain late at night inadvertently past a sleeping guard at a border post. When we got to a hotel in Zaragoza, the clerk looked at our passports and immediately called over an armed soldier standing in the lobby. Since our passports were not stamped for entry, the soldier took us to the police station, where they threatened to put us in jail as illegal entrants. Eventually, hours of questioning and waiting later, they believed our story and let us go. After that we noticed that there were soldiers everywhere. So that afternoon we went to a bullfight, à la Hemingway’s The Sun Also Rises, and instead of going south to Madrid, drove out of Spain as fast as we could.

Our ship, the Groote Beer, encountered a hurricane on our return voyage that left half of the passengers seasick and terrified all of us. I stepped off onto the New York pier, still rattled by the experience, and headed to law school—with little appreciation of how appropriate a prelude that storm was to the churning of new people and experiences ahead.






 CHAPTER 5

 A Harvard Law School Education

IF YOU ARE EVER going to be somebody,” Mother and Dad chorused incessantly, “you’ve got to go to graduate school.” Like most of my Holy Cross classmates, I wanted to go to work and earn some money. But in the 1950s, we did what our parents told us. Mine gave me four alternatives: medicine, business, education, or law.

I chose law as the least undesirable alternative. Fantasizing myself as a budding Perry Mason, I applied to three schools: Harvard, Columbia, and Fordham. Uncle Joe Gill, the most financially successful and experienced member of our family, pressed for Columbia because it was in New York (“where all the money is”) and because my father had gotten IBM founder Thomas Watson to write a letter of recommendation for me there. But I decided on Harvard, not so much because I thought it was the best but because I liked Massachusetts. If I had to go to law school, I thought, it might as well be in a city like Boston or Cambridge with many other colleges and graduate schools offering plenty of parties and girls.

My father wouldn’t let me take any scholarship or other aid from Harvard because, he said, “We pay our own way.” Frightened about living on Park Place as crime increased in the neighborhood, my parents had moved into Uncle Joe’s smaller rent-controlled Clinton Avenue apartment in Brooklyn. Mother and Dad sent a check each month to Uncle Joe, whose business had moved to Philadelphia but who kept the apartment under his name to maintain the controlled rent, which reduced the amount my parents had to borrow to pay for my tuition.

In September 1952, not one of us arriving as the Harvard Law School Class of 1955 was prepared for the world we were entering. Because of my trip to Europe, I missed the classic orientation lecture during which Dean Erwin Griswold asked all first-year students to look to their right and then to their left. As soon as they had, he remarked, “One of you will not be here at the end of three years.”*

I didn’t need to hear that speech to be intimidated. Phi Beta Kappa Keys dangled from chains. Almost everyone had graduated from college summa or magna cum laude in a day when those Latin accolades separated the top 1 or 2 percent from the rest of the class. Having received my diploma from Holy Cross without any such distinction, I felt like the only first-year law student without a fistful of academic medals.

While at The Law School, as we quickly learned to call it, Time magazine ran a cover story reporting that Harvard’s medical school was the best in the nation, its business school had no peer, but “the law school is in a class by itself.”1 Dean Erwin Griswold and others quoted that reference ad nauseam. Giants in the law taught us: Warren Seavey, whose signature book on torts was used in just about every law school; Lon Fuller for contracts; Dick Field for civil procedure. Stanley Surrey, who in 1961 became the Kennedy administration’s tax-policy guru, taught us taxation. We had A. James Casner for property and estates. Louis Loss taught us corporate and SEC law; Zechariah Chafee, Jr., unfair competition; Louis Jaffee, administrative law. Paul Freund was our professor of Constitutional law and conflicts of law.

The first year at Harvard Law was designed to be the most challenging intellectual experience of our lives, and it measured up. The sheer volume of cases and other materials that we were assigned to read overwhelmed us. Professors taught by the Socratic method, asking questions, forcing us to think hard, and trapping us into illogical extensions of legal principles. They rarely offered any answers, and had a knack for making us feel we deserved their ridicule and scorn. In Dick Field’s procedure class, I began my answer to a question by saying, “I feel . . .” He snapped in his high-pitched voice, “At Harvard Law School we don’t feel, Mr. Califano, we try to  think.” A few weeks later, I began my answer to his question about a case with “I think ...” When I finished speaking he cracked, “I hardly call that  thinking, Mr. Califano. I believe you’re back to feeling.”

