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First Oral History Interview
with
JOHN KENNETH GALBRAITH

September 10, 2002
Cambridge, Massachusetts

by Vicki Daitch
For the John F. Kennedy Library

DAITCH: I'll just set up the tapes by saying that name is Vicki Daitch, and I'm
speaking with John Kenneth Galbraith. It's my haoalo so. And we're at
your residence at [Street Address removed] in Caigér Okay. Actually,

obviously, we're talking about John F. Kennedy beed'm working for the library. So I'd

like to ask you first about your meeting him. I knthat you met him when he was actually

at Harvard [Harvard University].

GALBRAITH: In the late 1930s | was a tutor in Wintip House. And for reasons that |
don't recall, that was the favored house of theneely Family. They were
all there at one time or another. And his oldetho[Joseph P. Kennedy,

Jr.] was a very close friend of mine. He and Joerteely, Sr. [Joseph P. Kennedy, Sr.] were

my introduction to the family.

In the summer of 1934, | was in Washingtonragthe beginning of the New Deal as a
very interested observer. And fresh from Califorhidought it would be fun to take the boat
from Norfolk back to Boston, up to Boston, whictiid. And | was assigned to a table in the
steamship with Kennedy, Sr.--Joe, as he was called.

DAITCH: So that was before you met Joe, Jr.



GALBRAITH: That was my introduction to the Kennedy¥e got along very well.
Perhaps partly for that reason, the two boys dttime came into Winthrop
House, as Bobby [Robert F. Kennedy] did later.

DAITCH: That's interesting. So obviously you meg,J8r. before you met Joe, Jr.
GALBRAITH: Beg pardon?

DAITCH: You met Joe, Sr. on the ship before you heat Joe, Jr., at Winthrop
House.

GALBRAITH: Oh, sure.

DAITCH: Oh, that's interesting. Well, tell me whhat was like. You were an
instructor, a tutor?

GALBRAITH: | was a very-far-down-the-list instruatdSo far as the lowest order of
Harvard instructor, | was it.

DAITCH: Right. And did you ever teach any of therifedy boys?

GALBRAITH: | saw a great deal of Joe, Jr., who wasy room in Winthrop House a big
part of his time. And | particularly remember h@wng in 1936 to get me
to join a company he was organizing. It would htneepurpose of getting

people to bet on the election of Alf Landon [AlfrEdLandon], because they were politically

committed and, they argued, that had taken ovarjtrdgment. And this was an easy way to
make money. | didn't join the company, but he vadrgad, and decided that the Harvard

Business School was the ideal ground. And went thexe, set up in a chair, and took all

available bets of the Faculty Club on Landon [Lan&treet]. And made enough money to

buy a new car.

DAITCH: Oh, my gosh!

GALBRAITH: A few nights after he got the car, hdled me for some reason I've
forgotten. But we both had occasion to go out tdl&gkey to see friends,
and drove out together. He was in a state of fuhysabrother...

DAITCH: John?

GALBRAITH: ...who, he said.... He said, "Look, | boughis car. | had to work for it.
And you know what Jack did? He got one, too, onrts&allment plan.”



DAITCH:

GALBRAITH:

DAITCH:

GALBRAITH:

DAITCH:

GALBRAITH:

DAITCH:

GALBRAITH:

[Laughter] So he was, well, justifiably mad

That entire footnote, that was one of fimgt encounters with the Kennedy
family.

That's funny. Did you know Jack at that &

Oh, I knew him. But he was also in Wimtp House. But whereas Joe was
the favored student of every important Harvard mmathe political or
economic area, Jack was regarded as slightly ezng-g

Really! You mean in his studies?

As to studies.

Yes? Oh, oh. So did you ever teach either of them? Were you ever an
instructor for their classes?

Whether they were in my classes or ratp not recall. I've never looked
up the list of my students. But my impression &t ttlmy acquaintance was
largely with them through the house, which was tl@smow, partly a

teaching institute and not in the classroom.

DAITCH:

GALBRAITH:

DAITCH:

GALBRAITH:

DAITCH:

GALBRAITH:

DAITCH:

GALBRAITH:

Okay. But you did have the impression thaé was the scholar, and Jack
was the good-time brother?

| didn't have the impression. They batteated it.

