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“Scott Stossel’s biography of Sargent Shriver is not only the fullest life of the man we are ever likely to have but also a superb reconstruction of mid- and late-twentieth-century American liberalism—its hopes, successes, failures, and enduring legacy to the national experience. Stossel’s book will be required reading for anyone interested in the political affairs of twentieth-century America and the story of the Kennedy dynasty.”

—ROBERT DALLEK, author of An Unfinished Life: John F. Kennedy, 1917–1963




“I couldn’t put it down. All that is familiar about U.S. history from the 1950s through the 1970s seems fresh when followed through the career of JFK’s smartest brother-in-law. Sarge is a splendid biography, compellingly written.”

—ERNEST MAY, Harvard historian and coauthor of The Kennedy Tapes: Inside the White House during the Cuban Missile Crisis




“An inspiring and skillfully told story of a bright American hero … Stossel combines a reporter’s eye for detail, a storyteller’s sense of drama, and a scholar’s consciousness of history.”

—America




“Stossel has written a very interesting and incredibly detailed account of Shriver’s remarkable record … Stossel has recounted Shriver’s life with a fullness that brings light and meaning to politics and governing in twentieth-century America.”

—Baltimore Sun




“Sargent Shriver is the most enthusiastic and creative public leader I have ever known. A wonderful biography of the man who gave us the Peace Corps and so much more.”

—DONNA SHALALA, president of the University of Miami, former United States secretary of health and human services,
and Peace Corps volunteer




“An intriguing and candid account of one of the most creative and captivating Americans of the twentieth century and an antidote to anyone’s millennium blues. Sarge is also an upbeat yet sometimes heartbreaking tale of life in an extraordinary family, enjoying the triumphs and enduring the tragedies of the Kennedys.”

—HARRIS WOFFORD, former U.S. senator and chairman of America’s Promise




“Whether as a public figure who improved the lives of millions or as a private man whose gifts of love and grace are known to his family and friends, Sargent Shriver is singular. To read this book is to be energized.”

—COLMAN MCCARTHY, journalist and founder of The Center for Teaching Peace




“Shriver represents the best in concerned commitment and creativity in the American experience. This book will be a real inspiration to everyone.”

—MICKEY KANTOR, former United States secretary of commerce and U.S. trade representative




“A highly readable biography of the liberal stalwart.”

—Kirkus (starred review)




“[An] impressive new biography.”

—JOHN PODESTA, president of the Center for American Progress, in The National Catholic Reporter




“Stossel has written a really good biography. I hadn’t expected it to be; so many such books aren’t. But there are many things Stossel tells that I never learned while working for Shriver … Stossel, to his credit, gets to the essence of Shriver.”

—MICHAEL NOVAK, Weekly Standard




“Stossel … resurrects the career of one of the most important public figures of the 1960s.”

—Journal of American History
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FOREWORD BY BILL MOYERS

He changed my life.

But that is the least of it. I can think of no American alive today who has touched more lives for the better than Sargent Shriver. Reel off the names of the organizations he inspired, led, or created and you have a sense of his multiplying legacy: Peace Corps, Head Start, VISTA, Job Corps, Community Action, Upward Bound, Foster Grandparents, Special Olympics. To each he brought the passionate conviction that no one need be spiritually unemployed when there is so much to be done in the world.

He is the radical I would like to have been if only I had met earlier his inner circle: Maritain, Teilhard, Merton, Dorothy Day. He is the Christian who comes closest, in my experience, to the imitation of Christ in a life of service. Not for him what Archibald MacLeish, the poet laureate he often quoted, called “the snake-like sin of coldness-at-the-heart.” This book could well have been entitled, A Leap of Faith, for Shriver has lived his life as a great gamble that what we do to serve, help, and care for our fellow human beings is what ultimately counts.

He redefined patriotism for us. Love of country, yes—and he had five years in the navy to show for it. But he carries two passports—one stamped American, the other human being. To one group of departing Peace Corp volunteers after another he would proclaim, in essence, that all of us are members of the same great human endeavor but that our tents are pitched on different ground, causing us to look out on the passing scene from different angles. This, he said, means you go abroad cautious about the help you can be to others; the only change that really matters must come from within. But you go because the world is your home.

He is the one man I know who, if he had obtained the White House, might truly have transformed how we Americans see ourselves and how we see the world. A few millimeters of tilt in the political wheel of fortune and he might have become president. In 1964 Lyndon Johnson had to choose a vice presidential nominee and only two men were in the running in LBJ’s mind, the only precinct that counted. One was Senator Hubert Humphrey of Minnesota, with whom LBJ had served in the Senate and who he believed could secure the labor, liberal, and civil rights constituencies that were still nervous about Johnson’s own progressive credentials.

The other was Shriver, JFK’s brother-in-law. That kinship intrigued Johnson: Could this be the way to keep the Kennedys in the tent without having Robert Kennedy on the ticket? That was not the only reason, however, that LBJ meditated on Shriver as a possibility. The two had spent considerable time together in 1961 when Johnson, then vice president, had “tutored” Sarge in how to sell the Peace Corps to Congress, whose powerful barons considered the idea naive if not hare-brained. I had worked in the Kennedy-Johnson campaign and served briefly in the new vice president’s office before wrangling myself a place on the team Shriver was putting together to turn the Peace Corps into a going concern. After Sarge and I left our first lengthy tutorial at Johnson’s knee, the vice president called me and said that the way to sell the Peace Corps was to sell Shriver: “They won’t be able to resist him.”

And they weren’t. Over the next few months Sarge and I called on every member of Congress—House and Senate—to pitch the Peace Corps. Most were dazzled to be courted by the president’s charismatic brother-in-law, of course, but what turned the tide was not his glamour but his passion. He was the Apostle Paul and they were the gentiles of Asia Minor; the theology paled in comparison with the intense ardor and appeal of the messenger. I saw jaded, world-weary, cynical politicians begin to pay attention as Shriver talked about America’s revolutionary ideals, about our mission in the world—not to go abroad in search of monsters to destroy, he would say, paraphrasing some Founding Father, but to demonstrate that Americans are down-to-earth, believable, card-carrying idealists who can show that democracy begins with a teacher in a classroom and clean water coming from a new pump in the village square. There was one particular megalomaniacal, unreconstructed Southern racist whose chairmanship of a key House subcommittee meant life or death to our appropriations. He was aghast that volunteers living and working abroad under official American auspices might not only “practice miscegenation” but bring it home with them. Sarge never blinked. “Congressman,” he said, “surely you can trust young Americans to do abroad exactly what they do back in your district in Louisiana.” We left the man scratching his head, and much later a member of his staff quoted him as saying, “I was had.” Indeed. While the chairman remained recalcitrant, Shriver plucked off a majority of the full committee above him and mitigated his obstructionism.

LBJ chose Humphrey, whom I also revered, and Sarge soldiered away at the war on poverty until he went to Paris as ambassador. He still had a presidential race ahead of him—as George McGovern’s belated running mate—and then he turned to those pursuits that mark the character of a man who believes in public service without the aura, power, or reward of public office. I have often wondered, though, what the history of the last thirty-five years might have been if he had been president. Even now, as the journalist Colman McCarthy writes, Shriver “can look back on four decades of public service and a record of successful innovation unmatched by any contemporary leader in or out of government.” But imagine him populating the White House and the government with the astounding array of unconventional citizens he brought to the Peace Corps and the Office of Economic Opportunity—journalists, public interest lawyers, psychologists (I have not been able to confirm it but McCarthy believes Sarge hired the first psychiatrist ever to be employed by a federal agency), business executives, poets, physicians, and imaginative career civil service officers who were frustrated by the ossified bureaucracies where they worked. To run our programs in India he recruited the American authority in high-altitude medicine who had himself been a leader in the first assaults on K-2 in the Himalayas. To Nepal he dispatched another climber who was a noted professor of English at Phillips Exeter Academy. The West Coast head of the NAACP, the Agency of International Development’s most creative bureaucrat, a seasoned practitioner of West Virginia politics—not since the early days of FDR’s New Deal had such a critical mass of unconventional talent descended on Washington.

Colman McCarthy’s story is typical and instructive. In the summer of 1966, having left a Trappist monastery, McCarthy was roving the country writing articles about civil rights and the antiwar movement. One of his articles in the National Catholic Reporter was somewhat critical of a Shriver poverty project in Harlem. Shriver tracked him down and said he had a job opening for “a no man because I already have enough yes men.” They met for dinner. For four hours. Not a word was said about the job. Instead, they talked about philosophers and theologians, about Tolstoy, Thomas Merton, and Flannery O’Connor. Only once did McCarthy get lost in the conversation—“when Shriver began talking about the nuanced differences between the early, middle and late Maritain.” Shriver asked questions about the Trappists. “He said he could probably handle the silence, early rising and manual labor well enough, but the obedience would be a killer. Then he exclaimed, ‘Welcome aboard, you’re hired.’ ”

He did not have to recruit me. I lobbied for the job, having to overcome the reluctance of LBJ to let me leave his staff and the opposition of the White House mafia, who wanted me to continue to serve as a liaison between them and Johnson’s Texans, as I had done in the campaign. Shriver braved both Johnson and Kennedy to take me aboard. I still possess the neat blue stationery on which later he made me the offer, at age twenty-eight, to become his deputy director. They were the best days of my life.

He was more than a leader, more than my boss. He was a one-man ecumenical society, as curious about my training in a conventional Baptist seminary as I was about his deep roots in Catholic spirituality. He had once been an altar boy to a cardinal; the only place other than the Peace Corps he would have wanted to be, he once told me, was somehow serving close to John XXIII, and on a long plane ride he discoursed in detail how he thought Pope John’s “science of the heart” could transform the Church from a medieval institution into a powerful progressive force in a world polarized by hard-crusted ideology, implacable militarism, and rampant materialism. There was an opening, no doubt about it. Shriver came to national prominence after a long season during which young Americans had been nurtured in cold-war passions and subjected to the poisons of the Red Scare years. It was widely said that they welcomed the complacency and comfort of the good life in a booming economy. I once gave him a cartoon depicting Uncle Sam with his arm around a youthful American. They were looking at students demonstrating in some foreign country as Uncle Sam said: “We want our young people reading history, not writing it.” He studied it, broke into that great broad-chinned grin, and said: “We’ll give them a chance to make it.”

They were ready, and from all walks of life they responded. They came from their own motives and with their own aspirations and ideals, and Sarge believed in them. Once he told a gathering of them: “The politics of death is bureaucracy, routine, rules, status quo. The politics of life is personal initiative, creativity, flair, dash, a little daring. The politics of death is calculation, prudence, measured gestures. The politics of life is experience, spontaneity, grace, directness. The politics of death is fear of youth. The politics of life is to trust the young to their own experiences.”

To serve with such a man is a life-defining experience. One never forgets the personal touches of a friend who had a wife and five children himself and a rollicking extended clan. When my wife, Judith, experienced a miscarriage, he showed up at the hospital with a copy of Harper Lee’s To Kill a Mockingbird. When our infant son was struck by a strange, undefined affliction, Sarge intervened, insisted that we take the boy to Johns Hopkins University Hospital for the scrutiny of one of the world’s leading pediatricians, a Shriver friend.