Not one professor would have passed a political correctness test and every one of them would have seen that as an achievement. Only nine of our class were women, two less than in the class of 1953, which contained the first women to receive an L.L.B. from Harvard. An excerpt from the Casner and Leach Property I casebook captured the school’s machismo world:At common law it was a man’s world. There was no nonsense about equal rights, the single standard, or woman’s suffrage. Husband and wife were  one, and the one was the husband. The married woman was not sui juris, in this respect being in the same class with infants and idiots. . . . However, before we burst into uncontrollable tears over the hard lot of the wife, let it be remembered that in the rough-and-tumble of feudal times the husband’s function of protector involved something more than a hand under the elbow at street crossings and a scowl at too appreciative glances.2





There was only one exam—at the end of June—for each course, even those that had ended six months earlier, in January. Seventy-five or above was considered an A on the ground that correctly responding to three-fourths of what a Harvard Law professor asked was a monumental achievement. Grades were given in increments to the nearest tenth of a point. Every student was ranked from first to last and the list posted on bulletin boards for all to see. Thus, competition was instilled at Harvard Law School the way charity is in Catholic nuns who take the vow of poverty. It worked on me: at the end of my first year, I ranked forty-eighth of 501 and was determined to do better.

There were then only three academic societies at Harvard: the Law Review, by far the most prestigious student legal publication in the nation; the Board of Student Advisors, which conducted the Ames Moot Court appellate argument competition; and the first student-run Legal Aid Bureau in the nation, which serviced clients who could not afford lawyers. Selection was determined solely by academic standing. At the end of my first year, I was eligible for the Legal Aid Bureau.

My first client was a woman seeking to divorce her husband. She claimed that he was a drunk and abused her. I agonized over whether I could represent her; after all, I was Catholic and did not believe in divorce. Should I help someone violate God’s law of the indissolubility of marriage? I tried to talk her into staying with her husband. She refused. I suggested we get a protective court order for her. She wanted out of the marriage. I then thought about passing her on to another member of the Bureau, but decided not to, because Harvard had already ingrained in me the conviction that in the American system of justice everyone is entitled to representation, and that lawyers need not share—and should not be tarred with—views or positions of their clients. The attorney’s task was to present the client’s case as persuasively as possible, not to judge the client. So I concluded that as this  woman’s lawyer my duty was to carry out her wishes if they were legal in Massachusetts. I was also motivated by my hunger to get into a courtroom (Massachusetts courts gave legal aid students special permission to do so). After more meetings with her, I drafted the papers to file for her divorce. She never kept future appointments to sign them.

As pleased as I was at making Legal Aid, I was disappointed not to make the Law Review. Because I had taken such a liberal arts education at Holy Cross, focusing on literature, philosophy, language, and math, I thought I could increase my chances by taking more practical courses that summer. In addition to my job as a paper handler, I took two courses, accounting principles and economic theory, at New York University Graduate School of Business Administration. The extra work paid off. At the end of my second year I ranked sixth out of 456 and made the Law Review.
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Harvard Law School was my first non-Catholic educational experience. Most of the Jewish students were from the Northeast and very much like my Jewish friends in Brooklyn. However, I had never been exposed to White Anglo-Saxon Protestants—especially those with pedigree and affluence, who attended prep schools like Milton, Choate, Kent, Hotchkiss, and St. Paul’s, and Ivy League colleges. These men carried themselves with a worldly swagger. They dressed in the WASP uniform, Brooks Brothers button-down. Classical music and art were familiar to them. They had traveled widely. At winter break they went to warm climates to sail or mountains to ski. Their fathers were lawyers, corporate executives, and physicians. Many became my friends, and in second and third year eight of us rented a house at 21 Sacramento Place, a few blocks from law school. It was quite a group: John McGillicuddy, a Princeton football star, eventually became chairman and chief executive officer of Chemical bank. David Maxwell, a Yalie, became chairman and chief executive office of the Federal National Mortgage Association (FannieMae) and was named by Fortune magazine as one of the ten greatest CEOs of all time. John Robson, another Yalie, became chairman of the Federal Aviation Administration and deregulated the airlines; he also served as undersecretary of the Treasury and head of the U.S. Export-Import Bank in a series of Republican administrations. Dick Button,  a Harvard College graduate, was the first American Olympic figure-skating champion. John Steadman, a Yalie, from Hawaii, became a judge on the Court of Appeals for the District of Columbia. Dick Beresford, another Yalie who went on to medical school, became an outstanding academic with his law and medical degrees. Jim Bushby, a Yalie who practiced law for several years, became a New England innkeeper. These housemates opened my eyes to a far more sophisticated world than I had ever known—in the performing arts, foreign films, music, books, even in dress.

