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These pages are dedicated to the faithful fans of Hardball. For twenty years we shared a nightly quest for truth. You were always great company.





There are some things which cannot be learned quickly, and time, which is all we have, must be paid heavily for their acquiring.

—Ernest Hemingway, Death in the Afternoon, 1932






INTRODUCTION

Almost a half century ago, I was working in a congressional race in Brooklyn. It was a case of my doing what I was afraid to do. My instinct told me that an election campaign in the old borough might be rough, scary, even life-changing.

Brooklyn electioneering back then wasn’t on the level. It was not the place for the young, clean-cut candidate I was helping make his start. Only later did the campaign’s hard-boiled strategist tell me he could have bought the seat for a “quarter million.” It didn’t shock me. A reporter for a borough weekly had previously warned me that if our candidate wanted any coverage at all, he had better pony up some ad money.

That seedy business in Brooklyn didn’t kill my lifelong romance with politics. Just the opposite. As those harsh winter months of 1974 passed, I made the bold decision to make a go of it on my own. I would head home to Philadelphia and run myself.

On the face of it, the idea made no sense. I would be running against one of this country’s last big-city political machines and an entrenched US congressman who was one of its top leaders.

What gave me hope was what was happening in the country. The Watergate scandal was all over the news. Wasn’t this the perfect time, if there ever would be, to offer myself as an alternative to the old ways? Who knew? Maybe the voters were in a mood to, in that time-honored phrase, throw the bums out.

What made driving across the Verrazzano-Narrows Bridge toward the New Jersey Turnpike that morning so gutsy-crazy were the hard facts. I had no money—really no money—and no political backing whatsoever. I hadn’t even lived at home since heading up to Holy Cross College in Massachusetts at seventeen, and, outside of my family, I didn’t know a single person in the city of my birth who could help me.

The strange thing is, it wasn’t all that strange for me. My life at this point had already begun to etch a pattern: take a leap, live the adventure, learn what I could. Here I was making another dive into the unknown; yet another case of doing what I was afraid to do.

What I had going for me in this instance, perhaps all I had, was a message. It was the corruptive influence of money in politics. To dramatize my crusade, I would declare that I would accept no campaign contributions whatsoever. Not only did this grab the attention of the newspapers, but it also was the heartbeat of the effort—especially among our hearty brigade of young volunteers. It put wind in my sails. While I didn’t come all that close to beating the incumbent, it confirmed some powerful lessons. One is to ask. Just as I’d started in Washington, DC, three years earlier by asking for someone to hire me, I learned that basic willingness to ask is what campaigning for office is all about.

A second lesson is to show up! If you want something, you have to go where it’s available and grab for it. Nobody’s knocking on your door to connect you to your dreams. You have to knock on theirs.

With that perilous decision to drive home and run for office in the winter of 1974 I was diving deeper into the world of politics. It’s a place where, having seen both the good and the bad, I still recognized the essential promise. I knew that the whole process of going out and asking someone to vote for you is the heart of our democracy. It’s how the American people choose not just their leaders but also the kind of country they want to live in.

So much of what I’ve written in newspaper columns and books over the years and said on Hardball for a generation comes directly from such personal adventures as that race for Congress. There were the years I spent in Africa, the campaigns from Utah to Brooklyn, my time serving the US Senate and later as a White House speechwriter for President Jimmy Carter.

It was that latter experience that continues to stir golden memories: of writing alone in my grand office in the Old Executive Office Building, having lunch at the roundtable in the White House Mess and hearing the scuttlebutt from other staffers, of working at the typewriter on Air Force One writing the president’s remarks for the next campaign stop.

Next came my once-in-a-lifetime role as a top aide to Speaker of the House Tip O’Neill from 1981 through 1986. Following that were the exciting years of reporting on great historic moments, such as the Democratic and Republican conventions, the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, the first all-races election in South Africa in 1994, the Good Friday peace accord in Northern Ireland in 1998, and the funeral in Rome of Pope John Paul II in 2005.

More than anything else, of course, it’s been a life spent watching the people running this country and those who wish they were.

I owe this life and its lessons to a half dozen leaps into the unknown.

Africa leads the list.

In June 1968 I sat alone on a public park bench in Montreal a block up from Sainte-Catherine Street and decided where I was going to go in my life. My graduate school deferment had expired. Rated 1-A in the military draft, I now listed on the back of an old business card my limited options regarding a war I opposed. I could join VISTA, the domestic volunteer program; teach high school; or enlist in the army as a public information officer. That last choice, though it required a four-year hitch, would have one big advantage: it would help me really learn how to write.

My only moral claim is that I had ruled out becoming an army finance officer and similar routes. If I didn’t face the fighting in Vietnam, I would not act as if I were doing my bit.

