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Prologue: Remapping the Sixties





The photo shows a girl of perfect surfacesevery hair groomed, a dazzling smile, an artful composition of pearls, cashmere, and Italian tailoring. She waves out at the unseen viewer, her hand casually framed by the New York skyline spread out behind her like a Hollywood stage set. She is on the deck of an ocean liner, and the shadow of the ships photographer slips in as part of the composition. Unknowingly, she is poised at a precise and crucial historical moment, so in hindsight, the composition conveys a certain emotional geometry. It is 1965, and I am on a ship coming into New York harbor.


When my then twelve-year-old daughter asks me about the photo, I tell her I am a living artifact of cultural history: an American history book with two feet. That answer makes her laugh but doesnt satisfy her. But I thought the sixties were a hippie time, she protests. So I tell her the 1960s became The Sixties much later. While we were in it, we were inventing our livestrying to find jobs, become adults, grow up. Not everyone was a hippie, I say. The truth is that my own life in the sixties, like that of the rest of the country, was confused and turbulent. I tell her how I started out in New York but ended up in Washington; how even though I used to have my hair cut at the same Georgetown salon as Jackie Kennedy, I marched in peace demonstrations against the Vietnam War. I tell her how she was born on an estate that used to belong to Marjorie Merriweather Post, once the richest woman in America. I explain that the girl in the pictureand we were all girls, no matter our agewas later employed as a speechwriter in Congress and worked every day with people who are now quoted on the front page of the New York Timesalthough probably not as often as they would like. They became ambassadors, secretary of state, cabinet officers, investment bankers, people in the news. She laughs when I tell her a project of the NOW Legal Defense Fund designated me a pioneer feminist, one of the vanguard of the 1960s womens movement.


But no, she objects, that is not what she wants to know. That is history. She wants an explanation of the disconnect. She wants a story. She wants to know how I changed, why I left the life reflected in the photograph. We page through glamorous scenes in the photo albuma large wooded estate, the gracious driveway with tall pine trees, the fashionable women, and the well-groomed men with long sideburns. Now we live outside of Boston in a working-class neighborhood of two-family houses with tiny lawns, many surrounded by chain-link fences. She wants to know why I went to Washington in the first place. What did I do there? Why did I leave? Arent you always telling me we are a product of our choices? she asks.


Well, yes. But the explanation of choice presents a far more complex narrative challenge. I tell her that choices can be elusive. They dont always lead in the direction we think. The sixties are said to have been about sex, drugs, and rock and roll. But they were also about the Vietnam War, the civil rights movement, and womens liberation. I explain that things she takes for granted, like girls sports and women doctors and women judges, were rare until twenty-five years ago. The more interesting question is: How did those changes happen? Did they just happen, as some people think, or did they happen because women actively fought against the dynamics of exclusion? Looking back, I think the 1960s were really about consciousness, a unique moment when I became we. I was at a juncture of that consciousness, a point of intersection where personal story becomes history.


















PART I


Expectations




















CHAPTER ONE


They Want You to Answer Some Questions





Fall 1970


My marriage was almost ordinary. Sex, money, in-lawswe had the usual problems, my husband and I. But in one respect my marriage was, I think, unusual.


Holcomb and Southern called me into their office this afternoon, Mac told me one evening while we were discussing the events of the day in the way that married couples do. And they opened an FBI file this thick. Here he raised the flat of his hand some five inches above the kitchen table.


Who are Southern and Holcomb? I asked.


Mac explained that they were security agents at the Treasury Department.


Whatever did you do, I asked, that would cause the FBI to compile such a thick dossier on you? My husband was an economist. He worked in the Treasury Department in a special trade group in the secretarys office. His father was a New York banker, and he came from a tidy, conventional family where dinners were always preceded by two ritual cocktailsthe second of which was called a dividendand conversation rarely ranged beyond travel, real estate, and Wall Street. Mac was fairly conventional himself, neither altruistic nor excessively patriotic. Politically, he usually played the pragmatist to my assigned role as ideologue. We had met in Italy in 1965 when we were both in graduate school.


Oh, no, my husband said. You dont understand. The file was on you. That you hung ticking in the air between us. Me? I felt a shiver of distress, as though I were in a rowboat on a calm river and my nervous system had suddenly registered the quickening of deep, treacherous currents.