Right. So it was understood that Joe washiother who was going to do
things.

Oh, we had no doubt about that. And thets the tragedy of that terrible
experiment he went on, typically perhaps, in theFrce.

Was that like Joe to want to do somethirkg that?
Very much.

Yes. It was a tragedy, no doubt. Did yowéany contact with him after he
left Harvard while he was in Europe or before?

Not that | recall. My contact with Joia Kennedy began at the end of the



DAITCH:

GALBRAITH:

DAITCH:

GALBRAITH:

DAITCH:

GALBRAITH:

DAITCH:

GALBRAITH:

DAITCH:

GALBRAITH:

DAITCH:

GALBRAITH:

war, after he came back from the Pacific. | pertaassome
communication with him, but nothing that I strongégall.

After he came back, did you come into camtaith him when he decided
to get into politics, or sometime before?

We got into contact when he--if my ret@gtion serves--when he first
decided to run for Congress. From that time onhaet regular meetings,
usually committed to economics and politics.

He probably sought you out for your advioethat first period? Or do you
remember?

No question about that. | was availabbe my delight in having that
association with politics. And | assume, sincdked about nothing else
much, he was interested in my economics.

Right. Now, | suppose, obviously, he kndvat you were interested in
politics, too, though, and that would have beendther reason.

Oh, he knew of that interest from thesti five minutes after he got in it
himself.

Right. So tell me about what you remember.

There was no indication of his interestpolitics while he was still an
undergraduate.

He said later that he had hoped to becomeii@r or an academic maybe.
Do you remember any indications of that while hes ataHarvard?

Beg pardon?

He had said that he would like to becomerder or an academic maybe?
And | wondered if you saw that at Harvard?

| don't remember ever hearing him talkoait being an academic. But he
did always have in mind that he was going to beitenor that he would
be writing. That | knew of him perhaps not from tfeginning, but from

very early in his life.

DAITCH:

You're obviously well-known for your writspand editorial skills. How



would you evaluate his writing skills?

GALBRAITH: Well, like everybody else of that ages had a considerable way to go; and
to the extent that my memory serves, | felt thas tvae at the time. His
writing didn't, in those early days--when he wastfin the Congress, as

late as that--flash into my mind as something Wesd particularly fine. | thought of him first

as a Kennedy, second as a very attractive peisiod,as a moderately good congressman,
and fourth as an increasingly engaging friend. IRlidin't remember him as a particularly

talented writer. I'm not sure | remembered him pardicularly talented politician. But | did

come to know him as a very attractive person, torwhwas both as an individual and as a

politician increasingly committed.

DAITCH: So over the years you would have had afatontact with him then, after
the war, after he ran for Congress?

GALBRAITH: In the years after he came back from wer, and particularly when he
decided to launch his congressional career, | Samnfaybe once a
fortnight, sometimes once a week. He would be up,hmarticularly when

he began to cultivate his congressional districid An those visits, Arthur Schlesinger

[Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr.], who lived just ovéetfence from where we're talking today,

and | were both on his visiting list. I'm sure kgahim a wealth of mediocre political advice.

DAITCH: He, obviously, would have been seeking advrom other people as well.
Do you know from whom? I'm especially interestedhiis because you
watched him develop as a politician. It's fascimgti

GALBRAITH: Well, this was a point that | would prietlwe emphasize. One could not,
then or later, know John F. Kennedy without a s@fdke intellectual
progress that one saw, on political matters, economatters, social

matters. He was concerned and advancing in thedadlh F. Kennedy you saw one night;

and if you didn't see him for two or three weelswas something more, and something
new.

DAITCH: Right. That's a very quotable, I think, rilgiyou say there.
GALBRAITH:  Well, this is something | strongly fedtt that time.

DAITCH: Did others feel the same way? Did you spedk, say, Schlesinger about
that?

GALBRAITH: This was a narrow band of people. Bual$o included Arthur Schlesinger;



and I'm sure there were others who were politiqaltye oriented,
including the people who from Massachusetts suaedrhim politically in
the White House.