Finally, there was another option; a truly positive one. It carried the advantage of being a true adventure: the Peace Corps. The challenge was to get the right assignment. For me, that meant going to Africa and working on economic development.

All this became miraculously possible when a young recruiter showed up that summer at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, where I’d been pursuing a PhD in economics. He handed me a colorful brochure about a new program in Swaziland.

That pamphlet became my plan. I would go to Africa and work at something I had been already thinking about doing once I finished my doctorate. It would be doing something good for the country and the world; a positive alternative to what had become this country’s death grip on Vietnam.

So much of my life has arisen from that decision. Those two years of service as a trade development officer took me to a wider world. It allowed me to view my country at a distance. It opened me to a common humanity with people whose lives were separated from us by continent and culture. It was a spiritual experience, too, like being alone in an empty church.

Perhaps as important, it freed me. Before I joined the Peace Corps, I was trudging toward a PhD. I found myself buried in econometric models for which I had neither the gift nor the enthusiasm. My decision to head off to Africa—made the same horrid June week that Robert F. Kennedy, still hoping to be the Democratic candidate for president, was assassinated in Los Angeles—liberated me to explore my hopes for a political life.

The decision to head to Washington, DC, in the winter of 1971 was my life’s second big leap. With $200 left of my Peace Corps “readjustment allowance” in my pocket, I began knocking on doors on Capitol Hill. My goal was to become a legislative assistant to a US senator. It’s the role young Ted Sorensen played for newly elected Massachusetts senator John F. Kennedy in 1953.

This became my route, too. After weeks of strolling the corridors of the Senate and the House of Representatives, I managed to wrangle a job with a senator, and then, thanks to him, with another. I had begun my climb in politics. One successful leap of faith, to Africa, had led to another, to Washington. It was my Northern Irish grandmother who saw the connection. An immigrant in her youth, she knew the strength that emerges when a person is forced to adjust to a distant land. “It was Africa,” she confronted me. “Wasn’t it?”

That first job hunt just back from Africa would become my primer in Washington politics and how it works. Its first, durable lesson was the power of patronage. Every job on Capitol Hill was controlled by a senator or a member of Congress. To get the job, you needed that person’s blessing. Just like my grandpop’s street corner politics back in Philadelphia as a local Democratic committeeman, it was who you know.

To this I would coin a corollary: it’s who you get to know.

My Capitol Hill job search that winter of 1971 meant going from office to office, dropping off my résumé and asking the receptionist if she’d heard of any openings. It eventually yielded unlikely pay dirt. Wayne Owens, a young chief staffer for Democratic senator Frank Moss of Utah, liked something that he saw in me. He had worked on Robert Kennedy’s 1968 presidential campaign and later served for his brother Senator Edward Kennedy in his US Senate leadership position. A devout Mormon, Wayne seemed taken with my being a Catholic who had gone to college in Massachusetts and served in the Peace Corps, as well as the fact that I knew something about economics, which, he confessed, he didn’t.

All that Wayne had to offer, however, was a patronage appointment to the US Capitol Police. I took it. Soon I was beginning my mornings in Senator Moss’s office answering legislative mail from Utah, then reporting for my eight-hour shift at three in the afternoon. For those months, I faced only one real danger: my nightly walk up Pennsylvania Avenue for dinner. Back then there was a lot of street crime on Capitol Hill. Suppose I’d been taken for an actual policeman? What if someone were pulling a holdup? Or a victim yelled to me for help?

Fortunately, before summer was over, Wayne brought me into Senator Moss’s office as a full-time legislative assistant. Soon, I was drafting legislative amendments on minimum wage, government spending, and other matters. One afternoon I found myself sitting on the Senate floor amid the men I’d heard about for years. The issue was President Richard Nixon’s call to freeze federal salaries. “I’m stickin’ with the president,” I could hear old Senator John Stennis of Mississippi muttering. Such die-hard loyalty, and the fact he was partly deaf, would explain why Nixon later selected him, and him alone, to listen to his incriminating Watergate tapes.

I soon had my eyes opened to the Democrats’ own shenanigans. One favorite was a bill called the Ironclad Ceiling on Federal Spending. It was, I would discover, nothing of the kind. Thanks to a series of unnoticed amendments, it was no “ceiling” at all. Its sole purpose was to give cover to Democrats from folks back home worried about out-of-control government deficits.

When my job in Senator Moss’s office ended, he urged me to “dip a little deeper into these political waters.” While following that advice in 1974 didn’t make me a fellow officeholder, it must have earned his respect. Senator Moss now persuaded his colleague Edmund Muskie of Maine, who had run for president two years earlier, to hire me for the new Senate Budget Committee he was chairing. That appointment put me on the road to the White House, to becoming a presidential speechwriter, and then to becoming top aide to the Speaker of the House of Representatives, the legendary Thomas P. “Tip” O’Neill Jr. My half dozen years with O’Neill would accord me in itself an on-the-job doctorate in American politics.