I did not think a book could do justice to the man. To his accomplishments and exploits, yes. But to the whole dimension of a remarkably composed life—very unlikely. I was wrong, and Scott Stossel’s work achieves what I thought impossible. He has captured in these pages the full measure of a great humanitarian. Reading it over the weekend, I thought back to a book Sarge gave me decades ago, in the early flowering of our friendship—Chaim Potok’s The Promise. There it is written:


Human beings don’t live forever, Reuven. We live less than the time it takes to blink an eye, if we measure our lives against eternity. So it may be asked what value there is to human life. There is so much pain in the world. What does it mean to have to suffer so much if our lives are nothing more than a blink of the eye … I learned a long time ago, Reuven, that a blink of the eye is nothing. But the eye that blinks, that is something. A span of life is nothing. But the man who lives that span, he is something. He can fill that tiny span with memory, so that its quality is immeasurable.



And so he has.


ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

This project has been many years in the making. It would never have come to fruition without the assistance and guidance of many individuals and institutions.

The archival research for this book was conducted primarily in four places: the John F. Kennedy Library, in Boston, Massachusetts (where I pored through 170 cubic feet of uncatalogued Shriver material, much of it still sprinkled with rodent droppings from the Shriver family attic); the Lyndon Baines Johnson Library, in Austin, Texas; the National Archives, in College Park, Maryland; the Chicago Historical Society; and the Kennedy Foundation archives, in Washington, DC. I greatly taxed the photocopying machines and drew heavily on the wisdom of librarians and archivists in all of these places. Particular thanks are due to Megan Desnoyers at the JFK Library and Allen Fisher at the LBJ Library. Yale University, the Canterbury School, the Browning School, and the Carroll County Historical Society were also generous in providing access to archives and historical materials.

The Shriver family was generous in providing photos from their private family collection. I’m greatful to the archivists at the JFK Library (in particular, Allan Goodrich, James Hill, Mary Rose Grossman, and Nova Seals) for helping to produce additional photos. The entire library staff, it should be noted, was extremely tolerant of the three-month-old research assistant that my wife brought along with her on her trips here.

The Blue Mountain Center, in the Adirondack Mountains of New York, provided the time and space for me to begin writing in the summer of 2001. Both the Atlantic Monthly and the American Prospect magazines were generous in allowing me protracted leaves-of-absence for research and writing. Special thanks to Cullen Murphy and David Bradley at the Atlantic—and to Toby Lester, Amy Meeker, Don Peck, Corby Kummer, and others—for covering for me during my absence.

Through the years that I worked on this book, I relied on the research and editing assistance of several talented individuals. Katherine Arie and Julie Parker helped get me started by transcribing interviews. Jessica Chapel’s excellent research memos helped me fill in the factual gaps in Shriver’s life before 1960. (I think I still owe Jessica some overdue library books.) Kathy Crutcher deserves combat pay for providing library research, interview transcriptions, administrative work, and good company through the long, hot summer of 2003, when I worked out of a third-floor walk-up office without air conditioning in Boston’s North End. (In July we measured the temperature inside the office at 102 degrees.) And Jessica Dorman provided emergency editing services when I was still wrestling with a 1,300-page manuscript; Jess’s sympathy, judgment, and—most important under the circumstances—ability to read quickly made this a better book.

Ron Golfarb, agent extraordinaire, deserves much of the credit for keeping this project afloat when it had begun to take on water in the spring of 2002. Ron took firm hold of the rudder and navigated the ship to calmer seas. Once arriving in port at Smithsonian Books (to belabor the metaphor), the book found itself in the hands of an expert editorial team. Caroline Newman, my editor, understood my vision for the book and championed it with passion. Director Don Fehr also understood what the book was about—and made Smithsonian into the natural home for this biography. Carolyn Gleason and Joanne Reams managed to cope with my missed deadlines through the fall of 2003, after I had returned to full-time magazine work. Joanne Ainsworth did the copy editing; I have worked with many copy editors over the years, and Joanne is among the very best. Emily Sollie has held my hand through the editing and production process, patiently answering all of my questions. Brian Barth deserves credit for the cover design, the typeface, and the layout.

Of all the many people who contributed to this project, several deserve particular mention. Members of the Shriver family—and especially Sargent Shriver—were generous with their time and hospitality. Jeannie Main, who has been Shriver’s deputy for more than thirty years, was not only an invaluable source of information and guide to all things Shriver but also helped get me through many dangerous thickets that otherwise might have permanently entangled me. And this book would almost certainly never have made it through to publication without the wisdom, advice, legal expertise, shrewd editorial eye, and steady exhortations of William Josephson. (Another biographer—Nancy Milford, the award-winning author of books on Zelda Fitzgerald and Edna St. Vincent Millay—once described Josephson as her Virgil, leading her through the circles of hell and purgatory. If Dante should ever return to this earth and if Virgil should be unavailable, he should consider calling on Bill Josephson to be his guide.)

Finally my wife, Susanna, has gone far beyond the call of spousal obligation in her contribution to this book. She tolerated my extended research travels, my long hours of work, and the financial debt this project incurred on the family. She performed countless hours of research and administrative work over the years, right up to the very day she gave birth to our first child. (And she was back at the research and fact-checking by the time our daughter was two weeks old.) She also edited, tracked down photo rights, and contributed to the book in numerous additional ways. But the hardest and most important task she performed was to keep me sane throughout this arduous journey; no one else could have done that.


INTRODUCTION

In early 1964 it looked as though Sargent Shriver would become the next vice president of the United States. After a successful three years directing the Peace Corps, Shriver had just returned from a round-the-world tour on behalf of President Lyndon Johnson. His stewardship of the Peace Corps work had made Shriver enormously popular, and his portrait, handsome and statesmanlike, had recently graced the cover of Time magazine. For Johnson, a Shriver vice presidency would send a powerful symbolic message about the continuing place of the Kennedy family in the executive branch.

Rumors that Johnson might select Shriver as his running mate for the 1964 election had swirled around for weeks, but without confirmation. When reporters queried Shriver about the prospect of the vice presidency, he deflected the questions by saying Johnson hadn’t asked him. Privately, however, he wondered. The day after President Kennedy was shot, Johnson had cornered Shriver in the foyer of the White House Cabinet Room and said, “Sarge … I’m completely overwhelmed, but I do want to say that I’ve always had a very high regard for you. It hasn’t been possible for me to do anything about it until now, but I intend to.” Shriver wondered what Johnson had meant by that.

In fact, Johnson did want Shriver to be his vice president, for reasons both exalted and Machiavellian. Having seen Shriver in action, Johnson had a high regard for the Peace Corps director’s abilities; he particularly admired Shriver’s talent for charming Congress. And he certainly saw the symbolic appeal of bringing a Kennedy family member onto the Democratic ticket. But the president’s strongest motivation for selecting Shriver was more personal: He loathed Bobby Kennedy. (Bobby, if anything, loathed Johnson even more.) Naming Shriver to the ticket would allow him to avoid putting Bobby on it—something there was strong pressure for him to do—yet still claim that he was allowing the “Kennedy Era” to continue. In short, naming Shriver to the ticket would be a way for Johnson to score political points while simultaneously sticking it to his nemesis. So Johnson’s aides leaked Shriver’s impending nomination to Rowland Evans and Robert Novak, who published the story in their influential Washington Post column. The Post’s editors thought the column of sufficient interest that they took the unusual step of running the column on page one of the newspaper.

Shriver had been out of town when the Post column ran, and to avoid press questioning he retreated to the Kennedy family compound in Hyannis Port. There, he did evade the press, but he couldn’t avoid Bobby. “What’s this about the vice presidency?” Bobby asked him when he got Sarge alone. “Did you plant that story with Evans and Novak?” Shriver said that he hadn’t—that in fact he had been out of town and had spoken to no one in the Johnson administration about the vice presidency. But Bobby, still fueled by grief at Jack’s death, grabbed Shriver by the lapels and moved in close to his brother-in-law’s face. “Let me make something clear,” Bobby growled. “There’s not going to be a Kennedy on this ticket. And if there were, it would be me.”

Shriver both knew and didn’t know what he was getting into when he married into the Kennedy family in 1953. He knew that he was hitching his fate to that of a large, powerful, overweening, exciting family, and that it would be a challenge to maintain his own identity among such a formidable clan. What he didn’t know, in 1953, was that he was joining what would become an American political dynasty, the closest thing America has ever had to royalty. This would have tremendous costs and benefits for Shriver’s own political ambitions, as it involved constantly negotiating the proper balance between serving his own interests and deferring to the family’s.

For the most part, Shriver managed this balance deftly. He successfully contributed to and shared in the Kennedy triumphs—without ever being sullied by the Kennedy scandals. Many who entered the Kennedy orbit, whether as lovers or advisers or employees, never really emerged again as independent entities. From the moment of their association with the family, their identities became fixed as “Kennedy acolytes” or “Kennedy in-laws.” Shriver was willing, at times, to dim his own bright star to accommodate the whole shimmering constellation of Kennedys; but in the firmament of history, his star glows with its own inner luminosity—not just reflected Kennedy light. It took a strong man to marry one of Joseph P. Kennedy’s daughters and not be overwhelmed. Shriver survived, however, and in a family of outsized personalities, he held on to his own.

Shriver was, it might be said, “the Good Kennedy”: in his idealism, heartfelt Catholicism, and commitment to Democratic politics and public service, he was perhaps more Kennedy than the Kennedys—and yet he was also, in his personal rectitude, moral probity, and gentle kindness, less Kennedy than they were. He was in the Kennedy family without being fully of it.

Shriver’s achievements in his own right make him one of the major figures of the second half of the twentieth century. His period of greatest prominence in American public life—1960 to 1972—corresponds neatly with the rise and decline of New Frontier-Great Society liberalism; the arc of his political career closely paralleled the waxing and waning of an important era. Shriver’s life therefore provides an illuminating window on a significant chapter of American history.

Shriver was one of the reasons John F. Kennedy defeated Richard Nixon in 1960. (Some have plausibly argued that Shriver was the reason Kennedy won, citing in particular Kennedy’s telephone call to Mrs. Martin Luther King that Shriver had urged the candidate to make.) He was the man most responsible (besides Kennedy himself) for stocking the Kennedy administration’s cabinet, and the executive branch generally, with “the best and the brightest.” He created, legislated, and ran the Peace Corps, one of the most unusual—both in its function and in its administrative culture—agencies in the history of American government.

The impact and significance of this creation should not be understated. Tens of thousands of American Peace Corps volunteers have served abroad; even today, volunteers who have never met the man feel a personal affection for the Peace Corps’ founding father, whose spirit still infuses the organization’s mission. More remarkably, millions of citizens in developing countries have been indirectly touched by Shriver’s presence. On several occasions, I have witnessed current African leaders come up to Shriver and tell him that they owe their careers to him: It was Peace Corps teachers, they said, who gave them their education in the early 1960s. When Shriver launched the Peace Corps he was, in effect, planting the seed of an idea; that idea continues to flower and bear fruit more than forty years later. After the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, one of the first things President George W. Bush did was to call for an expansion of the Peace Corps program.