Our kitchen was colorful and cozy, filled with bright colors and big splashy flowers. I had painted one wall a vibrant cherry red and hung a large stretcher covered with a vivid Marimekko fabric from Finland. Another wall was covered with political artwork that I had collected: a poster from Eugene McCarthys legendary presidential campaign of 1968, signed by the artist, Peter Max; a poster for the first Earth Day, April 22, 1970, which used the word environmental for the first time; a satirical cartoon of Vice President Spiro Agnews celebrated tongue twisters. (Nattering nabobs of negativism was my favorite.) Agnew was Richard Nixons vice president, and technically, President Nixon was my husbands employer, although he had started working in the government when Democrat Lyndon Johnson was still president. The men of the Nixon administration were not known for possessing a sense of humor.


From our kitchen window, I looked out over acres of woods. To be truthful, our living situation was unusual. We occupied the carriage house of the old Post estate on Macomb Street in northwest Washington, D.C. Tregaron, as the place was called, was a once magnificent property that had belonged to Marjorie Merriweather Post, who in the 1940s and early 50s had been Americas richest woman and Washingtons defining hostess. The property embraced twenty-two acres abutting Rock Creek Park and was a Washington landmark. When a colleague of mine from Capitol Hill left for New York to work in the legal department at CBS, he had passed the Tregaron apartment on to us. After a decade of neglect, the buildings had tilting porches and missing shutters, the land was overgrown with kudzu, and the underbrush was occasionally punctuated with marble statuary that had toppled to the ground. To this day, the estate remains a remnant of the original District of Columbiathe ungraded Maryland farmland that a Revolutionary War general and a Georgetown lawyer sold to the infant government for a new federal capital that geographically might bridge the divide between North and South. (The previous two capitals of Philadelphia and New York had too many freed blacks and relatively lenient slavery statutes that troubled the rich, slave-owning founders from the South.)


Two centuries of real estate development around its borders had left Tregarons hills, creeks, and gullies largely untouched. The habitat of memory remained intact. It was a place that accommodated ghosts and spirits.


So what did you say to Holcomb and Southern? I asked. I mean, why am I part of your security clearance?


They said it was just routine. They always include family members in a security check.


Still in our twenties, my husband and I were new to Washington and the demands of married life. Long before we married, we had lived together in Rome for a year, during which the two noteworthy events were his fellowship at the Bank of Italy and my abortion in the shadow of the Vatican. We both had short rsums. On the surface, my husband and I appeared to be a good match. In the checkbook of race, education, and religion that sociologists love to calculate, we seemed to balance. We were both white, had attended good suburban public high schools, and had graduated from good colleges and the same graduate school. We both had been raised in and departed from the Catholic Church: we were lapsed Catholicsor Catholics in recovery, as we might say today. In fact, huge gaps and ellipses in our backgrounds made us susceptible to very different influences.


Mac had gone to Yale without a scholarship and could afford to spend summers in interesting internships. His parents had friends who were connected to law firms, consulting firms, banks, and foundations. Dinner-table conversation at his house often turned to promotions, career paths, networking. He knew the places where people summered. Where I came from, summer was not a verb. Summer was a time when I worked as a camp counselor or a waitress and saved money for college. My father was a foreman in a factory. I had worked since I was fourteen and had gone to college as a scholarship student. Although I had one aunt who had married rich, she had died when I was thirteen, and my fathers family had fought like rabid dogs over her will. In short, our differences had to do with that complex combination of income, education, wealth, and occupation that determine the nuances and subtleties of the rigid, but invisible, class structure in America.


And besides, I thought you already had a security clearance, I said.


There are different levels within security clearances, he explained evenly. I need a clearance upgrade.


But why do you need an upgrade? Youve only been there for six months. I had the feeling that all the facts were not on the table. Mac was charming, but he was not direct. I had learned that when he seemed to be at his most open and unguarded, he was often at his most manipulative.


Im in a special trade group. Were going into new areas of international trade, and it requires a higher level of security clearance than I had before.


I suddenly remembered his boss, whom I had met a few months earlier in our kitchen, when he came to a Sunday-afternoon party that we gave. Very fit, very focused, very intense, he left me with my hand awkwardly extended in midair after Mac introduced us.


I dont believe in shaking hands with women, he told me with total self-assurance.


I was astonished. Do you prefer kissing? I had asked.


I was gratified when he appeared to be taken aback, at least momentarily. He seemed to have no small talk and no sense of humor.


What sort of man doesnt shake hands with women in this day and age? I asked Mac after the party. At least I didnt ask if he were a Hasidic Jew or a Muslim. He doesnt seem like an economist, I continued. Theres something off about your boss. Spooky, actually. Is he former military? I asked. Mac didnt answer.


Now as we sat discussing my FBI folder, I was remembering Macs silence about his spooky boss.


Macs job before he moved to the Treasury Department had been as an economist with the Export-Import Bank of the United States, a government bank that insures American corporations undertaking theoretically risky international dealsthose that involve unstable currencies, restive workforces, and government coups. Later I learned that the new area of international trade in question concerned the construction of nuclear power plants in foreign countries. At the time, everything nuclear was secret. Most still is.