With such classmates, I found myself for the first time out of the cocoon of a nurturing Catholic family and institutions. Harvard Law School was a roiling secular sea of ambitious, pedigreed classmates from Ivy prep schools and colleges, and I was determined to prove myself at least their equal. I may not have gone to Exeter or Yale, but I was hellbent to surpass the graduates of such schools. Taking my cue from Irving Berlin’s popular song of the day, anything they can do, I thought, I can do better. I added many of their social skills to my Brooklyn repertoire. I switched from burgundy corduroy to tweed in sport jackets and to the button-down shirts, striped ties, and cordovan shoes of the Ivy League. I studied harder than ever before. And I found I loved the law.

Most important, if Holy Cross had gotten me to think about the grand philosophical questions—God, life, ethics, truth—Harvard Law School started me thinking about public policy and politics and their relevance to the larger issues of maldistribution of wealth and individual rights.

My professors at Harvard were by and large far more liberal than any I had been exposed to before. The Jesuits had instilled a sense of social justice in terms of individually helping the poor and weak. But at Harvard, the professors were more attentive to broad issues of civil rights and freedom of expression. In my sixteen years of Catholic education and at home, the First Amendment had been celebrated for its protection of freedom of religion, not for its enshrinement of political and artistic expression.

In short order, I found myself completely comfortable with the human rights that the Supreme Court defined through our Constitution, because they snugly fit with what I had learned from my parents and the Jesuits at Brooklyn Prep and Holy Cross. If we are all made in the image of God our Creator, then we all deserve to be treated with dignity. If God has given us free will, then civil society should provide the freedom to exercise it. Not  only was Harvard Law School adding to my life a dimension of social polish and intellectual sophistication, it was providing a powerful secular complement to the religious values instilled by my parents and the Jesuits.

My experiences at Harvard gave me greater respect and appreciation for my religion, my faith, and the values they had instilled in me. I engaged in conversations with very bright people who did not believe in God, who were agnostic, and who were skeptical, even scornful, of the Church. I was struck at how easily they ridiculed the Catholic Church and its doctrines—and how careful they were not to ridicule Jews or Negroes. It was my first inkling that among intellectuals anti-Catholicism might be the last permissible prejudice. Because I sensed that many of my classmates were troubled, some even tortured, by their agnosticism, I came to treasure the spiritual and ethical framework in which my life could be placed and my actions measured.

Steeped in concepts of natural law, I understood the differences between God’s law and man’s. It was, for example, a violation of God’s law to commit adultery, but not a violation of the law in many states. It was a violation of state law to run a red light, but not of God’s law. I was surprised to find that virtually none of my classmates thought this way.

Not quite everyone was liberal at Harvard. In first year, my property teacher was James Angell MacLachlan, nicknamed “Red” because of his (fading) shock of red hair. During parents’ weekend, Mother and Dad came to Red MacLachlan’s class. We were discussing a case involving landlordtenant law and an eviction. During the course of the Socratic exchanges, a student asked, “What about tenants’ rights?” MacLachlan reached in his pocket and pulled out a dollar bill. “I don’t know what tenants’ rights are. I can’t feel them. I can’t touch them.” Then, waving the dollar bill high, he said, “Now, this is property. That’s what we’re talking about—property rights!”