DAITCH: When you say politically more oriented, vt you mean?

GALBRAITH: | mean that they were in touch, closedb, with the Massachusetts
political leaders, structure, scene, strengths, @witlout any doubt, his
weaknesses and deviations. | was not, and the @éugal he knew at

Harvard were not.

DAITCH: Did you see that as a strength of Kennelgt he had this breadth of
people that he drew around him?

GALBRAITH: | never thought of it in those termssaw it as a necessity for somebody
running for office in this state.

DAITCH: Right. [GLASS KNOCKED OVER]

GALBRAITH: Well, the inevitable companion of piecesillness and some age, you
knock things over. [BREAK] Sit down and relax fomanute. She'll be
here.

DAITCH: We probably got most of it. Sad to saypl tthese kinds of things all the
time. [CONVERSATION ABOUT THIS AMONG GALBRAITH,
DAITCH, AND WOMAN NAMED JULIE ANN REGARDING

GLASS KNOCKED OVER.]

GALBRAITH: What was your question?
DAITCH: That's beautiful.
GALBRAITH: You've got that going again, the tape?

DAITCH: Yes. I've forgotten where we were, thougfe were talking about him
as...

GALBRAITH: Well, the sort of reaction to Massachtiseoliticians. | don't know that |
had any reaction. They regarded me with a natunabtas a college
teacher, and | regarded them likewise as young Masssetts politicians.

But on the whole we had a very friendly relatiopsiWe weren't of the same order of

support of Kennedy. But we got along very well.ds Arthur Schlesinger, so did some



others.
DAITCH: What other people that you can think of evétom the Harvard group?

GALBRAITH: I'd have to search my mind, but manytleé Harvard people became
associated after the election. | assume that hedwae relationship to
McGeorge Bundy before he was elected, but it wa€lose. But Bundy,
of course, became a dominant figure in his presidiife. So were others. In his political
years | would think of those academic types closekim were Arthur Schlesinger, Ted
Sorensen [Theodore C. Sorensen], of course, andlinys
Oh, I can get two or three others, but thépeétical guides were not as strong in those
days as they later became. But we had high re$petttem for two reasons: They were in a
different area of advice and guidance. And it wgspmsition that they wouldn't know very
much about economics and economic policy, whi¢hase years was central. And it was
their even stronger position that a Harvard tegalibrch | was, couldn't have any political
sense.

DAITCH: Right. Well, do you think there was anyttido that?
GALBRAITH:  Undoubtedly.

DAITCH: Right. It sounds reasonable. So tell meay'ye said in some of your
writings that--1 think "undistinguished" maybe wiag word that you used
to describe Kennedy's early career as a congres$doayou still see it that

way?

GALBRAITH: I have no strong recollection of it, biitwas oriented to his own career. He
had his eye on the White House from somewheretheareginning. And |
think it's fair to say that he wasn't associatett \&ny deathless piece of

legislation. If he was, I've forgotten. He was kmoas a good liberal voter, and not as

somebody who fixed himself on a particular goatcaa particular legislative act and made
his career out of that. No doubt a very sensibtasan.

DAITCH: Right. There's this myth that--I don't knafat's a myth, so I'll ask you--
that John sort of decided to go into politics beealioe was the one who
was supposed to, and he was somehow taking Jaets. did you ever get

the feeling that there was any sense of that irPhim

GALBRAITH: No. And | could be quite accurate on th@here was a wonderful thing in
the Kennedy community, which extended to Bobbytanother members
of the family, that around differences of view,fdiences of purpose, but

great cohesion as the Kennedy Family. And thered@oubt that Kennedy was very much a



part of that feeling. | particularly remember ire thresidential election a meeting in New
York on, among other things, economics, economiicyaagain, the central role of that
given the state of the nation and the economiasdn. Joe Kennedy, on economic policy,
spending, political support, from that and othettera came in with a line of argument
substantially to the left of his son.

DAITCH: Really!

GALBRAITH: | came in with broad support for Joe.Memorable meeting came
afterward when, and I'm sure, I'm still quotingw@ately, or more or less
accurately, Kennedy said to me, "How the hell did get such a hold on

my old man?"