So how did you leave it with Southern and Holcomb? I asked, hoping somewhat naively that Mac had made some gesture of protest when confronted with a five-inch-thick FBI file on his wife. What was the outcome?


They want you to answer some questions, he said casually, as if it was no big deal. He took a folder out of his briefcase and handed it to me.


I knew something about security clearances because I worked as a speechwriter and congressional aide to the ten congressmen who were the leading opponents of the Vietnam War.* Based on national security, the White House and executive agencies denied Congress all kinds of information, much of it already printed in the nations newspapers. In fact, the definition of security was a moving train. Threats to Americas security changed from one day to the nextthe Russians, the Chinese, the Vietnamese, the Cubans. Defining national security was one of the prerogatives of a governing class.


That there was a ruling establishment in Washington I understood both from my work and from the place where I lived. Marjorie Merriweather Post had created at Tregaron a place that belonged to permanent Washingtona place where people do not leave after elections or a change in administrations.





WHEN I WAS YOUNG, Id learned about foreign relations as a subject of the marriages of kings and queens. Then, when I was older, Id discovered that what counts are treaties, the balance of power, and economic strategies. But as I sat in our cozy kitchen on that evening, listening to my husband tell me about my FBI file and reading through three pages of carefully typed security-clearance questions on high-quality bond paper, I realized that marriages were indeed important to the conduct of Americas international affairs. Our government had specific cultural expectations for the wives of men who were entrusted to carry out Americas role in the world. Having a certain kind of wife was part of Macs job description. His interagency trade group worked with George Shultz, then at the Office of Management and Budget and soon to be named secretary of the treasury. Shultz would be as indispensable to President Nixon as he would become to the Bechtel familythe family-owned Bechtel Corporation built nuclear power plants around the worldand later to President Ronald Reagan as secretary of state.


I opened the folder and in shock read the questions, most of which related to the period from 1966 to 1968 when I had worked for a tiny peace organization, the Womens International League for Peace and Freedom (WILPF) which had been founded in 1915 to protest World War I and to work against the arms race. It was my first job after graduate school. The questions revealed that I had been under surveillance during my entire two-year tenure there.


I couldnt know then that the Federal Bureau of Investigation had launched a vigilante counterintelligence operation called COINTELPRO (Counter Intelligence Program) aimed at quashing dissent and preventing the growth of dangerous ideas in dissident organizations. According to FBI director J. Edgar Hoover, the new womens groups that were springing up across the countryhealth care collectives, welfare rights organizations, antinuclear groups, environmental associations, womens liberation groupswere communist inspired. I sometimes had joked that my telephone had been tapped and meetings infiltrated, but I hadnt really visualized the reality of it. In fact, Hoover had sent thousands of informants into the new womens organizations, a movement he found particularly alarming. I tried to imagine the scene where Holcomb and Southern, two intelligence officers with the typical lantern-jawed look, interrogated my husband for hours about my work for WILPF, an organization few people I knew took seriously because it never had more than six thousand members nationwide and was always teetering on the edge of a financial abyss.


When I took the job as the legislative director of WILPFs Washington office in 1966, soon after finishing graduate school in international affairs at Johns Hopkins School of International Studies, it was the only professional job I could find. At the time nonsecretarial jobs for women were almost nonexistent and SAIS (rhymes with ice), as the School of Advanced International Studies was called, did not help place its female graduates. It had no women professors to help women negotiate the professional world of international affairs. When representatives from the oil companies and international banks (which says something about who was running U.S. foreign policy) came to interview students about future employment, the deans secretary, Priscilla Mason, hurriedly removed my name from the interview sign-up list, explaining, Women students arent allowed to do these interviews. Not one of my male classmates was told to start his career as a secretary or a volunteer, but thats what I was advised. Women were supposed to marry well, dress well, and entertain well. Washington women of a certain class were supposed to volunteer to work for charitable social organizations, hold good dinner parties, and weave the cultural web that linked men with common values and aspirations. Like military wives, our husbands rank was our rank. Although in 1970 we were no longer wearing Jackie Kennedys pillbox hats, we were learning to cook veal Prince Orloff from Julia Childs Mastering the Art of French Cooking. Madeleine Albright, a SAIS classmate for one year, was volunteering for fund-raisers at the Cathedral School, where her children were enrolled, and was years away from her first paying job on a Senate staff. All in all, we were supposed to be miniMrs. Posts.


So it was refreshing to work for a womans organization. To be honest, I also felt peace was a good idea.