I thought Mother would faint. She considered Harvard a hotbed of materialistic atheism and this incident stoked her concern about the Law School’s potentially bad influence on me. The incident occurred soon after a young New Haven student, William F. Buckley, had published God and Man at Yale, his blistering book about Godlessness and agnosticism in the Ivy League. My mother had read the book, and she sent it to me after that weekend.

The summer of 1954 I worked as a clerk in the office of Dewey, Ballantine,  Bushby, Palmer & Wood, an old-line Wall Street law firm. Thomas Dewey, the former governor of New York, had been brought in to revitalize the institution, which had been started by Elihu Root, President William McKinley’s secretary of war and President Theodore Roosevelt’s secretary of state. Mother and Dad were delighted with the clerkship. To them, working in a Wall Street firm was evidence I had reached the top of the world. My recollection of that summer is hazy. I do remember, however, that when the partners learned I had made the Harvard Law Review, they took great notice of me and treated me to many lunches and dinners. I did think that they lived high on the hog, and I enjoyed the prospect of doing the same.

Harvard Law School turned me on intellectually and professionally—and stoked my ambition. As one of my professors, Zechariah Chafee, put it, “I envisage [in the lawyer] a thirst for exploration, a joy in life, the faith that effort can bring accomplishment, the dream that over the Alps lies Italy. Such a spirit . . . can turn law into more than an intellectual puzzle or a lucrative occupation. It is the quality which has turned many successful lawyers into great public servants.”3 The school’s professors—and the examples of its successful graduates in private practice, politics, and government—blew open my horizon of opportunity. Graduates were cabinet members. They ran large law firms and giant corporations. They sat on the Supreme Court of the United States and hundreds of federal and state courts across the nation. I had fallen into the profession that was right for me. There was nothing I couldn’t do, it seemed, after graduating from this law school.






 CHAPTER 6

 Landlubber in the Navy

FROM THE TOP of the heap at Harvard Law School, I went to the bottom of the heap in the U.S. Navy. The Korean War was raging when I entered law school. The Selective Service had classified me 1-A shortly after I arrived in Cambridge, but gave me a deferment for law school. That made it certain I would be drafted upon graduation in June 1955, even though the war ended in July 1953.

Well aware that many of us were draft bait, Rear Admiral Ira Nunn, judge advocate general of the Navy, came to the law school in December 1954 to recruit from our graduating class. I signed up.

I had been dating Trudy Zawacki while she was at the College of New Rochelle and I was at Harvard. Trudy was a delightful, intelligent, and pretty blonde from a wonderful Catholic family. Her father was a psychiatrist; her mother, a committed volunteer and member of St. Mary’s choir in Taunton, Massachusetts. She was the eldest of four, with a sister and two brothers. I looked up to her and her family, a leading one in Taunton, where everyone seemed to know the Zawackis, a far cry from the anonymity of life in Brooklyn. I wanted to marry her as soon as I graduated from law school. It was a perfect fit: we were in love, both Catholic-educated for sixteen years; we went to Mass every Sunday and saw raising children as the central purpose of marriage. It was the model made by my parents and aunts and uncles.

Marriage wasn’t feasible on an Army private’s pay; a Navy officer’s pay would give me enough money to support a wife. The last year of law school was hectic; being an editor of the Review, carrying a full course load, and writing an antitrust thesis was like holding down three full-time jobs. Exams ended in June. I rushed to New York to take a cram course for the state bar; took the bar exam on June 30 and July 1; went to Taunton the next day to get married on July 4; and was off to Navy Officer Candidate School in Newport, Rhode Island, a week later. There was no time for the pre-Cana preparation, which today precedes marriage in the Catholic Church.

At OCS, we rose at 5 A.M., shaved in two minutes, did calisthenics, ate sitting at attention, marched for hours choking on the summer dust rising from the dry naval base field, ran for a few miles with a pack on our back, and cleaned latrines. We learned to make beds so tightly that a quarter thrown flat on the sheets would bounce higher than the heads of the inspecting chief petty officer and lieutenant, j.g. Our boots had black hard rubber soles that marked the barracks floor, so we were endlessly scrubbing with steel wool to remove the dark streaks before waxing the floor to a brilliant shine. We fired .45 pistols until our wrists and palms ached. It took me so many shots to hit the torso outlined on the target paper the required number of times that my right hand resembled raw hamburger meat by the time I qualified. In my skivvies, I jumped into a pool from a frightening height holding my Navy jeans over my head, legs tied at the ends, to make sure I didn’t hit the bottom and to fashion a life preserver. I was repeatedly dunked under water to simulate surviving in ocean swells if my ship were torpedoed and sunk. On two occasions I boarded a ship docked at the Newport pier. I never went to sea.