When the Speaker retired in 1986, I took a job as president and CEO of a big Washington consulting firm. With a staff of fifty, many of them policy experts, we serviced large corporations wanting an edge in knowing what they were talking about. Though it was a highly credible think tank, it wasn’t for me. Like my time in economics grad school, it was another case of finding myself in the wrong place. That summer, fortunately, brought a better offer. Far better. Larry Kramer, a friend from the Washington Post, had been recently named executive editor of the San Francisco Examiner. After I’d moonlighted writing some columns for him, Larry called and asked me to become the newspaper’s Washington bureau chief. Known as the “Monarch of the Dailies” since the late 1880s, it was the flagship of William Randolph Hearst’s empire—the Citizen Kane newspaper. With my wife Kathleen’s agreement, I quit the high-paying consulting job with its impressive title and took my friend’s offer. Larry predicted that my column would quickly be syndicated nationally, and I’d find myself appearing on television as a political commentator.

Larry was right. It all happened quite soon. Some thought too soon.

For the next fifteen gutsy years, I knew the excitement of covering historic events.

Having experienced the early Cold War as a boy, hiding under my desk at St. Christopher’s School, I got to cover the beginning of its end in West Berlin. As a former Peace Corps volunteer working across the border from South Africa, I got to watch the first election in which its black majority could vote. As an heir to Irish immigrants both Catholic and Protestant, I saw the end to the armed struggles—the Troubles—in Belfast.

Just as important was the feeling of having just the right position for me: newspaper columnist. It was the great New York writer Jimmy Breslin who encouraged me to go for it. He’d won fame writing about the unfamous: the working people of his city’s neighborhoods. Instead of sharing the spotlight with the news-making elite, he became legendary writing about those too often overlooked.

“Be a columnist,” he said, walking up Sixth Avenue from our meeting at a midtown bar. “You’ll walk taller.”

My next leap was to anchor a political news show. I christened it Hardball, after the book I’d written about real-life politics in 1988. When the program debuted, cable television wasn’t the opinion showcase it would eventually become. People in Washington had gotten their political excitement Saturday nights from The McLaughlin Group, which I loved and eventually joined as an occasional panelist. There were other programs offering commentary like I was doing for CBS This Morning and then ABC-TV’s Good Morning America, but nothing like the big prime-time shows that came later.

This book is about learning from history, from life, sometimes the hard way, as it takes place around you. Hardball spanned more than a generation. My ambition with the program was to drill down to the truth, especially in those cases where I suspected something was being withheld. It was a vital position to hold, and I refused to abdicate it by pitching softballs. I sensed there were many viewers out there with a hot question in their heads, perhaps even on the tips of their tongues. What they hate is when the person sitting in my chair won’t ask it. Nothing is more maddening to know that a politician is hiding something, and the person tasked with getting it out of them doesn’t even try. My job is doing what the viewer can’t.

“What I like about you,” people would tell me through the years, “is you don’t let them get away with anything.” Those occasions when I was able to deliver were points of pride.

That and my obvious candor. What you heard from me on TV is what you’d hear sitting next to me at dinner or in an airport waiting area. I called it as I saw it. There was no calculation on what would sound right, no filter. That goes beyond asking the tough, uncomfortable questions. I have this compulsion in me, evidenced through the years, to try to enliven the moment, to entertain those I’m with, to shake things up. That penchant for relentless commentary with no punches pulled has been part of my success on TV. It’s also been getting me into trouble since I was supposed to be sitting quietly at my desk in St. Christopher’s grade school.

As I retrace my steps in this book, I want to display the same candor. These pages are a celebration of this country and of the rich role I’ve enjoyed in sharing its politics and history. I got a lot of it right, but not always. I’ll try to do better here in this book. Sadly, there’s no Delete button for live television or for a career lived largely in public. In those cases where I wish I’d had such a button, I’ll try to get it right here. That includes all the intriguing details of how everything fit together, the backstory to what you saw on television.

As you will read in these pages, there are things I’ve said on Hardball that, upon reflection, I shouldn’t have. Some are simply embarrassing: such as, after hearing Barack Obama speak with patriotic fervor in 2008, I reported that I “felt a thrill up my leg.” Or when I signed off at three in the morning following the 2012 presidential election results and quipped, “A good day for America. I’m so glad we had that storm last week.” I was focusing on President Obama’s well-celebrated handling of the cleanup following Hurricane Sandy, which had pummeled the Northeast just days before the country rewarded him with a second term. In eyeing the politics, I was ignoring its tragic effects on people’s lives. Rachel Maddow—thank God!—was there to try to rescue me and return the focus sharply where it belonged. I will get to some other episodes, on and off the air, where I sincerely wish even now that I’d had that Delete button to hit.