Did you mention invasion of privacy, First Amendment freedoms, principles of liberty, or the right to dissent? I asked Mac.


It is a rule of both journalism and life that to ask the right questions you have to know 95 percent of the answers. Clearly, Holcomb and Southern knew all the answers, which is what I told Mac. Those questions arent about information. Theyre about intimidation, complicity, the imposition of control. At least I think I said this. I might have only thought it. At one level, I was intimidated. The process is meant to be intimidating.


Did you say anything about how the Womens International League is the oldest womens peace organization in the country and that two of its founders won the Nobel Peace Prize? I asked. The only American women to ever have won the Nobel Peace Prize. And why is the FBI investigating an organization that has never been on the attorney generals list? The attorney generals list was compiled during the McCarthy era and included over one hundred organizations believed to be Communist, Subversive or Fascist. What we didnt know then, of course, was that FBI director J. Edgar Hoover viewed peace as subversive and feminism as the equivalent of communism.


I had seen Hoover once. He was in the parking lot at the racetrack at Pimlico where Mac and I had gone on a Saturday afternoon when we first arrived in Washington. Hoover was talking with three or four men. He was short and pudgy, dressed all in gray, with a fedora on his head. To me, he looked like one of the newspaper photos of a KGB agent. Hoover was notorious for spending many afternoons at racetracks around Washington. He always bet at the two-dollar windows but sent his aides running to the hundred-dollar windows to place bets for him. I once told Mac a funny story that a Washington reporter had told me about how Hoover had put comedian Groucho Marx under surveillance because he thought he was related to Karl Marx.


I was no longer laughing.


At some level, I knew that no matter how this particular security upgrade turned out, one of us was going to be looking for another jobor another spouse. These were not problems I could send to the Can This Marriage Be Saved? column of the Ladies Home Journal.


I knew without asking that Mac had not said anything to Southern and Holcomb about freedom of speech. In government circles, it is considered tacky to talk about the Constitution and the Bill of Rights. In Washington, a man is his security clearance. It is a matter of rank and standing. A failed clearance marks the end of a government career, and my husband was deeply ambitious. I felt stronglyand with absolute certaintythat the whole problem was a misunderstanding. It was simply not possible that in my short, poorly paid, low-status, professional career of four years, two of which had been spent working for duly elected congressmen, I had done anything significant enough to warrant a security file five inches thick.


I was wrong. In many ways, mine was the quintessential dilemma of the 1960s, the moment in which the personal became indistinguishable from the political. I would have to make a choice, and that decision would dictate the future course of my life. Treasury Department intelligence officers were, after all, in my kitchen, interrupting my dinner. How was I to respond? In some dim way, I must have sensed that this was a transforming moment, a moment in which I would have to take an action whose consequences were unforeseeablethe proverbial leap into the abyss.


Over the next few months, I gnawed obsessively at the bone of what I came to call The Questions. The Questions made me review all the choices I had made in my not-yet-thirty-year life span. Should I answer them all? Should I answer some? Should I answer them only from public sources? Should I get a lawyer? But if I hadnt done anything wrong, why did I need a lawyer? What authority did Southern and Holcomb have to intrude in my life? Why had my husband put me in this impossible position? What would happen to my husbands career if I didnt answer them? What would happen to mine if I did? Then I remembered Macs tightly wound boss who didnt believe in shaking hands with women. My husbands employers might have told you that I was a threat to national security. But I will tell you that, at that moment in history, the very notion of security itself was a concept that was up for grabs.


Where, I asked the civil liberties lawyer who had been recommended to me, is the written federal policy on the security requirements for wives?


Lets talk about you, he answered. Tell me what you do for work now.














CHAPTER TWO


The Most Interesting Job in Washington






Fall 1970


So, doll, Phil greeted me as I came into his office one morning in the fall of 1970, a few weeks before Mac told me about my FBI file, whats on the agenda for todays meeting? The Honorable Phillip Burton, congressman from San Francisco, was leaning back in his chair, stocking feet up on his desk, phone receiver cradled between ear and shoulder, waiting for his caller to come back on the line. I was there as the staff person for the ad hoc congressional group of liberal congressmen for which he served as one of the chairmen. As soon as I started to answer him, he held up his hand like a policeman stopping traffic and started barking into the phone.


What do you mean its a communications problem? Were fucking communicating right now. Burton loved conflict and the rough-and-tumble of argument. Although he talked like a longshoreman, I learned from one of his staff that his father had been a doctor.