My academic record at OCS was mediocre. We had classes in engineering, navigation, operations, seamanship, and weapons. I did so poorly in mechanical aptitude that the officer in charge of training our unit said the Navy would never let me near a shipboard cannon or boiler room. I graduated in the bottom half of my class, with a well-below-average military aptitude score.

The Navy’s need for lawyers was so pressing that we began an abbreviated session at the Naval Justice School two weeks before we completed Officer Candidate training and were commissioned. Back in my legal milieu, my grades soared. We graduated from the Naval Justice School on December 16, 1955.

Upon graduation, I was assigned to the Pay and Allowances Section, Fiscal and Taxation Branch, Administrative Law Division, Office of the Judge Advocate General in the Pentagon. Here I reviewed individual compensation claims of naval personnel. The legal work was as dreary as the title of the branch I worked in, so I soon began plotting to move to another assignment.

I decided to become the Navy’s expert on issues related to the employment of retired naval officers. Most naval officers retired at relatively young ages—well before their fiftieth birthday. Many sought civilian jobs in government  or with defense contractors. Those seeking federal jobs could be required to forfeit their retirement pay under the technically complex Dual Compensation Act; those seeking work with defense contractors faced restrictions from statutes prohibiting conflicts of interest. I wrote a guide describing how to negotiate these restrictions and (as I had hoped) it became a (free) bestseller that drew plaudits for Navy JAG.1 When Admiral Chester Ward, then judge advocate general of the Navy, commended my work as “a fine example of excellent judgment, legal thought, and helpfulness to an individual,” I asked for the reward of an assignment in appellate litigation.

I was detailed to the Appellate Defense Division in Navy JAG, which was responsible for briefing and arguing appeals of special and general courts martial convictions before Boards of Review and the Court of Military Appeals. I briefed more than two hundred cases and argued one hundred in just over a year, an invaluable experience for a young lawyer aspiring to be the new Clarence Darrow or William Fallon.

In all but one case, I felt justice was done, even when I lost, which was most of the time. The case involved a murder on an aircraft carrier. The defendant claimed that he was at a ship’s movie at the time of the murder. Defense counsel at the court martial had put him on the stand, but did not question him in detail about various scenes in the movie and relate the times of those scenes to the time the coroner had set for the murder. I became convinced there was reasonable doubt about the defendant’s guilt. I grew so concerned about the sloppy examination of the accused by his trial counsel that I obtained the ship’s logs and other records and screened the film in an attempt to prove inadequate representation. Unfortunately, I failed to sway the court, which affirmed my client’s conviction and sentence. At that moment, I had my first serious doubts about imposing the death penalty for any crime and about the support of such punishment in my Holy Cross ethics course.

While I appreciated the special situation that prompted creation of the system of military justice, I was often disturbed at what seemed like inadequate representation by counsel. This inadequacy was common in special courts martial, where the defendant could lose his freedom, be dishonor-ably discharged, and be fined—all without the benefit of trained counsel. In a parting letter to the judge advocate general when I returned to civilian life  in November 1958, I urged a change in the system to require that defendants be given qualified attorneys at special courts martial, as well as in general courts martial. I also complained about the “various instructions of the Secretary of the Navy on larceny, homosexuality, and the like,” which resulted in courts martial and dishonorable discharge, suggesting “if such persons are not desired in the Navy, they can easily be discharged administratively under some discharge of less than honorable stature [that would not impose such a serious stigma].” The Navy took no action on my recommendations.