As head of the War on Poverty under President Johnson from 1964 to 1968, Shriver created a host of programs—such as Head Start, the Job Corps, VISTA, Foster Grandparents, and Legal Services for the Poor—each of which rivals the Peace Corps in historical significance. These and other programs started by Shriver’s Office of Economic Opportunity (OEO) still exist, and Shriver’s spiritual presence continues to animate them. I have been at national Head Start conferences where Shriver has been mobbed like a rock star, surrounded by Head Start parents and teachers (many of them Head Start alumni) wanting to thank him and shake his hand. Shriver’s programs affected not only those who were served by them but also those who ran them. Many members of Bill Clinton’s cabinet and top-level staff had worked in programs started and led by Shriver (several were former Peace Corps volunteers, several had worked on his 1972 or 1976 election campaigns, and several had been in the first generation of lawyers working for Legal Services for the Poor). Shriver cultivated a generation of dedicated public servants who will continue to exert a powerful influence on American history for years to come.

By the time Shriver stepped down from heading the OEO in 1968, after miraculously preserving the antipoverty program from what seemed like certain extinction, he was a minor legend. Although he had suffered through difficult times at the OEO, when it seemed as if every constituency in the world was attacking him, he emerged with his reputation for political salesmanship, imaginative policymaking, and personal integrity intact. Indeed, it was partly Shriver’s great popularity—and the political clout it conferred—that led Lyndon Johnson to dispatch Shriver to Paris as ambassador to France: Johnson worried that if Shriver had stayed stateside to campaign for Bobby Kennedy in the 1968 primaries, Bobby’s momentum would be unstoppable.

Shriver’s arrival in Paris coincided with such momentous events as the famous Paris riots of 1968 and the Paris peace talks on Vietnam, and Shriver once again found himself at the center of history. The relationship between the United States and France was then at its postwar chilliest. Charles de Gaulle was outspokenly critical of US foreign policy, and he was threatening to withdraw France from NATO. But Shriver, through his personal relationship with de Gaulle, did as much as anyone to thaw relations between the two countries.

Returning to the United States in 1970, Shriver headed the successful 1970 midterm elections for the Democrats. Then, in 1972, he joined the doomed presidential campaign of George McGovern as the vice presidential nominee after scandal caused the original nominee to bow out. Having been present at the creation of New Frontier-Great Society liberalism, Shriver was now present at its evident demise—the trouncing of the Democratic ticket, 49 states to 1.

In some ways, Shriver always seemed to be just missing his moment. In the 1950s and 1960s, Shriver’s reputation in Chicago was such that, had family obligations not drawn him to Washington, he very likely would have become a senator from Illinois or its governor—and from there, he would have had a plausible launching pad for the presidency. In 1964, if Bobby Kennedy hadn’t scuttled Shriver’s vice presidential hopes, it might have been Johnson and Shriver, not Johnson and Hubert Humphrey, who trounced Barry Goldwater—and consequently Shriver, not Humphrey, whom the Democrats selected to take on Richard Nixon in 1968.

In August 1968, as the Democratic Convention began, it looked as though Humphrey would select Shriver as his vice president. Once again the “Kennedy wing” of the Democratic Party intervened. Polls showed Shriver faring better head-to-head than Maine senator Edmund Muskie against Republican vice presidential nominee Spiro Agnew; but the Kennedy wing, afraid that Shriver would jump ahead of Ted Kennedy in the line of family succession, put pressure on Humphrey to keep Shriver off the ticket. Given the less than 1 percent margin by which Humphrey lost, it’s easy to imagine a Humphrey-Shriver combination winning the 1968 election, making the last quarter of twentieth-century American history vastly different from how it played out.

By the time Shriver did grace a presidential ticket, as George McGovern’s running mate in 1972, the timing was wrong; the moment had passed. When Shriver ran in the Democratic presidential primaries in 1976, he was seen by some in the party as a relic of a bygone time. He got into that race late and then, although he was running as the “Kennedy candidate,” failed to secure the absolutely critical endorsement of his own brother-in-law, Senator Ted Kennedy.

Shriver’s relationship with the Kennedys was complex. They buoyed him up to heights and achievements he would never otherwise have attained—and they held him back, thwarting his political advancement. In 1959, standing alongside the sunbathing Joe Kennedy by the ocean in Palm Beach, Shriver ventured to his father-in-law that political operatives in Illinois were asking him to run for governor. Mr. Kennedy told Shriver in no uncertain terms that he was not to run; to have three Catholics on the Democratic ticket in Illinois (Dick Daley for mayor, Shriver for governor, and JFK for president) would spell doom for Jack Kennedy’s presidential hopes. No, Mr. Kennedy said, he should forget about being governor for now; Jack needed Shriver to help with his campaign. Shriver dutifully agreed, and he went on to manage key parts of Jack’s 1960 presidential campaign.

Clearly, the Kennedy brothers at times overshadowed Shriver. Bobby and Ted, in particular, were slow to take him seriously, the legacy both of his long courtship of their sister Eunice (which they found touching, if bathetic) and of his starry-eyed idealism (which led them to call him the family “Boy Scout”).

Shriver’s relationship with Bobby was especially complicated. “Bobby always spat on Sarge,” recalled Charlie Peters, who, after working with Bobby during Jack’s campaign for president, went to work for Shriver at the Peace Corps. “His people considered Sarge weak, a nonplayer.… That was what he had bought into by marrying Eunice.” Relations with Bobby became even more strained when Shriver stayed on after President Kennedy’s assassination to take command of Lyndon Johnson’s War on Poverty. Shriver was often caught in the crossfire between the Kennedy and Johnson camps; with one foot in each camp, he often was the crossfire, a (mostly) unwilling weapon in the war between the two.

But to see Shriver purely as a victim of his association with the Kennedy family is to oversimplify grossly what was in fact a complex and often mutually rewarding relationship. Forgone election campaigns notwithstanding, his eminent career in public life after 1960 could not have been achieved absent his association with the Kennedy family. Moreover, the obvious respect that the hard-to-please Joseph P. Kennedy had for Shriver’s abilities was eventually shared by Jack. Over the years, in fact, Shriver became a rock of the Kennedy family. Jacqueline Kennedy picked Shriver to organize her assassinated husband’s funeral. Indeed, although the family’s support for him was sometimes uneven, he was their stalwart supporter through everything, bailing them out of crises and unsavory predicaments without judgment or complaint.

Some have seen Shriver’s association with the Kennedy family as a kind of Faustian bargain. Perhaps, but only to a point: The balance sheet is long on both sides. What he gained by hitching his fate to the Kennedys may well have been greater than what he lost by doing so.

Today, the heady idealism of the early 1960s, of Jack Kennedy’s New Frontier, seems like ancient history. The cynicism that infected public life in the late 1960s and deepened after the Watergate scandal in 1974 has metastasized, as other scandals have continued to undermine our confidence in the major institutions of our society—government, organized religion, the corporate sector. Yet it was not so long ago that men like Kennedy and Shriver convinced the American people that anything was possible: We could put a man on the moon, defeat communism, end poverty, achieve peace in our time.

Throughout his life, Shriver has been a powerful magnet to talented, creative, idealistic, iconoclastic personalities. In this, Shriver was like Jack Kennedy. Shriver’s style was very different from the president’s, yet the two men shared a great gift: the ability to expand the horizons of the possible, to change our sense of what we can accomplish as individuals and as a nation. In ushering in the New Frontier, President Kennedy helped the United States change its conception of itself, giving its citizens a sense of a grander, more hopeful, more idealistic future. In part it was Shriver’s ability to instill this same idealism and hopefulness in those he encountered that enabled him to fit so neatly into the New Frontier, and that helped make the Peace Corps its most representative illustration.

Not long ago a former colleague of Shriver’s from the War on Poverty, Colman McCarthy, wrote an article about him for the National Catholic Reporter. Shriver, McCarthy wrote, “is a man of grace and goodness whose life of service has arguably touched more lives than any living American.” Shriver can “look back on four decades of public service and a record of successful innovation unmatched by any contemporary leader in or out of government. The list of programs he started, defended and expanded, and which remain in place as necessary and productive while seven presidents have come and gone, is long.”

Yet beyond the concrete legacy represented by the policies and programs he started is the joy and optimism he instilled in a whole generation. “What Sarge has always had is the ability not to be deterred by the enormity of the task,” recalled Edgar May, one of his colleagues from the War on Poverty. “Nothing was impossible. And I think that was the hallmark of those days. We really believed that we were changing this country. And we did change it. Did we change it all in one fell swoop? Did we fix all the problems? Did we fix even half of the problems? The answer is no, we didn’t, but we sure as hell changed people’s lives.”

In the winter of 1997, Sargent Shriver, whom I had never met, called me out of the blue one day and told me he was looking for someone to ghostwrite his autobiography. For years, he said, his family had been pressuring him to do this for his grandchildren and their descendants, as well as for the historical record. Now that he was eighty-one years old he figured he had better get down to work on the project. “Why me?” I asked him. I was twenty-seven years old at the time, working as an editor for American Prospect, a small political magazine.

Shriver explained that he specifically wanted someone young, someone whose generational perspective could balance his own. And, he continued, he wanted to write something that would be forward looking, something that would be of value to his grandchildren’s generation in working toward achieving peace in the world.

In February 1997 I flew down from Boston to the headquarters of the Special Olympics, in Washington, DC, where Shriver was then serving as chairman of the board. He kept me waiting in the reception area, sitting under pictures of all of Joseph P. Kennedy’s children (Joe Jr., Rosemary, Kathleen, Eunice, Jack, Bobby, Pat, Jean, and Ted), for more than an hour. I would later learn this was standard practice for Shriver. When he came out to introduce himself he was apologetic and warm, and we went on to spend several hours eating lunch and talking in a conference room.

As I had noted in our phone conversation, he seemed much less interested in talking about the events of his life than about his vision for the future. Also, he kept summoning other people to the conference room to talk to me about him while he was out of the room. He seemed to have little interest in talking about himself or in sitting down to talk about his life. At one point, I looked on awkwardly as Shriver and his son Timothy, who had recently taken over as president and CEO of the Special Olympics, shouted at each other. “Daddy,” Timothy said, “if you’re going to do this book, you have to focus on it. You can’t have other people do it for you.”

I flew back to Boston and the following weekend wrote Shriver a long letter, explaining that it seemed to me he wasn’t really committed to writing an autobiography. “If you are to write something worthwhile,” I suggested, “you need to figure out exactly what it is you want to write, and for what audience you are writing it, and what your rationale for writing is.”

He wrote back to me a few days later, telling me that he had shared my letter with members of his family and that they agreed I was right: He needed to think some more about what kind of book he wanted to write and about whether, in fact, he really wanted to put in the time and introspection necessary to produce a good autobiography.

I assumed that was the last I would hear from him. Based on my limited interaction with the man, I thought that Shriver seemed too temperamentally unsuited to the processes that go into autobiographical writing and thinking, and too strongly oriented toward the future rather than the past, to commit himself to the project.