As Phils voice boomed, the vibrations bounced off the walls. He ran his free hand through his hair until it stood wildly on end. I waited. Even when you were on the same side of an issue with Phil, he was combative. It was his nature. I knew he would not end the conversation until he had gotten what he wanted. Everything I learned about power and influence, I learned on the job. I learned much of it from Burton, one of the key leaders of the anti-Vietnam War forces in Congress and considered by many to be a political genius. His close friend and fellow Californian Don Edwards once described him as gruff, irreverent, sentimental, idealistic, cunning, brilliant, abrasive, charming. I would add bold. And sexist. But at the time, sexism was a concept still to be named. Women were supposed to be decorative. If I hadnt looked like a cheerleader, I never would have gotten the job. If I hadnt been married, I might not have taken it. A single, unmarried woman was seen as prey. (A woman I knew who worked on a Senate committee told me that one of the senators routinely left his hotel room number in her hotel mailbox when the committee held out-of-town hearings and threatened to have her fired when she didnt show up.)


A man with a huge presence, a voice without volume control, and an unapologetic love of political combat, Burton arrived in Congress with a reputation as a unique political talent and the youngest person ever elected to the California Assembly. Intense, often scowling, and always intimidating, a movie version of his life would have to star Jack Nicholson. Despite the toughness, he was a soft touch for difficult causes and had a fabulous sense of humor. He had no patience, however, for liberals who settled for glorious defeats or educating the public. He loved to win. He knew how to win. And he expected to win. Burton was unusual for a liberal because he both loved power and was willing to master the minutiae of the legislative process. He knew how to extract the first from the second. He also loved the House. In this he was quite different from Lyndon Johnson, with whom he was often compared. ( Johnson left the House as soon as he could run for the Senate, describing the gap between the House and Senate as the difference between chickenshit and chicken salad.)


Burtons breathtaking ambition, given the power of the opposition, was to become Speaker of the House, a goal which he would come within a whisper of achieving. But first, he needed to extract control of the House from the hands of seniority-heavy southern Democrats by changing internal operating rules. Contrary to Carl von Clausewitzs famous dictum about war being the continuation of politics by other means, politics in the South meant the continuation of the Civil War by other means. In 1970, the racist, conservative, solid South was still solidly Democratic. (Today it is solidly Republican, largely because of the passage and enforcement of civil rights legislation by Democrats. When President Lyndon Johnson signed the Civil Rights Amendments of 1965, he reminded his colleagues that they were probably handing the South over to the Republicans.) Southerners dominated the internal workings of the House, including the rules and committee assignments. Burtons tactics included strengthening old institutions and inventing new ones, such as the small group of ten liberal congressmen I worked for. Burtons strength was that he knew how to forge coalitions of idealists, pragmatists, conservatives, liberals, amateurs, and professionals. He knew how to count, and he respected the politics of majorities. He always tried, however, to make sure he had organized the majority ahead of time. In 1976, Burton came within one vote of being elected House majority leader, a key step on the escalator to becoming Speaker. Washington Post political columnist David Broder pronounced it the second most important election in the country after the presidency. Its significance lay in the changes that Burton and a coalition of nonsouthern Democrats had made in the rules sufficient to break the southern stranglehold over seniority and committee assignments. Unfortunately, Tip ONeill, in his first act as Speaker, upheld the old rules by securing the majority leaders post for Texan Jim Wright by one vote. Wrights weakness as a leader eventually led to his forced resignation and the so-called Republican revolution. (The seeds for change, however, had been sown. Nancy Pelosi was elected to Phil Burtons seat in 1987 and did not shy away from leadership roles. She ran for House whip, then Democratic majority leader, and twenty years later, in 2007, became Speaker of the House, the first woman and the first Californian ever to hold the Speakers chair.)*


Until the late 1960s, the recipe for success in the House was to get along, go along. Phil Burton did neither. He was loud in his opposition to the prowar House leadership; he was constantly maneuvering to change House rules; and he amplified his own position by always claiming he spoke for numerous uncounted congressmen. He had arrived in Congress in 1964 at the age of thirty-eight with a reputation as a legislative enfant terrible. Two liberal Democratic congressmen, Bob Kastenmeier of Wisconsin and Ben Rosenthal of New York, instructed Don Edwards, as a fellow Californian, to see what he could find out about Burton, who had been elected to Congress in a special election.


Instead, Burton captivated Edwards and instructed him to invite Rosenthal and Kastenmeier to dinner. Shortly afterward, when they were among the only congressmen voting to cut off appropriations for the House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC), they became regular dinner companions. A year later, following the first vote to withhold increased appropriations for the war in Vietnam, they added more members, all Democrats, and decided to meet more formally to strategize. Unlike other congressional groups that organized along party issues, they were known simply as The Group.