DAITCH: [Laughter] Good question. How did you geéthto agree with you on that?
GALBRAITH: That's all | remember.

DAITCH: Do you think there was something about fdrmily...? There was always
this idea that Joe, Jr. was going to be presiddmyou think that there was
anything to the notion that John somehow decidegktanto politics to

take his place?

GALBRAITH: Oh, it's possible. But | never thougHttbat as his major motivation. His
major motivation was that he wanted to be presidehink he was also
interested in showing Joe, Sr., whom he enormaesiyected, what he

could do. But I wouldn't rank that anywhere claséis personal idea.

DAITCH: Where did that come from, this goal?
GALBRAITH: Oh, it's afflicted a lot of people.

DAITCH: It seems so single-minded because he pdrgdeom a very young age
straight through and just did it. It seems almogtassible. It must have
been an enormous force.

GALBRAITH: After his death, in the 1952 [1972] etean the Democrats had no clear
candidate. | was out on the West Coast giving tufteat the University of
California. A huge delegation of California radgahnd particularly people
oriented against the military and any adventursaltiag from that, came in to say they
wanted to put my name on the California ballotgoesident, for Democratic candidate. It
was the shortest political meeting in historystdned to all the arguments. Then it came my
turn, and | had to tell them that being Canadiampbwas constitutionally ineligible. | think



it's fair to say that the meeting ended in the fisetminutes. For me it didn't end because |
went on to give my lecture and told Kitty [CatheriA. Galbraith], who was with me, and
thought on the way home, how really quite exciiingould have been.

DAITCH: No doubt about it. So do you think theresnanything about the war years,
John Kennedy's war experiences that may have cduirsetd rethink
politics as a career?

GALBRAITH: His ambition?
DAITCH: Yes.

GALBRAITH: That may have been so. But looking backit, | don't think | ever had any
extended conversation with Kennedy on his war egpee. As far as | was
concerned, and | think this was true of othergias something of which he

was proud, which was an exciting time, but whiclsbeaside. He did not consider himself

an ex-soldier.

DAITCH: | think one of the characterizations thaklheard of him, possibly from
your writings, is that rather than looking behiridvhat he had done, he
was looking forward to what he was about to dowdsn't looking back at

his accomplishments. He was always looking forwiardhat he wanted to do.

GALBRAITH: Oh, there's no doubt about that. Thisaally what | meant to stress. He
didn't want to be, as | say, an ex-soldier. He @add be the next
president.

DAITCH: Do you think he really...? | mean you're te§ me this, and it's hard to
believe that he's twenty-seven years old, say,itm€®ngress for the first
time and he already has his heart set on the presy@

GALBRAITH: Oh, no doubt.

DAITCH: Really.

GALBRAITH: No doubt.

DAITCH: Did he say so?

GALBRAITH: And equally, so did his father.

DAITCH: Really.



GALBRAITH: Joe Kennedy would have been quite pléasebe president himself, and
was by no means reluctant to delegate that obdigati

DAITCH: Right. But John wasn't reluctant, | takeHte wanted it.
GALBRAITH: Beg pardon?

DAITCH: He wasn't reluctant. It wasn't his fathesisting that he do this. He wanted
it.

GALBRAITH: I never had the slightest sense of l@kictance.

DAITCH: So tell me about you. You were with him affid on pretty frequently
during the years that he was in Congress? And gdald me that he
developed. Nearly every time you saw him, he waldging.

GALBRAITH: There was something more every time wetnmnd in those days he
actually began thinking of the presidency. He wase gery careful about
his Massachusetts base, and was frequently hereekends. When he

came on a Saturday, we brought one or two frienbigught Kitty, my wife, to Lochober's,

and we had a Saturday evening dinner. | don't know many of those there were, but that
was something which we took for granted. If he Wwaie, we'd likely go for dinner; and if we
went for dinner, it would be Lochober's, and we h&hturday evening.