To my surprise, six months later he called me again. “I’ve decided to go forward with it,” he told me, “and I’ve decided I’d like you to work with me on it.” My circumstances had changed, however. I had just taken over as executive editor at the American Prospect, and I didn’t feel I could take on an additional job. When I explained this to him, he said, “Well, why don’t you just come down to Hyannis Port this weekend and help me get started. Just talk to me a little bit about how I might approach this.”

I went down the first weekend in August 1997, intending to spend the weekend. Five weeks later, I had spent much of August at the Shrivers’ house overlooking the Atlantic Ocean, and several hours of each day tape recording interviews with Sargent Shriver. (Much of the rest of each day I would spend on the telephone with my office, trying to put out a magazine from afar.) When I left after Labor Day, I had accumulated some sixty hours of interview tape. Somehow, without ever accepting a job—and without ever being paid a cent—I had been “hired” to be the ghostwriter of Sargent Shriver’s autobiography.

I spent parts of 1998 and 1999 doing many additional interviews with Shriver and his friends and former colleagues and composing a proposal for a Shriver autobiography, to be written by me in his voice. Beginning in the summer of 2000, I took a leave of absence from my job and spent nearly six months engaged in full-time research at the John F. Kennedy Library in Boston; the Lyndon Baines Johnson Library in Austin, Texas; the National Archives in College Park, Maryland; and the Chicago Historical Society in Illinois. What I found in these places—and especially among the Shriver papers at the Kennedy Library, to which no other scholar had ever been granted access—was a treasure trove of material. Not only did I find the full (and heretofore partly secret) histories of the founding of the Peace Corps and the War on Poverty, but also considerable documentary evidence of Shriver’s complex relationship with the Kennedy family.

Complications arose. There was plenty of interesting and historically relevant material here—but it was material that, in its richness of detail, would be hard to fit into a conventional autobiography. Also, Shriver’s incorrigible habit of deflecting credit for his accomplishments to other people made composing a historically credible autobiography very difficult. As my intuition had told me from the start, Shriver had little interest in writing an autobiography or memoir, properly speaking, but was more interested in building “a vision for the future,” as he put it.

William Josephson, a Peace Corps colleague of Shriver’s, proposed to me that perhaps the material I had unearthed would be better suited for a biography than an autobiography. Shriver expressed his enthusiasm for this idea in the summer of 2000 and officially signed off on my writing an “authorized” biography. (Mr. Josephson has served as Shriver’s designated representative for purposes of this book.)

“Authorized,” in this case, meant that I had unvarnished access to all Shriver materials at the JFK Library, at the Special Olympics, and at the Joseph P. Kennedy Foundation as well as to other partially closed collections at the JFK Library. It has also meant that, when I’ve approached Shriver’s old friends and former colleagues for interviews, most of them have been eager to talk to me. It does not mean, however, that members of Shriver’s family, or the extended Kennedy family, necessarily agreee with everything I have written. I have relied heavily on Shriver materials and on conversations with the subject (who has himself read and commented on multiple drafts of this book), as well as on hundreds of other corroborating accounts, but the interpretations and judgments contained herein are my own; there are places where other people (including members of the Kennedy and Shriver families) with different perspectives disagree with them.

Early in 2003 Shriver was diagnosed with the early symptoms of Alzheimer’s disease. (For this biography, I haven’t used anything from conversations with Shriver conducted after December 2000 unless what he said could be corroborated by additional sources.) By the spring of 2003, as his memory deterioration accelerated and as my work on his biography progressed, a strange kind of alchemic transfer took place; I became, in effect, his external hard drive. Many of the memories, stories, and facts that had once been in his head were gone and had by now been downloaded into my head, or into the book. To capture, and to render accurately, the memories and the life story of a great man and an important historical figure before they dissipate is daunting to say the least. I hope I have served him justice.
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Youth (1915–1945)




CHAPTER ONE

States’ Rights, Religious Freedom, and Local Self-Government

If you drive out Route 27 north from the suburbs of Washington, DC, toward southern Pennsylvania, it is possible—if you ignore the occasional eruption of housing developments and commercial sprawl—to imagine the Maryland of 1915. Rolling farmland begins at the road’s edge and extends to the horizon in all directions. Churches of traditional denominations abound. The architecture of many of the farmhouses, sturdy and square, bespeaks the simple values of an earlier time. And the flags—about every third house flying the Stars and Stripes, and about every fourth flying the yellow Maryland state emblem—reveal the distinctive commingling of American patriotism and state pride unique to the southern border states. These are the values and the architecture and the landscape that formed Sargent Shriver.

Shriver came into this world at a historic time: 1915. The technological advances of the Industrial Revolution were being harnessed and consolidated. The Ford Motor Company had just implemented mass production. Manufacturers were just beginning to use electric power in their factories. The structure of the atom was being discovered. The first X-rays and rocket ships had just been tested; the first machine guns were about to be. Tarzan of the Apes had recently fallen from the bestseller list. The silent film era was in full blossom, providing a new form of popular entertainment. Ragtime was hot; jazz was just beginning to be. The New Republic magazine, championing the progressivism of Teddy Roosevelt, had just been launched. The Baltimore Orioles, of baseball’s International League, had just sold Babe Ruth and three other players to the Boston Red Sox for $20,000. In Brookline, Massachusetts, Joseph and Rose Kennedy had just celebrated their first wedding anniversary; Joe’s exploits as a banking prodigy were being covered in the Boston papers; and their son Joe Jr. had just been born.

Most important, of course, the Great War had broken out in Europe, inaugurating the modern era in a torrent of bloodshed. Most Americans, although they supported the Allied powers, still considered the war to be only a distant concern. The Democrat Woodrow Wilson was president. A German submarine had sunk the Lusitania, an American passenger ship, in May, but Wilson was avowing American neutrality. “There is such a thing as being too proud to fight,” Wilson said. But a countervailing interventionist sentiment was growing. As the death toll in Europe rose into the tens and then hundreds of thousands, former president Theodore Roosevelt—an occasional visitor to the Shriver household in Maryland—was preaching that “our country should not shirk its duty to mankind” by failing to get involved in the war. In 1915, however, the Shrivers agreed with Wilson: Steeped in the lore of their immigrant ancestors, they felt that the clash of the European powers vindicated their forebears who had emigrated to America to escape endless European wars.

The first Shrivers—or Schreibers, as they were then called—to come to the New World were a family of noble descent hailing from the southeastern region of Germany, along the Rhine River. Weary of the European wars that had devastated the area, and mesmerized by shipping-company advertisements touting the verdant promise of North America, Andrew and Anna Margareta Schreiber and their four children set off across the Atlantic in 1721. Atlantic crossings in that era could be harrowing; often many weeks long, they involved churning seas that produced wretched seasickness; storms that sank ships; cramped quarters; and rampant disease. But the Schreibers were hardy and fortunate; arriving safely in Philadelphia, they walked several miles along the Schuykill River, their scant possessions in hand, to the village of Goshenhappen, one of the first German settlements on American shores. There they set themselves up as tanners and lived peacefully among the local Native American tribes.

The Shriver bloodline’s powerful aversion to the affairs of Europe was strengthened when Andrew Schreiber’s grandson David Shriver married Rebecca Ferree in 1761. Rebecca was the great-granddaughter of Mary Ferree, a leader of the Huguenots, the French Protestants who had fled France to escape the persecutory policies of Louis XIV. (In 1685 Louis had revoked the Edict of Nantes, which had previously granted political rights and freedom of worship to Protestants in Catholic France.)

David and Rebecca Shriver moved across the southern border of Pennsylvania into Frederick County, Maryland. On the banks of Little Pipe Creek, David Shriver built a home and cleared land around the house to build a mill. The couple enjoyed a biblical fecundity: they had 8 children, 64 grandchildren, and at least 265 great-grandchildren. (When David’s grandson William Shriver and his wife had their thirteenth child in the mid-nineteenth century, William joked that he wanted to name it “Enough.”) By 1790 the first US Census listed fifty Shrivers as heads of families.

For David Shriver, as for his descendants, America represented the promise of freedom from religious and political tyranny, and in the 1770s he emphatically declared himself a Whig in opposition to the British monarchy. On November 8, 1774, he was among those selected to help form the government agreed upon by the First Continental Congress. In 1776 he was elected to Maryland’s Constitutional Convention, in Annapolis, where he helped draft Maryland’s Declaration of Rights (which served as a model for the Declaration of Independence) and became a signatory to the colony’s first constitution. Growing up, Sargent Shriver and his cousins, taught to revere David Shriver’s bold, independent spirit, would visit the state house in Annapolis where David’s name was engraved on the wall.

In 1797, as George Washington served out the final weeks of his second term in office, David Shriver’s sons Andrew and David Jr. bought 400 acres of land near their father’s home on Little Pipe Creek. Together, they built a new brick mill, which they called the “Union Mills,” in honor of the “union their partnership represented.” Growing up, when Sargent Shriver spent his summers in the town of Union Mills, the first thing he would see outside his window at dawn each day was horse-drawn wagons driving past the mill built by Andrew and David.

Until 1826 all the Shrivers in America were Protestant. That changed when William Shriver, the fourth of Andrew Shriver’s sons, wed Mary Josephine Owings, a devout woman from a prominent Maryland Catholic family. William at first declined to convert to his wife’s faith, but Mary Owings raised her children as Catholics, among them Sargent’s grandfather Thomas Herbert, known as Herbert. After his wedding, William Shriver assumed management of his father’s mill and built a new home for himself across the road from the mill, where he lived until the end of his life. In this home were born both Sargent Shriver’s grandfather and Sargent’s mother, Hilda, Herbert’s daughter. Sargent himself spent his childhood summers in this house and was baptized in the chapel that Maria Owings had had consecrated in the living room.

During the Civil War, Maryland lay on the border between North and South, and although officially on the side of the Union, its citizens were divided in their sympathies: The county that included Union Mills sent about 600 soldiers to the North, 200 to the South. Neighbors in adjacent houses took opposing sides. Families turned against each other.

The Shrivers were no exception. William Shriver, although he was opposed to slavery, was a great champion of states’ rights and ardently supported the Southern cause. Six of his nine sons would serve in the Confederate army. Just across the road lived William’s brother Andrew, who, despite being a slave owner, was a staunch Unionist; his son was serving in the Twenty-sixth Emergency Regiment of Pennsylvania Volunteers. “My four cousins, C. Columbus, A. Keiser, Mark O. and T. Herbert Shriver, joined the Confederate army, while my own brother, H. Wirt Shriver, went to the defense of the Stars and Stripes,” wrote Louis Shriver years after the war. “Our two families lived close together and although we continued to visit back and forth, social intercourse was always strained and often resulted in unhappy arguments.”

On the eve of the Battle of Gettysburg, the Shriver family became divided as never before. On June 27, 1863, Gen. Robert E. Lee’s cavalry commander, J. E. B. Stuart, entered Maryland with 5,000 Confederate cavalry and two days later arrived in Westminster, 7 miles south of Union Mills. On the morning of Tuesday, June 30, General Stuart arrived for breakfast at the Union Mills home of William Shriver, setting up his headquarters in the home where Sargent Shriver would be born fifty years later.