The common denominator among ten congressmen I worked for (the group started as eight, eventually expanded to ten) was their profound opposition to the Vietnam War and a willingness to go on the record opposing itunlike many congressmen who opposed it privately but not in public. Since the war had been authorizednot by Congress but by President Johnsons executive order known as the Tonkin Gulf ResolutionCongress had taken few recorded votes. The standing committees in Congress refused to hold hearings. Burton was among those willing to chair ad hoc hearings that kept congressional opposition to the Vietnam War on the six oclock news and on the front pages of newspapers. (This would be the equivalent to a group of Republican congressmen forming a special committee to hold hearings against the Iraq war while the war was going on.) My job was to act as a speechwriter, coordinator, and all-purpose staffer to build the groups reputation and make the congressmens individual positions seem larger and more influential. I rotated offices and was paid a month or two at a time from each individual congressmans payroll. I started out working in Bob Kastenmeiers office, then moved to Ben Rosenthals. After four or five months I moved on to Don Frasers office and then to Ab Mikvas. Along the way I learned about Wisconsin progressives, New York factionalism, Minnesotas lake country, and Chicagos South Side.


As the 1960s turned into the 1970s, the war in Vietnam got louder and nastier. America sent more than a million soldiers to Vietnam. Fifty-seven thousand died; another estimated fifty thousand committed suicide afterward from drugs, alcohol, automobile accidents. The U.S. military dropped as many bombs on Vietnam as in all of World War II; killed one million Vietnamese soldiers and another three million civilians; used napalm on civilian villages and chemical defoliants on plants; and introduced the word ecocide. But still no one in government could explain with any lucidity why we were in Vietnam. In 1969, Richard Nixon was inaugurated as president, elected on a promise to bring the troops home, and within a year he had expanded the war into Laos and Cambodia.


Okay, Phil said, banging down the phone, lets go. We need to pick up Eckhardt on the way.


Shoes? I suggested, pointing to his stocking feet.


Right. It was not yet ten in the morning and already he was rumpled, with tie askew, a wrinkled jacket collar, haystack hair.


Off we went down the wide marble corridors of the Cannon House Office Building on our way to a meeting of the ten congressmen, an ad hoc group whose membership did not appear on any official list of congressional bodies. As a group, the congressmen were able to support one another in taking unpopular stands, amplify their individual voices, and develop long-term legislative strategies. They came from urban districts all over the countrySan Francisco, San Diego, Queens, Madison, Minneapolis, Detroit, Houston, Chicagomany with universities in their districts. Edie Wilkie, who worked for another congressional organization and would later marry Don Edwards, told me I had the most interesting job in Washington.


Phil, always in a rush, was striding purposefully ahead and, in his booming baritone, was greeting every congressman we saw. I scrambled to keep up, my arms filled with file folders and fat three-ring notebooks. Today its common to see male politicians accompanied by female aides in short skirts and long hair, but in 1970 it was unique. Burton, however, always attuned to power nuances, had grasped that a woman legislative assistant brought him a certain amount of curiosity and attention, even though I never had work space in Burtons office. He prided himself on being ahead of the curve. But aside from my attention-getting value, Burton and I got along because he thought I had good political instincts and was knowledgeable about foreign policy and the Vietnam War. He once observed that I had a mans rsum.


Hows that? I asked.


Because youve traveled a lot. Studied foreign affairs. Know languages. Youre an anomaly, he announced. This was over dinner at the Rotunda, a restaurant on Capitol Hill where he ordered drinks two at a time, double martinis for him and scotch for me. It was true that I had traveled and worked hard at my job, but since I didnt know what anomaly meant and didnt want to ask, I couldnt clarify his observation. While it was also true I had a graduate degree in international studies and had traveled outside the United States and knew a lot about the underside of how American foreign policy was conducted, it was equally important that I had good connections with the womens organizations that arrived in Washington by the bus-and trainload to lobby Congress against the Vietnam War. Although these women were outside the formal political framework, they were a formidable presence in the antiwar movement. I was also young, an advantage at a time when Americas universities were boiling with rebellion and the slogan of youth was Dont trust anyone over thirty. I was still under thirty. My other advantages were that I knew Paul Gorman, the young man who had held the job before mehe had been a Yale classmate of my husbandsand that I could be hired at two-thirds of his salary (a discrepancy I found out only after a year on the job).