I served in the Navy during early civil rights struggles. My sense of the immorality and savagery of discrimination was seeded in St. Gregory’s religion class, where we learned how the Romans persecuted Christians and fed them to the lions for entertainment. My sense of the irrationality of discrimination came in college while reading Gordon Allport’s book The Nature of Prejudice. There I learned that when the Nazi regime could no longer rely on visible characteristics to identify Jews they were made to wear yellow armbands. In America, I thought, white Christians and Jews could readily blend into society; blacks, however, no matter how well educated or dressed, remained easy-to-spot targets for discrimination. Trudy and I were appalled at the brutal murder of fourteen-year-old Emmett Till in Mississippi; we cheered Rosa Parks’s refusal to relinquish her seat on a segregated bus in December 1955, which sparked the 381-day boycott of the Montgomery bus system led by Martin Luther King, Jr. We were proud of President Eisenhower when he sent the 101st Airborne Division to Little Rock, Arkansas, in 1957 to enforce the Supreme Court Brown v. Board of Education  decision ordering desegregation of Central High School.

Trudy and I lived in Arlington, Virginia, where the Glebe movie theater (which screened popular films like Around the World in 80 Days and The Bridge on the River Kwai) was for whites only, as were most public restaurants and accommodations. We went to some civil rights meetings and picketed the theater on Glebe Road. My Navy commanding officer said it was against Navy regulations for those on active duty to take part in such demonstrations. “You could be reprimanded for such political activity, or worse,” he warned. Thereafter I stayed home during public protests.

While I never served on a ship in the Navy, I did seek to make a few waves. The biggest swelled when I came across an obscure statute that provided  that any reserve officer appointed “with a view to assignment . . . as . . . a ... law specialist of the Naval Reserve . . . shall . . . be credited with a minimum amount of service in an active status of three years ....”2 As soon as I read that provision, I thought I should have been commissioned a lieutenant j.g. and made a full lieutenant in eighteen months, with higher pay for the entire three years I was serving. I asked about it and was told the law did not apply, because all naval officers were commissioned with a view toward any kind of service the Navy ordered. That response so infuriated me that I got clippings from the Harvard Law School Record reporting Admiral Nunn’s pitch for us to join the Navy and practice law there. I also pointed out that I was in Naval Justice School before being commissioned an ensign because of the Navy’s need for lawyers. Clearly, I argued to the Office of Naval Personnel, I was commissioned “with a view to assignment” as a law specialist. I was summarily rebuffed. So on March 4, 1958, I sued the Navy to have my records corrected to reflect credit for the years in law school with an appropriate increase in rank and pay. I won the lawsuit and $1,700 in November 1958. Over the next years, several officers won similar claims citing my case. I had tasted legal combat and savored victory. Now I hungered for more.






 CHAPTER 7

A Bite of the Big Apple

UPON RELEASE FROM the Navy, I returned to New York to Dewey, Ballantine, Bushby, Palmer & Wood. I was getting in line to become a partner in a Wall Street law firm, enjoying whiffs of the sweet smell of material success. However, based on my legal experience in the Navy, I thought I deserved more than my starting salary of $6,500. My parents thought the salary was excellent. (At the time I didn’t know that the combined income of my Dad at IBM and Mother teaching in the New York public school system was not quite $15,000.)

In the beginning, the prospect of practicing big-time law at the firm headed by former prosecutor, New York governor, and Republican presidential candidate Thomas E. Dewey was exciting. One partner, John M. Harlan, had taken a seat on the Supreme Court in 1955, and Dewey was attracting new corporate clients and complex antitrust litigation.

The anticipation of being a Wall Street lawyer soon gave way to the reality that marks the life of fledgling associates. My first assignment was to review thousands of pages of old records in a dusty New Jersey warehouse in order to reconstruct the history of aureomycin. I spent weeks poring over wrinkled scientific papers and laboratory reports, largely incomprehensible to me. The goal: to protect American Cyanamid’s patent on this profitable antibiotic.

I next worked for Charles MacLean, the patrician head of the tax department. He was representing American Can Company, which leased, but refused to sell, its can-closing machines. The courts had found that practice a violation of antitrust laws and ordered the company to offer the machines for sale. The company relented, but treated its profits from sales as capital gains. The Internal Revenue Service moved to subject those profits to significantly higher ordinary income tax rates, because the machines were “sold in the ordinary course of business.”