As Stuart began making preparations to lead his troops north toward Gettysburg, he took aside William Shriver’s son Herbert, who was sixteen years old, and asked him if he could lead him through the backwoods country roads to Pennsylvania. When Herbert said he could, Jeb Stuart asked permission of William and Mary Shriver to take their son as a guide. When they consented, General Stuart promised to keep him safe and to enroll him at the Virginia Military Institute. After breakfast the whole family—William Shriver’s family on one side of the road, Andrew Shriver’s family on the other—gathered on the front porch to watch Jeb Stuart’s cavalry ride north toward Pennsylvania, with Herbert Shriver riding directly alongside the general. Herbert led Stuart’s cavalry 4 miles north through the back roads of Maryland into Pennsylvania to Gettysburg, where General Lee’s Army of Northern Virginia was already engaged with the Army of the Potomac. During the final day of the Battle of Gettysburg, Herbert stood alongside General Stuart amid a grove of hickory trees, watching the green of the fields become obscured by piles of the dead, and clear streams turning opaque with blood. When a Confederate soldier fell back into Herbert’s arms, mortally wounded by a rifle shot, he gasped, “for God’s sake, Shriver, tell them I was facing the enemy.”

Hours after the last of Stuart’s cavalry had disappeared from view over the hills to the north of Union Mills, Gen. George Sykes’s Fifth Corps of the Army of the Potomac appeared from the south. Sykes’s men marched directly into Union Mills, pitching their tents all along the hills above Pipe Creek. Andrew and William Shriver now switched roles: Andrew’s family swelled with pride at the Union blue; across the road, the Confederate-gray hearts of William’s family fell. Whereas General Stuart had made his staff headquarters at William Shriver’s house, Gen. James Barnes, a Union commander, now made his staff headquarters across the road in Andrew’s house. The following morning the Fifth Corps broke camp and marched north, arriving on the morning of July 2 at Gettysburg, where it helped the Army of the Potomac seal victory.

As North and South clashed at Gettysburg, the sound of gunfire shook the windows and rattled the dishware at Union Mills. “We heard the cannon of the battle,” wrote Andrew’s daughter Kate Shriver in her memoir, “and soon the wounded and prisoners began to go down the pike toward Westminster.” The wounded soldiers made great demands on both Shriver families. Whereas the Andrew Shrivers were robbed and vandalized by the Confederate soldiers, the William Shrivers were robbed and vandalized by the Union soldiers. “There has been a sort of bitter feeling between the two families,” wrote Frederick Shriver a few days later, “but there is hardly any doubt but that it will soon wear off.”

One evening during the Battle of Gettysburg a drunken soldier began raising a ruckus in front of the Shrivers’ mill. When an officer arrived to discipline him, the soldier shot him dead. The bullet tore right through the officer’s body and lodged in the wall of the mill, 2 feet from its front door. The bullet remained lodged in the wall of the mill, still there when Sargent Shriver was a boy, a tangible memento of Union Mills’s Civil War days.

As General Stuart had promised, Herbert Shriver returned home safely several months later and shortly thereafter enrolled as a cadet at the Virginia Military Institute (VMI). On May 15, Herbert Shriver and some 280 of his fellow VMI cadets were called upon to assist the embattled Gen. John C. Breckenridge, who was pinned down by Union troops at the sleepy crossroads town of New Market, Virginia. Herbert was shot and wounded, but the VMI cadets routed the Union soldiers of the Thirty-fourth Massachusetts Army, helping to produce a Confederate victory at the Battle of New Market. Herbert Shriver was decorated for his efforts, and he served out the remainder of the war in the First Maryland Cavalry.

The lore of the Shrivers’ service during the war permeated the culture of Union Mills. The Civil War, although it ended fifty years before his birth, was a living part of Sargent Shriver’s childhood. Enmity over the war lingered long into the twentieth century and colored the relations between the residents of Sargent’s house (William Shriver’s Confederate household) and the residents of his cousin Louis’s house across the street (Andrew Shriver’s Union household). As William H. Shriver, Sargent Shriver’s uncle, would later recall, the Civil War stories of Herbert Shriver’s generation “echoed throughout the home, year after year, to hosts of friends and guests even … up to the departure of those who lived during these times of cherished memories.” The “hurrahs and songs” of Jeb Stuart at the Union Mills Steinway piano “re-echo through long memories” and were passed on to later generations. To the young Sargent Shriver, the Civil War was not some abstract fact from the history books but, rather, a tangible part of the culture that surrounded him.

Herbert Shriver—one of the last surrendering Confederates—returned to Maryland to take over the business of running the family mill, with the help of his older brother, Benjamin Franklin Shriver. They remodeled the mill and upgraded its equipment with machinery produced by the Industrial Revolution. In 1869 the two brothers founded the B. F. Shriver Canning Company.

In addition to working at the canning company, Herbert continued the Shriver family political tradition, representing Carroll County for one term each in the Maryland House of Representatives and the Maryland Senate. In 1908 he was a delegate to the Democratic National Convention in Denver, which nominated William Jennings Bryan; in 1912 he was a delegate at the Baltimore convention that nominated Woodrow Wilson. According to Men of Mark in Maryland, published in 1912, “Lately [T. Herbert Shriver] has been frequently mentioned as the next nominee for governor of Maryland of the Democratic party.”

Hilda, the eldest of T. Herbert and Elizabeth Lawson Shriver’s four children, was born in 1882. She debuted in Baltimore society in 1900 and graduated at the top of her class from Notre Dame College in Baltimore in 1902. In 1907, at a party at the family homestead in Union Mills, she was introduced to a second cousin, Robert Sargent Shriver. Robert, the fourth of Henry and Sarah Van Lear Perry Shriver’s ten children, had been raised in Cumberland, Maryland. Superficially, the cousins appeared ill matched: Robert’s family was Republican and Protestant and had been staunchly pro-Union. Hilda’s family was Democratic and Catholic and had been avowedly pro-Confederacy. But Robert found himself powerfully attracted to Hilda’s good looks, broad intellectual interests, and striking self-confidence. The two were married on June 1, 1910—although not before Hilda received special dispensation from the cardinal archbishop of Baltimore, who was a close friend of her father’s, to marry a non-Catholic. They moved into a rented home at 196 Green Street in Westminster, where Robert was working as an officer of a local bank. Their first son, Herbert, was born in 1911. And on November 9, 1915, their second son, Robert Sargent Shriver, was born in his mother’s bedroom on the second floor of his parents’ house 7 miles south of the Shriver family homestead in Union Mills, on the Pennsylvania border.

For young Sarge, the world revolved around his mother. That wasn’t surprising: Her force of personality was so strong that anyone who came in contact with her tended to find themselves in orbit around her. The patriarchal T. Herbert Shriver had doted on Hilda, his only daughter, instilling in her a confidence and independent-mindedness that were rare in women in the 1920s. Her political principles were fiercely held—she had campaigned strongly for women’s suffrage—but she was so warm and social in her demeanor that everyone (and men in particular) melted in her presence.

In 1914 Robert and Hilda Shriver, at the urging of the Catholic Church hierarchy in Baltimore, agreed to take in a Belgian woman, a refugee from the fighting in Europe. Before the war drove her out of her country, Louise Thiele Carpentier had been an opera singer in Antwerp. She became the nursemaid to the infant Sarge and his older brother. Aside from Hilda, no one—not even his father or brother—exerted a stronger formative influence on young Sargent Shriver than Louise Carpentier. Under Louise’s influence, Sargent was speaking fluent Flemish before he spoke English; by the time he was five years old he could sing along with Enrico Caruso on the records she played for him on the family Victrola. His earliest career aspiration was to be an opera singer.

Sargent’s father was more reserved than Hilda and more distant in his relationship with his two sons. But Robert, like his son, felt Hilda’s force powerfully. He left banking and went to work for his father-in-law as a vice president at the B. F. Shriver Canning Company. As the two brothers grew older, Sargent took after his mother, becoming garrulous and outgoing, with a zest for political discussion and public life; Herbert, meanwhile, took after his father, becoming taciturn and reserved, with a yen for Wall Street finance.

Although Robert Shriver was a Protestant when he married Hilda, he soon converted to Catholicism. This was not a conversion for mere appearance’s sake; Robert became devout in his faith. He later joined or founded many Catholic aid societies: In 1922 he and Hilda founded Baltimore’s Catholic Evidence League (whose purpose was to help Catholics apply Church teachings to their daily lives), and in the 1930s the Shrivers would found a Catholic bookstore in New York City. Robert also founded the National Catholic Convert League, later renamed the Society of St. Vincent de Paul, which gave money to support married Protestant clergymen who converted to Catholicism. Robert also made weekly forays into the Baltimore slums to distribute food to the poor.

It is impossible to overstate the presence of religion in Sargent Shriver’s childhood. Maryland had been founded on the principle of religious toleration by Lord Baltimore, a convert to Catholicism who set out to establish an American colony whose inhabitants might worship freely, according to their consciences. The years preceding Sargent’s birth had seen Baltimore become “the Catholic capital of the United States.” The city of Baltimore had been the first Catholic diocese in the United States, and by 1860, the archdiocese had 120,000 Catholics and 127 priests and was continuing to grow fast. The councils of the American Catholic Church were based in Baltimore, and much of the communication between the Vatican and the American bishops came through the Catholic hierarchy in the city. Maryland’s large Catholic population was still rapidly growing when Sargent was born. The Smith & Reifsnider men who delivered coal to his house would warn the young Sargent to “watch out for the Ku Klux Klan,” alluding to the organization’s virulent anti-Catholic bias—but as far as he knew, practically the whole world (except for his grumpy cousins at Union Mills) was Catholic.

Upon his discharge from the Confederate army, Sargent’s grandfather T. Herbert Shriver had believed his true calling to be the priesthood. Twice he had entered St. Mary’s Seminary in Baltimore, run by the Sulpician Fathers, intending to become a priest; twice, after falling gravely ill, he had been compelled to leave. After Herbert’s second illness, Father François Lhomme, the superior at St. Mary’s, told him, in effect, “You are clearly a good Catholic and have a sincere desire to become a man of the cloth. But maybe God is telling you that you are meant for other things.” Herbert agreed and went on to become a successful businessman and politician, as well as one of Maryland’s leading Catholic laymen.

During one of Herbert’s sojourns at St. Mary’s, he roomed with a skinny young Irishman named James Gibbons, who would go on to become the archbishop of Baltimore and, a few years after that, the first American priest to be designated a cardinal. Herbert’s sister Mollie Shriver lived year-round in Union Mills, and whenever Cardinal Gibbons wanted to escape the press of city life in Baltimore, he would retreat to her rural home—the same home where Sargent’s family spent its summers. Sargent and Herbert Shriver were surely the only boys in America who slept next to a cardinal every night during their summer vacation.