Except for the ten congresswomen in the House and one woman in the Senate, Margaret Chase Smithwho theoretically could go everywhere (except the House gym and swimming pool)the marble corridors of the House and Senate office buildings were filled with men. Women on Capitol Hill were desk-boundas secretaries and case workers were supposed to be. Work was done by women; deals were made by men. No one could imagine it any differently. Few arenas in American life, except religious institutions, were more sex segregated than American politics.*


I was one of only a handful of professional women on Capitol Hill (I counted four on the House side). I wrote speeches, organized hearings, sent out press releases, edited publications, fielded press requests, helped draft legislation. I coordinated with legislative aides in other offices. Day in and day out, I attended meetings where every other face at the table was a man. Women were supposed to be seen and not heard. If I expressed an opinion too forcefully, someone would remark, Boy, Im glad Im not married to you. Sometimes they expected me to get the coffee. They always expected me to take notes.


Those years I worked in Congress, from 1968 to 1973, were among the most politically violent years in Washingtons history, save perhaps for the Civil War. The Vietnam War created an atmosphere of such raw and volatile feelings that, between the soup and the main course, a dinner party could disintegrate from a cordial gathering of friends into a lacerating fight over wasted lives, ambitious careerists, and an unwinnable war. This atmosphere was why the scarce number of antiwar congressmen found shelter together. Their collaboration gave them a national network that transcended parochial interests and battles.


Whats on the agenda for this morning? Phil inquired as we headed toward Bob Eckhardts office. He didnt wait for an answer. I hear were being sued. Kastenmeier told me that guy you invited is suing us.


Threatening to sue, I countered quickly. I had learned to move quickly away from a defensive position. In any argument with Burton, I was a sure loser.


I dont even remember this Ellsberg person, he said. Whats his beef?


He didnt like the way I edited his remarks, I began. But, I continued quickly, the real problem is that he disappeared. He never answered his mail or his phone calls. He got a transcript like everyone else but never made any changes or sent it back. He just disappeared. Now the book is out, and he wants to change his remarks.


On February 20 and 21, 1970, the group of congressmen had sponsored a widely publicized hearing on war crimes and the application of the Nuremberg principles to the Vietnam War. The actual topics had included the My Lai massacre, treatment of prisoners of war, bombing of civilian areas, use of herbicides and chemical gasses, Operation Phoenix, and programs such as pacification, search and destroy, and the forcible resettlement of civilian populations. Underlying the actual topics was the premise that the Vietnam War had passed beyond anyones control. It was a historic hearing, and the congressmen notified participants in advance that they planned to issue a formal congressional report and to publish the proceedings in book form by a trade book publisher in New York.


As the groups chief and only staff person, I worked with other congressmens staffs to send out the invitations, coordinate responses, make all the physical arrangements, and write both the congressional report and the book. At the actual war crimes hearings, I assisted Nobel laureate Philip Noel-Baker with his hearing aid and arranged for Nuremberg prosecutor Telford Taylor to sit to the right of the microphone. I chatted with Hannah Arendt (Eichmann in Jerusalem) and Hans Morgenthau (Power Among Nations) and was astonished to see them laughing like college students. I greeted movie stars and businessmen and rock promoters and demonstration organizers. Before the hearing, I provided the congressmen with intelligence estimates that said the Vietnam War was unwinnable, that its strategy was based on false assumptions, that there was no military solution to the political problems of Vietnam, and that high-tech weaponry cannot pacify a country. Dan Ellsberg, an analyst at the Rand Corporation, had been a last-minute addition to the hearings invitation list.


Whos Ellsbergs lawyer? asked Phil.


Marty Garbus, I answered. Hes a well-known First Amendment and civil liberties



And what does Ellsberg want? Whats the remedy? From Phils point of view, the merit of Ellsbergs complaint was secondary to finding the right person to fix the problem.


The hearings had gone on for two days. Discussions were intricate; more than forty participants filled the hearing room and addressed a series of complex questions about international law and the responsibilities of soldiers, commanders, public officials, and citizens when their government committed acts determined to be war crimes.


Ellsbergs beef was that he wanted to edit his remarks, an impossibility since the book with his remarks was already in print.*


He seems to want us to include more of his prepared statement


Phil didnt wait for me to finish the sentence. Or more likely he already knew the answer. He bounded into Bob Eckhardts office without knocking.


Nadine wants to have a real Texas barbecue, Eckhardt was saying as I entered. Bob Eckhardt was the first Texas politician I had ever met. He was the newest member of the group. With his flowing mane of hair, three-piece white linen suits, and large blue-and-white polka-dot bow ties, he seemed to be a stereotype of a southern politician. But he had serious eyes. And his looks were deceptive.


Barbecue in Georgetown. You have to be kidding me, Phil said.



Nadine does the best ribs. Shes been planning the menu.


Political food is a subject in itself. Nurturing. Comforting. Down-home. Even though politicians who are successful in Washington find home an elusive concept.


And what about wives? Nadine needs to know if wives are invited.