One message I’ve managed to get across crystal clear over the decades is my passion for this country and its politics. Like Hillary Rodham Clinton, I grew up in a Republican family and carried a youthful torch for Barry Goldwater. Then it was my anti–Vietnam War hero Senator Eugene McCarthy; still later it was Barack Obama. With every twist and turn, I have reveled in the democratic contest itself. The great Washington Post editor Ben Bradlee best captured the personal excitement in my writing. “Matthews writes about politics with relish,” he once observed, “the way sportswriters cover boxing.” He got me. At age seventy-five, it’s not a politician or a philosophy that drives me. It’s my concern for our American system of self-government. That’s what holds my political heart. I want this country’s vigorous, back-and-forth competition of ideas and ambitions to serve a great democracy and keep us together.

I finished this book in the shadow of a president who refused for critical weeks to accept popular and Electoral College defeat. It never occurred to me that our system of self-government, ruled by elections held predictably and reliably since 1788, could be challenged by a serving chief executive. Perhaps this makes it an important time to look back on how we found ourselves here, from my earliest memories, born just after World War II, on through the Cold War, the civil rights and Vietnam War crises, as well as the high ideals of the 1960s to the spectrum of competing movements of this twenty-first century—from Trumpism to Black Lives Matter.

The narrative traces my political interest from the time I reached, as we said in Catholic school, “the age of reason.” It captures all the great moments of our times as I witnessed them.

You might say writing this book is my latest leap of faith. It is my bet that you the reader will be intrigued, even inspired, by seeing this country’s modern history as it charged its way through one American’s life.




– BOOK I –
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Think you’re escaping and run into yourself. Longest way round is the shortest way home.

—James Joyce, Ulysses, 1922






CHAPTER ONE IRISH ENOUGH

My parents met at a dance hall in North Philadelphia just before our entrance into World War II. It was on a second floor overlooking Broad Street. Dad pointed to it one day as we drove through a run-down part of North Philly. There it was, my beginnings.

Mary Theresa Shields and Herbert Matthews were married on Saint Patrick’s Day 1942. The wedding was held in the chapel at the Philadelphia Navy Yard, where Dad was serving as a first class petty officer in the intelligence outfit. The rub was that Dad was raised Episcopalian. That explains why no one was there from either family but for Mom’s loyal sister Catherine.

Those trying to position me politically might find a clue in this mix of cultures: tribal row house Irish Catholic Democrats on Mom’s side, and self-reliant, individualist Protestant Republicans on Dad’s. In any case, the mix has made a certain sense to me.

My oldest memory is of Mom’s old Hunting Park neighborhood. My older brother, Bert, and I are out on the porch, swaying on the davenport. We’re watching the horse-drawn wagons come up the street, delivering milk in the morning and collecting trash later in the day. Bert pointed out how the horses pulling the milk wagons knew exactly which houses to stop at.

The smells of that old neighborhood are also memorable. There was the odor you knew crawling under the kitchen table amid the grown-ups’ feet; the coal smell from down in the cellar, where Grandpop would go to shovel it into the furnace; the aroma of burnt coffee from the kitchen; the strong fish scent wafted up from the Delaware River; and that of the horses that rose up from the cobblestones when it rained.

Grandmom was the lady of the house. Growing up, I would marvel at her ability at any hour of the afternoon to create a hybrid meal of lunch and supper: cold cuts, dinner roast beef, and lots of vegetables. Even after mustering together this spread, she never sat down at the table until well after the rest of us had started. Only when everyone was well into the meal would she pull up a chair to the table corner nearest the kitchen. It must have been the old Irish way.

I often think back to those old days near the busy corner of Broad Street and Hunting Park Avenue. There was the big water trough next to the subway stop and the newsstand. I can still see the horses splashing as they drank. Bert and I would sit on that porch on long afternoons, helping Grandmom make supper for Daddy at six o’clock. We would snap open the peas, shuck the corn, and cut the green beans. Everything was fresh. No cans, no frozen food. All would be prepared and boiled the Irish way ’til supper time, still hours away.

Besides family, which was a world unto itself, the main conversation at Grandmom and Grandpop Shields’s was about church. Perhaps it was an upcoming novena at our cathedral-like St. Stephen’s Church. I remember the morning devoted to all of us faithfully watching Dennis Cardinal Dougherty’s funeral on television, when I was five. It is not surprising that two of Mom’s three sisters, Aunt Eleanor and Aunt Agnes, joined the convent, becoming Sisters of St. Joseph.