“In the simple and dignified atmosphere of this Catholic family Cardinal Gibbons felt thoroughly at home,” Gibbons’s biographer has written. “He frequently remarked that he knew of no finer Catholic family than the Shrivers. At Union Mills … the Shriver girls served him as temporary secretaries and prepared the dishes he relished, while their brothers drove him back and forth to the city, discussed current baseball or horse-racing news, and sometimes accompanied him on his walks or afforded him competition at horseshoes.” Hilda Shriver spent each summer as the cardinal’s full-time secretary, helping him with the administrative affairs of the archdiocese. Sargent and his older brother and their cousins would serve as altar boys at Mass in the family chapel, which Gibbons himself had consecrated in the late 1800s at the behest of Sargent’s great-grandmother Mary Shriver. It’s a striking picture: Five-year-old “Sarge”—as everybody called him—and his cousins would be playing baseball in the rolling fields beside the creek in Union Mills. A bell would ring, signaling evening Mass. Throwing balls, bats, and gloves aside, the boys would run into the house, rustle through the closet for their acolyte vestments, and then stand silently as they prepared to assist with the pouring of the wine.

When stricken with his final illness, the cardinal went to Miss Mollie’s to rest; he spent all but his very last days in her home. Sarge and his cousin William served as altar boys at the last Mass ever served by the cardinal, on December 9, 1920. Soon thereafter, Gibbons was confined by illness to his bedroom at Mollie Shriver’s, and he was anointed with the last rites of the Catholic Church there on December 17. But a week later his health momentarily improved, and he was able to attend the Christmas Midnight Mass.

That Midnight Mass made an indelible impression on Sarge Shriver. The cardinal, for the first time in the last fifty-two Christmases, was too ill to celebrate a pontifical Mass, so another local priest was sent for. The cardinal had been sick for several days, too weak even to rise from his Union Mills bed, where he was tended to round the clock by Hilda and Mollie. But on Christmas Eve, Sarge’s Belgian nursemaid, Louise Carpentier, stood on the stairs between the first and second floors and, with her beautiful voice, sang Christmas carols to the cardinal; the nursemaid’s beau, a fellow Belgian, accompanied her on the organ from the chapel downstairs. Some forty Shrivers looked on. Lying in bed, Gibbons smiled, and Sarge could see the color returning to his face and the strength to his body. Unable to descend the stairs to the chapel, Gibbons asked to have his bed pushed out onto the upstairs landing, from which he could peer over the railing and participate in the Mass. This was the first time in his life that five-year-old Sarge contemplated the power of religion as a potentially miraculous force.

The Catholic religion was woven into the fabric of Shriver’s daily life. Baptized by the cardinal himself, Shriver was accustomed to the regular presence of nuns, priests, monsignors, bishops, and seminary students, who were always coming by the house, often staying overnight. On Sundays after the cardinal died, all the Catholic members of the extended Shriver clan would pile into two Model T Fords and four or five horse-drawn wagons and travel 7 miles in a convoy from Union Mills to Westminster to attend Mass.

Although he spent his summers in Union Mills, Sarge lived the first few years of his life in Westminster, in the rented home on Green Street where he was born. That house, a square, brick structure, two stories tall, still stands, its exterior not noticeably changed in eighty-five years.

Green Street was at the edge of the town proper; the Shrivers’ backyard ran down an incline a few hundred yards to where Westminster’s “Negro” population, ex-slaves or the descendants of slaves, lived in small shacks clustered together in the dirt. Every afternoon after school, Sarge would run into his backyard, halfway between his house and the Negro shacks, and meet his friends to play baseball. Sometimes he would go home with one or another of his Negro friends for dinner, and he’d come home marveling at the exotic foods he had eaten there. “Why don’t we slaughter hogs in the backyard and hang the pigs in the house until it’s time to eat them?” he would ask his parents.

After a few years, the Shrivers moved to a larger house at the corner of Willis and Center Streets, a little closer to the center of town. There were Shrivers everywhere: Sarge and his family lived at 100 Willis Street; Joseph Nicholas Shriver (one of Hilda’s younger brothers) lived up the road in a big, gray clapboard house at 145 Willis Street; and just across the street from that, William H. Shriver (another of Hilda’s younger brothers) lived in a large, white colonial house at 131 Willis. The parish priest, who was a close family friend and frequent visitor, lived at 54 Main Street, just around the corner from Sarge’s house. And the Shriver family plot was in the cemetery on East Green Street, adjacent to St. John’s Church, where Sarge attended a school staffed by stern but kindly nuns.

In Westminster, everybody knew almost everybody else; people lived on their front porches in the evenings, talking to one another and waving at passing wagons and the occasional automobile. Neighbors looked on benignly as Sarge, Herbert, and their legions of cousins tore up and down Willis Street on their bicycles. When snow made the roads impassable for autos, they used their sleds to get around town.

But for Sarge, the most exciting social life was at Union Mills. Driving from Westminster to the family estate, the Shrivers would pass the acres of open fields where the B. F. Shriver Canning Company grew its crops. The family’s first car, a Model T, could barely manage to crest the hill that rose just before Union Mills. At the base of the hill, on the right side of the road as the family drove in from Westminster, was the old mill, built by Andrew and David Shriver in 1797, still in operation when Sarge was a child. Alongside it was the Union Mills homestead, where the Union army had made its headquarters for a night on its way to Gettysburg. The homestead was now inhabited by Sarge’s uncle Lou, still bitter that Confederate troops had stolen his horse, Charley.

Across the road from the homestead stood the home of Sargent’s aunt Mollie. Built by William Shriver in 1826, this was where the flamboyant Gen. Jeb Stuart had stopped for a night and belted out tunes on the Steinway that still stood in the parlor next to the chapel below Sarge’s bedroom. Aunt Mollie still bitterly recalled the damage done to her family’s crops by the trampling Union army.

Life at Union Mills had an easy rural rhythm. A typical summer evening might have, as Sarge’s cousin Frederic Shriver Klein recalled in 1957, a “family of ten or twelve gathered on rocking chairs on the lawn near the front porch, as the rumbling of the mill wheel died away, leaving the entire valley quiet and poised for dusk, with only the music of crickets, treefrogs, birds, and the occasional bass grunt of a bullfrog.” A porch stretched all the way across the front of Mollie’s house, and every night in summertime, Sarge and his family would sit on that porch, watching the wagons go by. Every evening, Uncle Lou would limp across the road, leaning on his cane, to play whist with Aunt Mollie. As he played, he would regale the children with stories of the Civil War—the story, for instance, of how he had snuck off to Gettysburg as a twelve-year-old to hear Lincoln’s address. Always, at some point in the evening, Lou and Mollie would fall into arguing about the War Between the States (or the War of Northern Aggression, as Mollie called it). Every night, Lou would throw down his cards and stalk back across the street as fast as his aging legs would carry him, yelling over his shoulder that he would never, ever again lay a foot in Mollie’s Confederate household. The next night, of course, he would be back.

After the Catholic Church and the Shriver family, the Democratic Party was the most integral part of Sarge’s identity. The Shrivers had played a significant role in Maryland politics since the state’s beginning as a colony in the eighteenth century—they were founders of Maryland’s Democratic Party—and Sarge was taught to revere his ancestor David Shriver’s crusade for American independence.

Hilda succeeded early on in converting her husband to Catholicism, but changing his politics took slightly longer. For years Hilda Shriver had actively campaigned for women’s suffrage, and in August 1920 Tennessee became the thirty-second state to ratify the Nineteenth Amendment to the Constitution, making a woman’s right to vote the law of the land. Having finally won the right to vote, Hilda planned to exercise it. As a Democrat, she supported James M. Cox, who was the governor of Ohio, and his running mate Franklin Delano Roosevelt in the presidential election. Her husband, a Republican, was campaigning on behalf of Warren G. Harding, who promised a more isolationist “Return to Normalcy” after the strains of the Great War. The discussions across the Shriver family dinner table that election season were heated and intense. “How can a wife cancel out her own husband’s vote?” Shriver recalled his father demanding.

In 1924 Robert Shriver again succumbed to his wife’s gravitational force and switched his party allegiance. After that, the Shriver household became a regular venue for Democratic Party meetings. The neighbors became accustomed to the sight of the big black car, belonging to Maryland’s four-term governor Albert Cabal Ritchie, parked in front of the Shrivers’ house.

“States’ rights, religious freedom, local self-government.” That was the three-plank platform on which Shriver was always to remember Ritchie campaigning. Elected to the governor’s mansion in Annapolis in 1920, and reelected in 1924 and 1928, Governor Ritchie dominated Maryland politics, an oasis of Democratic rule during the Republican stranglehold on the Roaring Twenties. The Shriver family would sometimes travel with the governor around the state as he made campaign speeches—almost all of them boiling down to those same three planks: “states’ rights, religious freedom, and local self-government.” In the germinal political sensibility of Sarge Shriver, already sympathetic to the Confederacy’s Lost Cause of States’ Rights, and to his ancestors’ desire for religious freedom, Ritchie’s message found ready lodgment.

Later in life, between 1956 and 1976, Sargent Shriver would play an important role in several Democratic National Conventions. He got his first taste of convention excitement, however, through the technical ingenuity of his brother, Herbert, in 1924. That year, the Democratic Convention was held in Madison Square Garden, in New York City. The 1924 convention saw Al Smith, the Tammany Hall candidate who was governor of New York, competing for delegates with Southern-born William Gibbs McAdoo, the favorite son of the Ku Klux Klan. With the convention deadlocked, delegates looked to alternatives: John W. Davis, a conservative lawyer from West Virginia; Oscar Underwood, a senator from Alabama; and the Shrivers’ friend Albert Ritchie, known as the great “wet hope” for his opposition to Prohibition. Unable to reach a decision, the convention stretched on for more than two weeks.

The Shrivers were not at the convention, but they followed its every twist and turn from their living room. Earlier that year, thirteen-year-old Herbert had bought a kit for a “7.2 superheterodyne receiver” radio. He assembled it himself, as Sarge looked on in wonder. In 1924 radios were still a rarity, so there were not many radio stations. But KDKA in Pittsburgh had just four years earlier become one of the first commercial stations, broadcasting for hundreds of miles around the eastern part of the United States. Herbert’s giant receiver could pick up its transmission clearly. The first time Sarge heard a voice coming out of the machine, saying, “This is KDKA in Pittsburgh,” he nearly fell over from astonishment.

During the 1924 convention, Herbert set up his radio in the living room, where it broadcast updates from the voting in New York twenty-four hours a day. The Shrivers and their neighbors took turns wearing the headphones and jotting down the latest delegate counts on a pad of paper. Everyone on the block, and all the local Democratic politicians, would gather in the Shriver living room, talking politics and waiting for the next round of voting. To nine-year-old Sarge, this was thrilling: the camaraderie and discussion, the suspense—who would come out ahead on the next ballot? It almost matched baseball for sheer excitement.

When Governor Ritchie fell out of contention, the Shrivers hoped Al Smith, the governor of New York, would be named the Democratic presidential nominee. Smith was a political hero to the family, not only because he was a Democrat who was firmly against Prohibition, but also because he was a Catholic—the first serious Catholic candidate in American national politics.