MacLean told me the stakes were so high for the company that he wanted me to “read every decision ever written interpreting that phrase.” Within the  first few days of research, I concluded that the company would have to pay ordinary income tax on profits from sales of machines it had never leased. When I reported this to MacLean, he brushed me off with a brusque “Finish your assignment.” In the pre-Lexis, pre-computer world, that patronizing command condemned me to ten weeks of summarizing several hundred decisions on three-by-five white index cards, and writing the longest memo ever composed on the meaning of the phrase. After a Tax Court hearing conducted in one morning’s time, the judge decided the case exactly as I had predicted. If this was tax litigation, I wanted out of the tax department.

Such assignments made me wonder what I was doing at a Wall Street firm. I realized that when the stakes were high enough, no effort would be spared to win; several hundred thousand dollars in legal fees were a sound investment when the return might be many millions of dollars. I missed the freedom and responsibility of the Navy days, briefing and arguing cases with little or no supervision.

My next assignment added to my frustration. I helped prepare the Securities and Exchange Commission registration statement for what was then the biggest stock split in history. To comply with an antitrust decree, the Dupont family had been required to divest its controlling interest in General Motors. The family’s GM shares were closely held in Christiana Securities stock, which was priced at about $16,000 a share. An 80-for-1 split would make the stock marketable by bringing the price down to $200 a share. As the lowest-level associate on this matter, I was a well-paid proofreader, years before the age of paralegals. After weeks preparing the papers, I filed them with the SEC in Washington late on a Friday afternoon.

The partner in charge, Stuart Scott, a pipe-smoking, rosy-cheeked, balding gentleman lawyer, included me in the team of five attorneys he took to a celebratory dinner at the Four Seasons restaurant on 52nd Street, the spectacular creation of the architect Philip Johnson. We had several drinks before a five-course meal, expensive wines with each course, and cognac after dessert. Raising his snifter, Scott turned to me and said, “Joe, you are the most fortunate young lawyer in the firm to be able to work on this matter.”g

I merely nodded.

Then Scott added, “I’ve been practicing law for twenty-eight years, and this is the most exciting and significant matter I’ve ever handled.”

If that’s the top, I thought, this life is not for me.

Some non-legal aspects of the Wall Street practice disturbed me as well. Many top partners appeared to get much of their satisfaction out of heavy drinking and extravagant partying. Late each January, the firm had a stag dinner. To me, the affairs seemed like Roman bacchanalias. Pre-dinner cocktails went on for two hours. Dinner consisted of several courses—the finest fish and steak, accompanied by fine wines. Between courses, associates staged skits satirizing the firm, capturing eccentricities of partners, and highlighting humorous incidents of the past year. After dinner, there were more drinks and gambling, largely poker and craps. Drunkenness was rampant. It was all capped off with a hearty breakfast around four in the morning before we went home. These dinners were always on Fridays to give everyone the weekend to recover. I joined in the merriment and wrote several lyrics for songs during the three annual dinners I attended, but I soon came to see in these events a desperate quest for fun by a number of senior partners who didn’t have much else to celebrate.

At one of the annual spring dinner dances for attorneys and their wives my misgivings about this world increased. No girlfriends or significant others were allowed. At the 1960 dinner, I was seated next to the wife of a senior partner. She had been drinking and started to cry. She said, “I never see Charlie. It’s like living alone. He works all the time. But we do have a beautiful home in Lloyd Harbor [Long Island] and Charlie is the local justice of the peace there.” The remark struck home. My ambition to succeed, I thought as I looked over at my own wife, was prompting me to work more nights and weekends, leaving Trudy alone and putting a strain on our marriage.

The grinding life in a Wall Street firm, however financially rewarding, was not for me. I did not tell my parents; they were too proud of my being on the corporate-law fast track. But in November 1959, I visited my former Harvard Law professor Paul Freund, to inquire about a career teaching law. He was encouraging and offered to circulate my resumé. I also wrote Father Bean, my rhetoric professor at Holy Cross, who urged me to count to ten before making any decision:... you were all Outing Club when I knew you. Then I learned that you became a beaver at Harvard Law School; a new man, ever since. However I’m sure that you could not lose your sense of humor; with that and with  your Harvard background you could shine anywhere. So much for your capacity; as to how you would be reconciled to the academic calm: that’s a horse of a different color. Think it out carefully.