Grandpop—Charles Patrick Shields—was a figure out of a Eugene O’Neill play, with special reference to A Touch of the Poet. I loved him and Grandmom both. He seemed always stuck a few notches below his meant-for station. His emblem of status, unlike in the O’Neill drama, wasn’t a horse but the three-piece gray suit he wore Sundays after walking to St. Stephen’s. One time, he arrived late for Mass. I’m sure it wasn’t five minutes, but he sent us all home while he stayed for the next one.

Grandpop worked as an inspector at a fabricated-steel plant a few subway stops away. Leaving for the night shift in his cap and peacoat, clutching his lunch box, he could have been hurrying to a shop in Donegal, Ireland.

But Grandpop’s pride and his claim to higher status was his role as local Democratic committeeman. On Election Day, it was his job to get out the vote on the neighboring blocks. Back in his day, that meant earning $35 in what we now call walking-around money. It was supposed to help in rousing the party faithful. He grandly put it in his pocket.

Grandpop considered it his due. He would brag to my brothers and me that he delivered “the best division in the city” for the Democrats. If it was true, it may have been helped by the division’s changing demography. By the 1970s, the area around Fifteenth Street had transformed from mostly Irish American to African American. The remaining exceptions included the Shields family and the guy next door. “Nice fellow,” Grandpop would say of that next-door neighbor, adding after a pause: “Polish.” He didn’t want us to think, even for a moment, he wasn’t keeping tribal watch.

There was a legendary side to Grandpop’s, and therefore the family’s, politics. It was a holdover from the Great Depression. While Grandmom faithfully pinched pennies and kept food on the table through those hard years, he made the nine-mile walk back and forth to city hall, looking for a job. As kids, we never thought to ask why someone would go there to job hunt. It never occurred to anyone that it needed explaining. It was contained in a single word: patronage. Grandpop was part of the reining political machine, which would rule Philadelphia for much of a century. He figured he was owed a job.

That patronage job finally arrived decades later, after Grandpop had retired from his position at the plant. It came from his new party, the Democrats. It was a sinecure with the election commission, a no-heavy-lifting city hall slot reserved for the party faithful. I loved the fact that Grandpop, though a lifelong teetotaler, always met his turn to bring a fifth of whiskey to work—a beverage to lighten the chores of his fellow Democratic loyalists. He was a party man to the end.

Oftentimes I think back on those long evening walks when my brother Bert and I would join Grandpop, his thoughts, and his Phillies cigar. On the way home he’d stop at the corner of Broad and Hunting Park and pick up the first edition of the next day’s Philadelphia Inquirer. Later, after turning the last page, he would look up from his chair under the mantelpiece, fix me in his gaze, and declare with total delight, “Christopher John!” It was a ritual of recognition. He was according me, a young Irish boy, a dignity often reserved for grown-ups.

We called Dad’s mom “Grandmom-in-Chestnut-Hill.” An immigrant in her teens from Northern Ireland, Matilda Gardner was destined to be a housemaid for one of the old-money families in Philadelphia’s affluent Chestnut Hill neighborhood. Orange to the core, she was a proud member of the local Presbyterian church. She was a strong, industrious woman who never gave up her native accent.

The fact that our beloved Grandmom was not Catholic remained for Mom a snag of inconsistency in our family’s faith. Having won over Dad to Catholicism not long after the wedding, she felt the need to explain to us boys why our dear Grandmom-in-Chestnut Hill wasn’t in the fold.

She once told us that Grandmom went to the Presbyterian church because there wasn’t a Catholic church in Chestnut Hill when she first arrived. But when Bert and I tried that out on Grandmom, she refused to play Mom’s game. “I’m a Presbyterian,” she declared with full authority. “I’ve always been a Presbyterian!”

My paternal grandfather, Robert Bruce Matthews, came from Dover, England. A chauffeur for the wealthy, he spent his life getting fired and sent packing, along with his family, usually after telling off yet another boss. This pattern tended to drive his seesawing politics. When he liked an employer, he’d adopt his aristocratic views; when not, he’d turn angrily left.

Grandmom-in-Chestnut Hill eventually had to make it on her own, which she did with impressive self-reliance. When Grandpop died in the early 1950s, she carried on, establishing her own laundry business. We’d see the butlers and other servants of the old families come to pick up their pressed shirts in those stately brown cases. It allowed her to send me a book on American history every birthday and Christmas. With the help of her reliable Frigate Book Shop, she kept my brother up with the Hardy Boys, and me with George Washington at Valley Forge.

Her world and her house, where Bert and I would spend a week each summer when Mom and Dad were on vacation, was also a lesson in history. Its walls were lined with vintage paintings and engravings from pastoral England, reminders of life’s trials and poverty’s curse.