Although Smith’s candidacy eventually fell short, his strong showing set the stage for him to try again in 1928. When he won the nomination that year, he announced that he would make his formal acceptance speech at the governor’s mansion victory party in Albany a few weeks later. Hilda Shriver and her two sons traveled with Albert Ritchie to New York for the event. In a large room in the New York state house in Albany, where there were too few seats for everyone to sit down, thirteen-year-old Sarge watched Smith’s acceptance speech with a mixture of pride and embarrassment from his perch on Governor Ritchie’s lap. Afterward, Shriver and his cousin Mollie wandered among the cars parked outside of the state house, sticking chewing gum on any automobile without a Smith-for-President placard.

Alas, November 6, 1928, was a dark day in Catholic Democratic households across America. Herbert Hoover, campaigning on the prosperity of the Harding-Coolidge years, defeated Smith by more than 6 million votes. Worse, Smith had lost parts of the “Solid South,” a Democratic stronghold since the Civil War, suggesting to expert observers that Catholicism had made him unelectable. This remained a political article of faith for thirty-two years, until Sargent Shriver’s brother-in-law demolished it.


CHAPTER TWO

The Education of a Leader

Sargent Shriver began his education at the St. John’s Catholic Parochial School, in downtown Westminster, where he was taught by nuns from the Sisters of Notre Dame de L’Amour, a French order. He would have continued at St. John’s but a family feud at the B. F. Shriver company caused Robert Shriver to decide it was time to leave the cannery business and return to banking. By 1923 Sarge’s family had sold the house on Willis Street and moved to a Georgian-style house at 641 University Parkway in Baltimore, when his father got a job as vice president of the Baltimore Trust Company. Sarge, beginning the third grade, was sad to leave Westminster, but Union Mills was only 28 miles away, so Pipe Creek picnics remained a regular part of his life.

In Baltimore, Sarge quickly settled into a comfortable routine. He attended the Cathedral School, which was affiliated with the Baltimore Cathedral, across the street, where he served as an altar boy. In the morning, Louise Carpentier would walk him the four blocks from his house to school. On his way home from school, when he was old enough to walk on his own, Sarge might stop to pick something up for his mother at Hopper McGraw’s, a grocery store, or he would go across the street to browse in Remington’s Books. His parents believed in the importance of reading and let their sons charge one book per week to the family account. Sarge read books from the Wizard of Oz series and plowed through all the Tom Swift books. He also loved the Dr. Doolittle books, reading and rereading until he had them nearly memorized.

Sarge’s best friend during these years was an Italian boy named Emil Goristidi, whose family ran the Lexington Market; they sold fish caught fresh in the Chesapeake Bay. A German family, the Matthais, lived next door to the Shrivers; their two boys, Worth and Bruce, joined Emil and Sarge. Together, these four made the core of a gang, the Maryland Military Club, with Sarge as the ringleader. The Maryland Military Club would play baseball with other gangs on the field at Johns Hopkins University. After games they would walk to the local druggist for chocolate malted milks.

The highlight of living in Baltimore was baseball. As with just about everything in Maryland, the Shrivers were involved with the game from the beginning. The first national professional baseball league was established in the United States in 1857—and in 1860, Hervey Shriver became its vice president and first non–New York officer. Hervey, a cousin of Sarge’s grandfather, had been the founding second baseman and the secretary of the Baltimore Excelsiors since 1859.

A half century after Hervey Shriver’s career ended, Sarge Shriver began his life as a fan by following the Baltimore Orioles. In the 1920s, the Orioles played in the International League of the “High Minors,” the equivalent of what today would be a Triple-A team. Sarge came of age at probably the best time in history to be an Oriole fan. Playing in Oriole Park, at the corner of Greenmount and Twenty-ninth Streets in Baltimore, the team went on a tear between 1919 and 1926, winning the International League pennant in seven consecutive years—more than any other team, in any other professional league, had ever won. Sarge went to as many games as he could, usually with his brother, his cousin Nick Shriver, and his family’s driver, John Caesar, a tall, distinguished-looking African American. If Sarge ever received any stares for attending the game with a black man, he never noticed; he was too riveted by the game. Many spring and fall days through the 1920s, John Caesar would pick Sarge up at school at 2:30 and they would buy fifty-cent tickets and sit in the bleachers together, a tall black man and a slightly corpulent white boy, watching the great Lefty Grove pitch. Life was good.

In a stroke of bad timing, however, Robert Shriver and his colleague Eugene Norton decided the late winter of 1929 would be a good time to become founding partners of a new investment bank in New York. So the Shrivers sold their house in Baltimore and moved into a three-bedroom apartment in the Madison Hotel, at the corner of Sixty-ninth Street and Madison Avenue in Manhattan. Because it was late winter, Sarge immediately enrolled in the seventh grade at the Browning School, a private boys school just seven blocks up Madison Avenue. There, despite being the new kid, he soon asserted his leadership, launching Browning’s first student newspaper and starring on the athletic fields.

Hilda and Robert continued the Catholic social work they had been doing in Baltimore. They worked with Richard Dana Skinner to found Commonweal, which remains today a distinguished progressive Catholic magazine. They also opened a Catholic bookstore, the St. Paul’s Guild, on the north side of Fifty-seventh Street, between Park and Madison Avenues, an incongruously low-rent storefront among all the fancy clothing shops. Hilda ran the day-to-day operations and ordered the books for the shelves; Herbert and Sarge both helped out in the afternoons after school.

New York in the late 1920s still had a Jazz Age glimmer, although in retrospect this pleasant sheen obscured portents of the dark times to come. But for a while the halcyon days continued. The Shrivers lived a modestly glamorous existence, establishing themselves among Catholic society in the city; after a few months, they moved from the Madison Hotel to a brand-new apartment at 1215 Fifth Avenue, on the corner of 102nd Street. Soon after they arrived, a winter storm hit the city, covering the streets in a blanket of white. The roads were impassable. Sarge got his skis and trudged up to the apartment of some friends who lived on Park Avenue, and they spent a giddy afternoon skiing down the Park Avenue boulevard all the way from Ninetieth Street to the Waldorf-Astoria, some fifty blocks away.

On October 24, 1929, the stock market crashed and Robert Shriver’s new investment firm was hit hard immediately. Hoping the downturn was temporary, Robert struggled to keep the company afloat. But his savings dwindled and he had to move his family to a smaller apartment, at 1170 Park Avenue, and then, not much later, to an even smaller apartment down the street at 1070 Park Avenue. The Shrivers remained residents of the Upper East Side, so they could still consider themselves part of upper-class Catholic society, but they were coming down in the world.

As the market fell further over the ensuing months, the economy slid into a depression, and in 1930 Robert Shriver’s company went belly up. He and his partner soon signed on with another investment firm, the Cyrus J. Lawrence Company. But that firm, too, was ailing, and Robert moved on to yet another firm, Wickwire & Company. And then Robert Shriver went bankrupt.

Although Sarge’s parents never said anything to him, he knew something was amiss. At night in bed, he could hear his parents talking in hushed, urgent voices about finances. His father, almost overnight, looked ten years older. Departed servants were not replaced; dinners became plainer and smaller, guests less frequent.

Coming home from school one day, Sarge found his mother sitting with her head in her hands, her forehead glistening with perspiration. She had gone down to Fifty-seventh Street on the bus to shop for groceries. At the store, she spent the few dollars she had left and did not have a nickel left over to catch a bus home. So she walked the thirty blocks, groceries in hand. Seeing his beloved mother, his existential anchor in this world, in this condition, made a profound impression on Sarge.

His father was hit even harder. Robert Shriver was a different man after 1929. Not having been in New York long enough to have the job security of some of his peers, Robert had to take a series of decreasingly important jobs on Wall Street. Over just a few months, he went from being a vice president of a big Baltimore bank and a man of influence in local politics to being a fifty-year-old hawker of stocks that no one any longer wanted to buy. The flow of distinguished guests to the Shriver household slowed to a trickle. Robert Shriver felt he was an embarrassment, a failure to himself and his family. He would live for twelve more years, long enough to see the Depression ending, but he would never fully recover from the crash.

The economy, spurred by massive military spending during World War II, eventually would recover, but not before Franklin Delano Roosevelt transformed American politics completely. By the time Roosevelt’s presidential successor, Harry S. Truman, left office in 1952, the size and functions of the US government had changed dramatically. From the minimalist government of the GOP-dominated Harding-Coolidge-Hoover era (when Calvin Coolidge could say, with only slight hyperbole, “If the Federal Government should go out of existence, the common run of people would not detect the difference in the affairs of their daily life for a considerable length of time”), FDR’s New Deal fashioned a government juggernaut that millions of Americans relied on to subsidize their education, their livelihood during hard times, and their retirement in old age. FDR—with the help of the Depression that swept him into the Oval Office and the world war that happened while he occupied it—changed forever the US government’s relationship with American citizens, with the American economy, with American business, with the American court system, and even with American culture.

Sarge Shriver was sixteen years old when FDR took office in March 1932. And with his strong bias for the prerogatives of local government, he was initially skeptical of the president’s ambitious plans for the federal government. But the strain the Depression put on his parents became forever linked in Shriver’s mind with the helpless, do-nothing approach of Herbert Hoover. And though he didn’t recognize it at the time, his own politics were subtly changing. The influence of Governors Albert Ritchie and Al Smith remained evident (even as Sarge watched, chagrined, as Smith in his later years became a cranky, demagogic critic of the New Deal policies of his former protégé FDR); Shriver, to be sure, retained a healthy respect for states’ rights. But as a witness to the 1930s and ’40s, he gained a deep appreciation for the power of the government to help its citizens, particularly the least fortunate.

On September 24, 1930, Hilda and Robert dropped their younger son off at the Canterbury School in New Milford, Connecticut, where he was to begin the ninth grade. Canterbury was like many prep schools throughout western Massachusetts and Connecticut: an all-boys boarding school based on the English model (schools like Eton and Harrow) that aspired to provide a college preparatory curriculum for students who would soon be matriculating at primarily Ivy League schools. Canterbury was also—like nearby Westminster, Kent, South Kent, St. Mark’s, St. Paul’s, and St. George’s, among others—religiously oriented: Although basically secular in its main course of instruction, it also strove to ground students in the moral tenets of a religious faith. But Canterbury was almost unique among these schools in that it was Catholic; all other prep schools in the country at that time, save Portsmouth Priory, in Rhode Island, were strictly Protestant. Indeed in 1915, when Canterbury was founded, “the domain of American—and this meant particularly New England—classical education was a citadel of reserved culture, the breaching of which by any intimation of ‘Popery’ was unthinkable.”

There were, of course, Catholic schools before 1915. But these institutions were run by religious orders, like the Jesuits or the Dominicans, who would not—as a matter of principle—prepare students to enter non-Catholic colleges such as those in the Ivy League; therefore the priests at these schools would not teach their students the knowledge required to pass the College Entrance Examination. The Ivy League colleges, for their part, refused to waive the requirement that students pass this examination, even for graduates of Catholic schools. “This was a stalemate from which neither side would move” until 1914, when a group of affluent Catholic immigrant families from New York and New England banded together to start what theretofore would have been an oxymoron: a Catholic college-preparatory school.