Ribs are messy, Burton contemplated.


Bob Eckhardt was known for two things: supporting most of the progressive legislation that the petroleum industry in his Houston district opposed and riding his bicycle at a stately pace to meetings on Capitol Hill. A legal scholar who had written two books on constitutional law, Eckhardt was often mentioned as a potential nominee for the U.S. Supreme Court. He was smart and talented, and Phil Burton respected talent above all. Under Burtons sponsorship, Eckhardt eventually became the first southerner to chair the progressive Democratic Study Group.


No wives, said Burton. It doubles the number of people. Makes the conversation too diffuse. I want focused conversation. And no husbands, he said to me directly. At another dinner where spouses were invited, I had watched him size up my husband with the deceptive ease of a skillful politician. Mac, who could be very engaging, mistakenly thought hed charmed him. But Phil had correctly judged Mac as a pragmatist. He could work with pragmatists, but he didnt respect them unless they had real passion. Lack of passion he did not respect.


These group dinners were always at one of the congressmens homes and were social, intimate, boozy, and fun. They were about mouth-to-ear matters, as Chinese philosopher Sun Tzu described the personal nature of political culture. Casual conversation might touch on J. Edgar Hoovers gambling addiction or rumors about whether Francis Cardinal Spellman was homosexual and a cross-dresser (he was both, as was Hoover). The real inside conversation, however, was about health, the wild card in every persons career. When one congressman died, the others first questions were: Wheres his office? Whats his committee assignment? Everyone moved up a notch. Dr. Death eventually visits everyone, Ben Rosenthal observed dryly when he saw I was shocked at their irreverence.


These were not sentimental men. It was Ben Rosenthals dictum that gossip created reality in Washington. He usually proposed inviting reporters to the groups dinners. If the press doesnt report it, he insisted, it might as well not have happened. Previous guests had included Tom Wicker, then head of the New York Times Washington bureau, and David Halberstam, author of The Best and the Brightest, the Pulitzer Prizewinning book that described how the macho men of the Kennedy administration backed into the Vietnam War with little knowledge of Vietnamese culture or Chinese politics and history. Phil Burton didnt trust reporters, so, unlike Rosenthal, he was rarely quoted in the press.


Rosenthals main interest was promoting a new cabinet agency for consumer affairs, which was why the invited guest for the barbecue evening at Bob and Nadine Eckhardts house was to be Ralph Nader, then at the height of his fame over his successful campaign for automobile safety. Against the opposition of the Detroit auto industry, the most powerful lobbying group in Washington, Nader had successfully advocated for seat belts, air bags, and other passenger safety features. Big Auto fiercely resistedon the usual corporate arguments of the crushing costs and that no evidence existed proving such measures would save livesbut in the end Naders legislation for increased automobile design safety passed and over the years has saved millions of lives.


We have to get to Kastenmeiers office, Burton said. We can talk about the dinner on our way over. Kastenmeier said he wanted us to start on time for once. Bob Kastenmeier was the senior member of the group. He had the biggest office and was the most thoughtful. When he held the group meetings, everyone tried to show up on time.


Later, I remembered Phil Burtons remark about wives and focused conversation, because, at the actual dinner, he propped up his stocking feet on a brocade sofa in Eckhardts lovely Georgetown home and fell sound asleep while Nader was talking. Its okay, Ben Rosenthal said, waving his cigar without missing a beat when Nader paused and looked in Phils direction. We never let him snore in public. Go on.


Rosenthal, a congressman from Queens, New York, was the fastest wit in the group and the funniest observer of Washington culture. Have you ever noticed how WASP first names are like last names? he asked me, pointing to a State Department roster that might have included the names Averill Harriman and Strobe Talbot and Winston Lord. Not until this moment, I told him. Ben was also the most media savvy, the most relaxed in front of a television camera, and the only one with a full-time press secretary. He was constantly quoted in the press. He was also well connected to a group of wealthy, liberal New York businessmen who had raised money for the groups sponsorship of the war crimes hearings since there was no congressional budget from which to draw.


Just as we were leaving, Eckhardts administrative assistant entered the office to show him an article that had run in that days Houston Chronicle.


Phil Burton fastened the assistant with an intense stare. Are you happy in your work? he barked.


The speechless assistant stood by Eckhardts desk looking bewildered. Happiness is not part of the job description of a Capitol Hill staffer.



After a long pause, Phil annouced emphatically, Its important to be happy in your work. He rose out of his chair. Lets go.


Burton was a man who was happy in his work.


Phil never asked me if I was happy in my work. He asked me different questions: How did you get here? Where did you come from? Where do you want to go from here? These were questions I frequently asked myself.
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