My most gorgeous recollection, of which peh&go often I've told, was my involvement
with Mrs. Roosevelt [Eleanor R. Roosevelt]. Sherd like Joe Kennedy, Sr. Did not like
what he said in that famous interview when he regdrfrom being ambassador about the
Roosevelt presidency. And she was adverse to JoKarfhedy. She had a nightly program
in those days here.... Turn that off. [BREAK]

A weekly program at Brandeis [University] whame introduced somebody. And |
persuaded Kennedy and Mrs. R., who was a very gj@adl of mine, to have one of those
evenings, patching up the relationship betweerkKdgrnedys and the Roosevelts. It was a
typical Galbraith creation, because they met, hetwa the program, they talked about
policy, and it went very well. | listened to it pigrwith interest and partly with self-
congratulation. Then when it was over, as you mgymect, there was a sizeable press
conference. One of the first questions was: "M@os$evelt, the fact that you got along so
well tonight, does that mean that you will supgtethnedy for president?" And Eleanor said,
"It certainly does not." And that was the newshef bccasion.

That night at Lochober's, Kennedy came in whthsaddest look | ever saw on his face,
said to me, and I think I'm still quoting accurgtél always thought, Ken, that you could
find a college professor who had some sense digmlBut you've certainly proved that that
is not possible."

10



DAITCH: But it was a good effort.

GALBRAITH: Yes. Actually, there is a footnote, muotore than a footnote. Time passed,
weeks and months. The convention came, and Eleanoe over quite
vigorously for Kennedy.

DAITCH: Oh, that is nice.

GALBRAITH: Months later.

DAITCH: Right. So it did work.

GALBRAITH:  Only eventually.

DAITCH: That is a nice story, and | hadn't hearat thefore.

GALBRAITH: You hadn't?

DAITCH: No. Maybe | just missed it, but | hadn'tdnd that. That's good. Tell me a
little bit about the 1956 election in which Kennexdyme, | suppose,
somewhat close. At least he was running for the piesidency, the vice

presidential nomination. Did you, thinking you wetesupporting Kennedy?

GALBRAITH: I wasn't taking any part.

DAITCH: Okay.

GALBRAITH: |wasn'tinvolved, and didn't seek to,lma that particular matter because |
didn't consider being a vice presidential candidathat election was any
particular useful thing. So | wasn't at the coniemtl viewed it all with a

certain sense of detachment. And | mean as faicagvesident was concerned, simply didn't

pay any attention.

DAITCH: | was curious whether you thought, as sgaeple have suggested, that
that was sort of a dry run for Kennedy for the mlestial nomination.

GALBRAITH: That was very much my feeling.
DAITCH: Really?

GALBRAITH: And | suppose | was addicted somewhathi® old cliche that the vice

11



DAITCH:

GALBRAITH:

presidency is the end of the road. John Nance Gsmmmparison of the
job with bovine excrement.

So you didn't have a lot to do with the &énvention. In the meantime
Kennedy is still growing as a congressman, senator.

| was out lecturing in California at thane of the '56 election. You must
think from this interview | spent a lot of time @alifornia, which is true.
That's where | did my graduate work. And was quitttere after the

lecture, when | got an urgent call to come to Sgireid, Illinois, and help write speeches for
Adlai Stevenson [Adlai E. Stevenson], which | diehd helped him endlessly to one of the
greatest defeats of the party.

DAITCH:

GALBRAITH:

DAITCH:

GALBRAITH:

DAITCH:

GALBRAITH:

DAITCH:

GALBRAITH:

DAITCH:

GALBRAITH:

DAITCH:

So is that something you had been doinglhg, is writing speeches for
various people?

Beg pardon?

Writing speeches, was that your first foiajo speech-writing? Or had you
been doing a little bit of that all along?

I'd been writing speeches, good and ketimy life. Whether they were
effective or not, is somebody else's problem.

But I'm told they were usually well accegte

They were. Most important.... Well, skipat. Go ahead.

What were you going to say?

| was going to tell a wholly unrelatedosy.

Tell me what it was, and we'll make a note.

It was about Greece.

About Greece, okay. We'll make a note toneoback to it. Greece story.

But | did want to ask you about, in terms of speeching.... I'm jumping
ahead a little bit in chronological order, but werevrtalking about the

Inaugural Address, Kennedy's Inaugural Addresdieeafm told that you had at least a little
bit, and you said you didn't have that much input,I'm told that you had some input on

that.