Grandmom’s bedroom, on the other hand, was a tribute to her new country. Three photographs looked down from the wall over her bed, those of her wartime sons: Uncle Bob, who served as a colonel in the US Army Air Forces in Australia; Uncle George, who commanded a tank in Europe, where the GIs killed countless Germans and liberated concentration camps; and Dad in his sailor’s uniform. What pride she and her husband must have felt. Immigrants from the United Kingdom, they had three sons fighting alongside it. It was just as Winston Churchill had prophesized in 1940: a conflict in which “the New World, with all its power and might, steps forth to the rescue and liberation of the old.”




CHAPTER TWO GOD’S COUNTRY

Mom and Dad’s decision in 1950 to leave the old street-corner world of the row houses and head for the outer territory of Philadelphia was part of a national movement. They were able to do it for the same reasons as other young families of that era. Thanks to Dad’s service in the navy, the GI Bill financed his way to an engineering degree at Drexel, a house in the suburbs, and from there to the middle class.

The greater driving force in that direction was Mom’s maverick spirit and ambition for better things. As a teenager, she disobeyed her mother’s order not to go roller-skating, broke her arm, then spent a week suffering in secret. It took the same courage for her to marry someone from outside the church. Her daring was about to produce the first of us, Bert. I was number two. I recall Grandmom Shields scraping the wheels of a baby carriage for Jim, Mom’s third. This rapid enlargement of our family may have had something to do with the decision to move to greener pastures. Mom, Dad, Bert, and I had been squeezed into a minuscule apartment around the corner from our grandparents, and we were bursting at the seams. Stuck above a grocery store, I remember rocks being thrown by the landlord’s children at our glazed bathroom window. I think we’d become unwanted tenants.

It was at the dawn of a new decade that Mom and Dad took the great leap of purchasing an acre of property in Somerton, on the city’s border with Bucks County, and building an eight-room Colonial. Like other postwar couples, they were breaking free of the old neighborhoods and heading out to the fresh air and open spaces. That made the young Matthews family part of history, one of the many bugle calls of the baby boom. It was five years after the end of World War II. The Yanks had come marching home, and children, lots of them, had been marching out. And thanks to President Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s thoughtful commitment to raise up the men who had fought and won the war, and Mom and Dad’s ambition, our family was now inhabiting what Grandpop christened “God’s country.” We three boys, Bert, I, and Jim, were, in his words, “the young princes.” Bert was the leader; I was the challenger. He was the North in the Civil War; I was the South. He was the navy man; I was the army. Along with Jim, the youngest, we imagined a world of our own, each with his own role to play.

But it must have been a shock, especially for Mom. There were cows out back, farmhouses in five directions, and Protestants. Only a small chapel a mile away stood as an outpost of her true church. There were just twenty-five Catholic families, including us, when we arrived in Somerton, back then a distant hamlet; a rural stop on the Reading railroad line to West Trenton.

There were other things making it hard for Mom. For one thing, she didn’t drive. That meant everything, not just the morning milk, but diapers, soda—even potato chips and pretzels—arrived by truck. When Mom went to the A&P grocery store, Dad had to take her. I think of her stuck up there in God’s country all alone with Jim and, then, her newest, Bruce, with the rest of us at school and Dad in his new job downtown as a city hall court reporter.

For Bert and me, it was fun. Practically every day, we were in the endless field out back playing war games. In the beginning, that meant the US against the Germans in World War II. Then came the new war in Korea. This made it the US against the Commies.

Bert and I were, looking back, wildly precocious regarding world events. For that, I credit Bert, not just for the war games but also for his fascination with the navy (in which he would one day become an officer) and his lifelong love of history. Back then I was just trying to keep up.

With four young boys in the family, there was a regimen to our lives out there in the country. This was especially the case at bedtime. It was teeth brushed, prayers said, and under the covers by seven thirty, or we couldn’t listen to The Lone Ranger on the radio. Back then, television was nowhere yet in sight, at least not in Somerton.

There was never any question that we boys would go to parochial school. That’s how Mom grew up and how most Catholics in Philadelphia raised their children in those days. But it must have been quite a challenge for those nuns at the Maternity of the Blessed Virgin Mary school to handle that first-grade class of ours. There were a hundred of us—so many that they had put us in the school auditorium. Everything was done with West Point discipline. We were to line up for everything. Little colored squares pinned on each of us denoted which bus we took home at three o’clock. The drilling went on all day: “No talking!” “Hands folded!” “Single file!”

My first dispute with a Sister came early on. We were learning pronouns. Aiming her long wooden pointer my way, Sister instructed me to identify a two-letter word up there on the blackboard. Now in the spotlight, I recited what I thought was the answer: “U… S.”

Sister corrected me, first mildly. “Yes, but what is the word?”

I repeated what I’d just said: “U… S.”