As a result, when in early 1960 Columbus Law School of Catholic University in Washington, D.C., offered me a job, I turned it down and decided to stay in New York, at least for that time being. I wrote the dean:As a Catholic I believe that my contribution, however small, might be of more value in a secular academic community. More selfishly . . . I should prefer to teach in a law school with a larger faculty and student body. . . . I think that it would be better for me if I were—initially at least—subjected to intellectual stimulation from more sources, student and faculty.
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Amidst this turmoil about my professional career, Trudy and I were growing anxious about having children as our efforts proved unsuccessful and our friends began to build families. For us, raising children was what marriage was about. We prayed hard, as did my parents. They made novenas, and my mother had a special devotion to the Blessed Mother, praying to her every day for us. I prayed especially to Saint Gerard Majella, the patron of childbirth.1

After many unanswered prayers, I had my first encounter with the mix of medical science and Catholic moral theology when Trudy and I sought help from a number of doctors. One medical expert concluded that our best hope for children lay in artificial insemination. Like most American Catholics in those days, I accepted the Vatican’s prohibition of artificial insemination, set out in 1930 by Pius XI in Casti Connubi. But some moral theologians were questioning the Church’s prohibition of the use of artificial insemination for purposes of procreation. As I read some of those theologians, I began to question this Church teaching. After all, we were trying to have children: Wasn’t this the purpose of marriage according to the Church? How could a desire to enlist medical help to that end be immoral?

I shared my concerns with a few close Catholic friends, and through them contacted a Jesuit priest, Gerard Kelly, at St. Mary’s College in Kansas.

Father Kelly had written a book, Medico-Moral Problems, and an article in the University of Detroit Law Journal, “Artificial Insemination—the Theological Natural Law Aspects.” On September 28, 1959, I wrote him describing our situation, asking his help and noting that our physician considered artificial insemination our best hope of getting pregnant. I waited anxiously for a reply. Father Kelly penned a note at the bottom of my letter simply saying: “Let the doctor use this method [artificial insemination] if he feels it is the only chance.”

We also went to the Rock Reproductive Study Center, which was named after John Rock, chief of gynecology and obstetrics at Harvard Medical School, a practicing Catholic and father of five children. In his research on hormones to cure female infertility, Rock teamed up with Gregory (Goody) Pincus and M. C. Chang of the Worcester Foundation, who were working with progesterone. As a team they had pioneered the chemistry of The Pill, which the Food and Drug Administration had approved in May 1960. We followed the advice of the doctors at the center, which included use of the pill for several months as a way to increase the likelihood we would get pregnant. At this point, though the Catholic hierarchy was condemning use of the pill in sweeping terms, I was comfortable in my own conscience, since our use was temporary and for the purpose of having children.

With no guarantee of success, we pursued the possibility of adoption through the Catholic Home Bureau for Dependent Children in New York, known as The Foundling. We underwent a series of interviews and home visits. In the fall of 1961 we received word we could expect a baby soon. Trudy was still not pregnant. Then in November she missed her period. In late December we got the greatest Christmas present of our lives when her doctor told Trudy that she was pregnant. As best I could determine, Trudy had become pregnant on October 15 or 16—on the eve of St. Gerard Majella’s feast or on the day itself!

On July 14, 1962, we had a healthy baby boy. We named him Mark Gerard, in honor of the patron saint of childbirth, who had heard my prayers.

Non-Catholics, and indeed most young Catholics, perhaps including my own children, are likely to find the scrupulosity that I exhibited in the 1950s mystifying; some might find my conduct incomprehensible. But those who were immersed for sixteen years in the Catholic education and Catholic families of the 1940s and 1950s will remember how little space the Church  then left for the exercise of individual conscience. It was a time of meticulous adherence to carefully crafted rules found in the questions and answers of the Baltimore Catechism. Catholic doctrine was articulated by nuns, priests, and bishops who spoke with one voice. In those pre-Vatican II days, the clergy wrote, in identical penmanship, directions for a laity whose obedience was taken for granted and unquestioning.
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