12



GALBRAITH:

mimeographed. And right then, along the....

| worked on it a great deal with Ted oaisen and with Kennedy himself.
Kennedy took a large personal role with the twasfperhaps one or two
other people, going along. And | read it, the thsift before it was typed,
| bediéhvat after Ted Sorensen and after

Kennedy himself, | had had the third-level effect.

DAITCH:

GALBRAITH:

DAITCH:

GALBRAITH:

DAITCH:

GALBRAITH:

DAITCH:

GALBRAITH:

DAITCH:

GALBRAITH:

DAITCH:

GALBRAITH:

DAITCH:

Particular things in this speech that aremorable to you that you actually
maybe contributed?

Sure. The last line, "Let us begin...."
Wonderful line, wonderful line.

That was mine.

Beautiful.

And Kennedy called me up afterward whtbey got the response to tell me
that, in effect, that | was good at short speeches.

Four lines and four words. What else instepeech do you remember in
particular that you...?

Oh, I'd have to go and check up.

Maybe we'll take a look at that. I'm thimig that it would be useful if we
could talk again.

If you could bring me a copy of the sppke
| would be delighted to do that.

| will isolate what came from Ted, whathink came from the president,
and, with some emphasis, what came from me.

Oh, perfect timing.

[END SIDE 1, TAPE 1]

[BEGIN SIDE 2, TAPE 1]
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GALBRAITH:

....where one wanted more strength. A mmajoe was, just as | left for
India, in Cuba, his yielding on that ill-timed aawere in Cuba. | was
soundly against that. | was in Washington at thetiThere was a big

dinner the night before it was announced, whichd to attend with Dean Rusk [David

D. Rusk], a diplomatic dinner that | had to go witle man in the Kennedy administration |
least admired, and | may say it was reciprocabtltgere, to this dinner, about an hour late
because | was working on a paper against the Cadbheenture and had to get it typed and
dropped off at the White House because | had gatchthat it was coming the next day. That
was the occasion when | did not feel that Kennéabyed the requisite strength.

DAITCH:

GALBRAITH:

KITTY:

GALBRAITH:

KITTY:

GALBRAITH:

KITTY:

DAITCH:

KITTY:

GALBRAITH:

KITTY:

GALBRAITH:

KITTY:

Do you think...? And here's another piece .of

Come in. [ENTER KITTY GALBRAITH] We've lad a long evening of
reminiscences.

Yes, | know. Are you ready to have a littlest?
What?

Are you going to have a little rest? We'reigg to have supper at six
o'clock.

Okay. Well, I want one or two more, afilil put them over on Kitty.
Then you're coming back on Thursday?

I hope so. We were going to talk about ftzatd we had tentatively planned
to do that.

You just got up to the dinner before we l&t India?
Beg pardon?

Is this the dinner before we left for Indidhe dinner in honor of Dean
Rusk by the...

| was just telling her about that.

...Swedish Embassy [Inaudible]. You're goirlde late for your first
official dinner just after you'd been sworn in. Atedbe late for the dinner
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in honor of the secretary of state who'd sworniyolror an ambassador,
that was pretty--a miracle.

DAITCH: Oh, dear.

GALBRAITH: The next day we left for India, and | thédreakfast with Kennedy, and two
things happened. He later remembered my positio@uba, but | was
particularly struck that morning because MNesv York Times had an article

on the new ambassador to India, which was favoralié it was on the time. Kennedy

pointed to it and said, "How'd you like that a®? It was all right. | said, "I liked it all right

It was a good article. | don't see why they hadaibme arrogant." And Kennedy said, "

don't see why not. Everybody else does." [Laughter]

DAITCH: Oh, that's cute. He strikes me as suchnayperson, just very cute with
the little comebacks. | don't want to keep younadw that...

GALBRAITH: Ithink maybe I'd better rest for a lgtwhile.
DAITCH: Right. Let me turn this off, and we'll makéans for another.

[END OF TAPE #1]

[END OF INTERVIEW — JFK #1, 9/10/2003]
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