“Us!” She finally pronounced the pronoun she was seeking.

For me and my brother Bert, the US was the American army in the war. US was on the uniforms of our soldiers. The US was our side in the great conflicts that we’d acted out in our daily war games in the backyard. That explains my persistence with Sister that day. I was speaking of a larger world; Sister was dabbling in pronouns!

I like to think that early, larger point of view of mine was the beginning of it all.

One day I walked across the small creek to our little branch of the Philadelphia Free Library. I got my first library card and took out a picture book on Alexander the Great, the young Greek leader, son of King Philip II of Macedon, who conquered the known world while still in his early twenties. Three-quarters of a century later, I still know the smell of that book. We were small, after all, but our souls were large. I was thinking of this young man who led his country to greatness.

For whatever reason, I had this early curiosity about politics. I have this clear notion of when it started. I was sitting next to Dad in a downtown movie theater. We were about to see a matinee. When the newsreel started, l saw a high-ranking military officer boarding an airplane. Something in the announcer’s stentorian voice got me to ask Dad if that impressive man boarding the plane might be president. “No, but he will be!” he answered. The man in the newsreel was General Dwight D. Eisenhower, supreme commander of the recently founded North Atlantic Treaty Organization, or NATO. He was getting ready to answer the Republican Party’s call to lead the country.

Politics was all around us. In March 1953 Sister solemnly declared that Josef Stalin, the Soviet dictator, had died. She then led us in prayer. I wondered what we were praying for. What was the “supplication”? Did we want the evil Communist dictator to go to hell? Was it to limit his time in purgatory? Or was Sister thinking of a simple prayer of thanksgiving that the shadow of this terrible figure had left us for good?




CHAPTER THREE A TRIP TO WASHINGTON

In second grade, Mom and Dad took Bert, me, and Jim on a trip to Washington. Mom had an intriguing excuse to give the sisters for our absences. She said that it was because of Dad’s “business.” She justified that dodgy alibi to us by saying those were the only days our father could get off. Our parents’ true business was teaching their children about their country.

For that, I say three cheers.

The excitement of the adventure grabbed me and still does. It was May, when Washington is at its best, sunny and starting to get warm. It was like arriving in a different climate and a separate, gleaming world. For me, it was an eye-opener to a city that would become my workplace, my discovered home, my love.

Like any tourist, I can ring off the unforgettable sights that won me over: the tour of the White House, then occupied by—just as Dad had predicted—President Dwight Eisenhower; the dozens of old-time bicycles lodged at the Smithsonian Institution; the slave quarters at George Washington’s Mount Vernon estate; the Doric columns of General Robert E. Lee’s mansion; the changing of the guard at the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier; the elevator ride up the Washington Monument; the Lincoln and Jefferson Memorials. I even spotted the small Liberty Bell alongside the Treasury Building, only to have Dad tell me that the real one was back home in Philadelphia.

Those days made Washington a dazzling word to me; a place in the sun that radiated history and honored the country’s great leaders. If I hadn’t been taken to Washington that spring of 1953, when I was seven, I don’t think I would have followed the same road in life. Seven decades later, there remain the memories of my first visit to this city that George Washington and a French-born military engineer named Pierre L’Enfant once envisioned on horseback as they looked down from the site of the future Capitol. I cherish the photograph Dad took of Mom and us before the Lincoln Memorial, this country’s great temple of hope. It says so much about our parents’ love of our country. They wanted their boys to see our nation’s capital and find a feeling for its history.

In that, they succeeded.




CHAPTER FOUR WE WERE THE KIDS WHO HID UNDER OUR DESKS

During my early school years, I had a dream of leading a cavalry charge across the fields of Russia. It was an anachronism, of course. I knew full well in the age of atomic bombs that great wars were no longer won by attacks on horseback.

The reality of atomic hell was in fact a recurring lesson at the new St. Christopher’s School in Somerton. A certain alarm bell would send us ducking under our little wooden desks. Once there, we were to recite what could be our final prayers. Fifteen minutes! That’s how long it would take, Sister said, from first warning to when the bombs began dropping. This was only an estimate, she allowed. What we had to expect, nonetheless, was that the bombing of our new four-room school would mark the outbreak of World War III and with it the end of the world. Following that would come the General Judgment in which all of us would be standing in a long line before God and His verdict.

Those doomsday exercises were but one intimation of the Red menace. Every Sunday, we would pray at the end of Mass “for the conversion of Russia.” This signified the Roman Catholic Church’s recognized role as “the greatest bulwark” against Communism. Weekdays at school, we honored another anti-Communist ritual. It was called “ransoming pagan babies.” A $5 donation would bring a poor Chinese baby into the Free World and out of the hands of the Communists. Anyone who brought the $5 would be celebrated throughout the day as a liberator of an unbaptized child in Red China.

Many Catholics of the early 1950s believed that the country’s governing elite had “sold out” to the Communists by letting them grab control of Eastern Europe. I remember Sister speaking disparagingly one day of President Franklin Roosevelt. The very next day, she tried to soften her judgment. It seemed that an influential family in the parish had intervened. FDR had done “some good things” before World War II. She said it was later, when he was tired and sick, that he gave away Eastern Europe to the Communists.

This belief in FDR’s betrayal was widespread among Catholics. I came home from St. Christopher’s School one afternoon to find our new Admiral television on. The black-and-white screen showed a trial of some kind. It was the Army-McCarthy hearings pitting the Wisconsin Communist-hunting senator against the government. Mom wasn’t rooting for the army. I remember Dad was more measured. A loyal but reserved Republican, he held that Joe McCarthy was right about Communist influence in the United States but had “gone too far.”

One Saturday afternoon in 1955, I went with some friends from St. Christopher’s to the movies. The film was Jump into Hell. It was about a war I hadn’t heard of before: the French army’s conflict with the Communist rebels in Indochina. The action centered on the battle of Dien Bien Phu, the final French defeat. The “Commies” that Bert and I had taken turns playing in our war games out back of our house had just won a big one on the other side of the world.




CHAPTER FIVE CATHOLIC SCHOOL BACK THEN

When Charles joined us in 1953, Mom and Dad had five sons. They raised us with many of the benefits of the comfortable middle class: private high school, private colleges, piano lessons, and eventually a summer house on the Jersey Shore. They managed to do it through a self-denying frugality and serious discipline. I doubt that Dad bought so much as a Coke on his way home from work, and I know that Mom was as deliberate as a diamond cutter with the weekly grocery shopping.

They were just as generous teaching us about their world. Many a dinner ended with our parents discussing their generation’s experience. It was often defined in terms of World War II. The quality of home construction, they would say, had dropped “since the war.” Mom, especially, reminded us that the treatment of Catholics was far worse “before the war.” She reminisced how the job application for the big Philadelphia milk company included “religion” on its questionnaire. Writing “Roman Catholic” meant you didn’t get the job.

We Catholics, even “after the war,” lived in our own prescribed world. The week began, of course, at church on Sunday morning. The earlier the Mass, Dad and Mom clearly believed, the better the Catholic. Eight o’clock was for the truly devout. Those who barely made the eleven o’clock service were assumed to have been out at a nightclub the night before.

Monday night was Dad’s night for the Holy Name Society, a fraternal group for men committed to not taking the name of Jesus “in vain.” Tuesday night was Mom’s Sodality night. Joining this spiritual organization was simply what the good women of the parish did, like obtaining the church’s blessing after childbirth.

Wednesday was the odd night off. Thursday evening was reserved for the Knights of Columbus meeting, another fraternal organization where Dad made most of his friends. Friday night was K of C bowling and, after that, a poker game into the morning.

On Saturday morning, even after that long week of work, relentless evening events, and the previous night’s poker, Dad went off to play golf, usually with Gene Shields, who was no relation but known widely and well as our father’s best friend.

The favorite time of the week for me was Friday night. I remember waking up in the dark of night still wearing my dungarees; this meant I had fallen asleep watching television, and Dad had carried me to bed. This told me it was Friday. It meant I could look forward to two days without having to go to school. That’s how much I must have hated it.

    Parochial school in the 1950s was hard and tedious, with discipline encased in the aroma of disinfectant. You spent six hours a day sitting at a desk, your hands folded, not saying a word, not laughing, not showing a hint of spontaneity. If you mastered this docility, you were rewarded with A’s in “conduct” and “attention during class.” If you were like me, you took home two C’s on your report card, both written in red.

There were also summary punishments. The ruler, especially the metal-edged type, was not just for measuring or drawing straight lines. Another punishment for misconduct was being ordered to stand in the back of the classroom with your arms outstretched while holding up a heavy stack of textbooks. You have to wonder from what gulag the sisters got hold of that sugarplum.

The default punishment remained those grades on our report cards, which had to be signed and returned the next day. Since parents in those days were at least as tough as the nuns, this meant there was no escape. You were trapped in a closed penal system. This is what electrified a command to “go stand in the corridor.” That banishment to the hall could be followed by whatever punishment might come to Sister’s mind. It was like being imprisoned until a set time of execution. It compounded the punishment with the dread of what we would face at home should Sister refer the matter there.

I record these memories with some reservation. The strictness of the nuns needs to be balanced against their selfless gift of education, teaching us to read and write, and cheering us through the wonderful weeks of Advent leading to the pageantry of Christmas.

That lifetime commitment to God and the children they taught was personified in our own
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