With money and advice from prominent Catholics across the country, the school was officially established on the grounds of a former girls school in the rolling hills of southwestern Connecticut, overlooking the Housatonic River. Named after England’s famous Canterbury Cathedral, where the Catholic martyr and saint Thomas More had been archbishop, the school appointed as its first headmaster Dr. Nelson Hume, a man of stern moral bearing and diverse background. Hume had trained briefly to be a priest, then done stints in business and the theater, before finally settling on teaching as his metier.

On full scholarship, Robert and Hilda’s sons (Herbert was also at Canterbury) did not cost them anything in tuition or room and board. For spending money, Sarge relied on a summer job at the B. F. Shriver cannery and on the occasional small allowance from his parents. His letters home during prep school and college reveal a constant need for money that he strives to balance with his acute awareness of his parents’ own financial straits. “When I wrote my last letter,” Sarge wrote to his parents in the spring of 1934, “I hated to [ask for money]. I did not know where the money was coming from, but I hoped, and as usual you came through.… If we were worth millions, nothing you would have done would have been more appreciated.… Promise that if it will mean a hard struggle through all the summer, you will not send the money. If I thought that it was meaning a long summer for you, I know that I should not get much pleasure out of [my summer vacation].”

For the most part, Canterbury insulated Sarge from the tribulations of the Depression. As the 1930s progressed, Sarge could tell on his visits home that all was not well with his father—as his economic state continued to erode so did his emotional well-being. But at Canterbury itself, life was not much changed from the more halcyon, pre-crash days. The sons of Catholic affluence went to Mass, attended classes, played sports, and socialized under strictly circumscribed—almost Victorian—behavioral standards.

Shriver’s parents visited him nearly every weekend during his first semester of boarding school. Noted alongside “Mr. and Mrs. Robert S. Shriver, of New York City” in the log of visitors to the school those first few weekends at Canterbury is another couple: “Mr. and Mrs. Joe P. Kennedy, of Bronxville, New York.” Joe and Rose Kennedy were—like the Shrivers—the parents of a new Canterbury student that autumn, dropping off a second former (or eighth grader), John F. Kennedy, their second-eldest son. The crash had bankrupted Robert Shriver, but it had catapulted Joe Kennedy—who had taken short positions in the market—to vast wealth.

If a visitor to Canterbury in 1930–1931 had been asked to guess which boy, of Sarge Shriver and Jack Kennedy, would one day be president of the United States, he would surely have named the former. Although both Shriver and Kennedy appeared on the honor roll when first-term marks were posted that November 11, it would be just the first of many such appearances for Shriver, the sole one for Kennedy.

Academics aside, Shriver quickly established himself as a boy to watch, making the junior football squad as an end in the fall season and earning the starting catcher’s position on the varsity baseball team during the spring season. Sarge was growing tall and fit, his physical stature catching up with his already charismatic presence. His classmates seemed naturally to gravitate to him. He was becoming a leader.

Jack Kennedy, in contrast, a year younger than Shriver, was small and wan and apparently unhappy. In his history of the school, Edward Mack, who taught history to both Shriver and Kennedy, recalled “little Jack Kennedy … a shock of auburn hair, a Boston accent, highly reserved and somewhat on the defensive, not quite certain of himself.” Shriver watched Kennedy trying to play football without much strength or skillfulness.

Shriver knew Kennedy only slightly at Canterbury, but he could tell that his future brother-in-law did not like it there. Jack found the school too strict, too regimented—it didn’t provide a ready outlet for the mischief that would later make him legendary at the Choate School. (School Life at Canterbury, a promotional catalog from the 1930s, says that “the kind of boys that attend Canterbury is another outstanding feature of the school. Boys that do not appreciate or respond to the idea of self-discipline are not kept in the school.”) Although Kennedy came from an important family, he was neither athletically strong nor an academic standout, and he was not a boy of much status. He left after one year.

Unlike Jack, Sarge thrived in the regimented environment. He had attended Mass every day almost since birth, so the daily religious rituals were a comfort, not a burden, and the strictness of the faculty was nothing new to a boy who had previously been educated by the no-nonsense nuns at St. John’s and the Cathedral School. He loved the camaraderie and the discipline, and he excelled academically, athletically, and socially.

The strict school discipline reflected the character of its headmaster. Hume believed in a correlation “between manners and virtues, between cleanliness and Godliness,” and therefore demanded civilized comportment at all times from his students. A single instance of being late or untidily dressed—clothes (white shirt, dark suit, black shoes) clean and pressed, shoes shined, four-in-hand neatly tied—would result in the dreaded “days on bounds”: A boy “on bounds” could not leave campus to go downtown.

Although there was no priestly religious instruction, and in fact no full-time chaplain on campus during Shriver’s four years at Canterbury, Headmaster Hume ensured that the lay teaching of religion was woven into the curriculum. He personally taught the sixth formers a religion class, in which he tried to impress on the graduating seniors “the atmosphere of secularism, of agnostic indifference, of sectarian hostility which he knew they would encounter in non-Catholic colleges and universities.”

In the 1930s, Canterbury advertised that students would acquire both “a reasonable knowledge of the doctrines of the faith” and a “love” of the “actual practice of the Christian faith.” The boys would receive lessons “in doctrine, in morals, in ethics, in liturgy, in history, and in apologetics.” Religion would become, Canterbury promised, an integral part of its boys’ natures, “a mould of their characters, a firm foundation of their lives.” An item in the February 17, 1931, school newspaper gives the flavor of how Canterbury may have been somewhat different from other prep schools:


School Hears Pope Speak—Time Taken from Classes to Hear

Radio Address of His Holiness

Pope Pius XI was heard in a radio broadcast from Vatican City. The program was heard on the radio in the common room of Middle House.… Although the boys could not understand the Latin tongue as spoken by the Pope, few of them could help being moved by the gravity and impressiveness of the occasion.



Beginning in 1932, during his junior year at Canterbury, weekends would often find Shriver and his friends at the Noroton School of the Sacred Heart, a convent school in Connecticut where Shriver’s first love, Eleanor Hoguet, was enrolled.

In the 1930s, Eleanor’s parents, Robert Louis Hoguet and his wife, Louise, stood atop New York Catholic society. Robert was descended from an old French Catholic family; his grandfather had made millions of dollars investing in real estate in Manhattan. Robert’s father, in turn, had frittered many of those millions away on bad investments and a spendthrift lifestyle. But Robert Hoguet was cut from his grandfather’s cloth. After graduating from Harvard Law School, he diligently ascended through the ranks of New York law and banking. He met Louise Lynch at a debutante party in 1902 and married her in a Catholic ceremony in Paris in 1907. In 1927 the Hoguets took up residence in grand style in an enormous brownstone at 45 East Ninety-second Street, just around the corner from where the Shrivers would soon move.

By the 1930s Robert Hoguet had reached the empyrean of the New York banking establishment. As president of the Emigrant Industrial Savings Bank and as a board member of other important institutions, he commanded respect within both the banking profession and Catholic social circles. When Hilda and Robert Shriver moved to New York in 1929, they were quickly assimilated into New York’s Catholic society, much of which was centered on the Shrivers’ local church, St. Ignatius Loyola, at 980 Park Avenue. The Hoguets and Shrivers were introduced to each other by one of the grandes dames of New York society, Effie Wyatt (her extravagant full name was Euphemia Van Wenschler Wyatt), who in addition to running a fancy rooming house for single Catholic girls from the Midwest was a prominent drama critic. Before long, the Hoguets and the Shrivers were sitting on many of the same Catholic boards, working together to support Commonweal magazine, and working for the same charities and relief organizations. The two families soon became close.

The Hoguets had eight children, the seventh of whom, Eleanor, was born in 1918. Off at their respective boarding schools, Sarge and Eleanor did not meet until 1932, at a small dinner party at the Shrivers’ apartment. Eleanor was initially intimidated by Sarge. She was only thirteen, somewhat timid and shy. Sarge was three years older, and tall and handsome. He talked with the adults as confidently as if they were his peers. Eleanor was struck on this first visit to the Shriver apartment by how big the furniture was relative to the size of the apartment. The Shrivers had brought with them all their furniture from their house in Baltimore, and as each successive apartment got smaller, the furniture seemed disproportionately bigger, more packed in. Sarge seemed that way, too—his presence was so large the apartment could hardly contain him. Before long, however, Sarge and Eleanor had become smitten with one another. They would remain romantically involved on and off for the next seven years.

As they became upperclassmen, Sarge and his friends from Canterbury would sometimes drive over to Noroton to surprise Eleanor and her schoolmates. Eleanor’s best friend at Noroton was Kathleen Kennedy, Jack Kennedy’s younger sister. Thus in visiting Eleanor at Noroton, Shriver continued a pattern established when he and Jack Kennedy had enrolled at Canterbury at the same time: orbiting in and out of the Kennedy family galaxy into which he was ultimately to fix his star.

Marriage, for the moment, was out of the question. Shriver had to finish his education, and Eleanor wanted to finish hers—and besides, there was the problem of money. Sarge didn’t have any, and he was not inclined to propose as a pauper.

In the evenings, after a date, Sarge would walk Eleanor back to her family’s brownstone on Ninety-second Street. The most distinctive feature of the home was a semicircular driveway running around the house to a garage in the back, which accommodated the Hoguet family Packard. Standing in the shadows on the long brick semicircular driveway that ran around the great house, Sarge and Eleanor would say good night, talking softly and kissing. If the kissing went on too long, Eleanor’s mother would begin banging on the window, ringing a bell, and yelling, “That’s enough, Ellie! Good night, Sarge. Good night, Sarge!”

In the 1930s, New England prep schools joined together to form an organization called the Secondary School Society of International Cooperation (SSSIC). Each year students from a dozen schools would gather in the spring for a meeting to talk about international relations. Guest speakers would lecture for a few hours, and then all the delegates from the various schools would break into smaller groups to talk about how better cooperation among nations might be achieved.

In the spring of 1934 the SSSIC meeting was to be held at a girls school, Avon-Old-Farms, in Avon, Connecticut. The Canterbury headmaster, Nelson Hume, who knew that Shriver’s charisma would reflect well on the school, asked if he would serve as the school’s senior delegate to the SSSIC and deliver a fifteen-minute speech to the meeting on the League of Nations. The text of the speech Shriver gave that Sunday at Avon-Old-Farms is lost to history, but the response to it is not.

“Dear Mr. Shriver,” Nelson Hume wrote to Sarge’s father,


Sargent did such a good job for us today at the meeting of the S.S.S.I.C. that I think that you and Mrs. Shriver should share the pleasure that I had when I heard a report.… Sargent had written the paper and prepared himself under great difficulties, for he was very busy with his lessons, “The Tabard” [the school newspaper, of which Sarge served as editorial chief], and the captaincy of the baseball team.… Well, apparently he ran away with the meeting.… He was the last speaker called upon … and he was greeted at the end with a real round of sincere applause. Then, according to custom, a discussion of his ideas began from all over the hall.… Sargent didn’t falter a bit, and answered questions from all sides without any hesitation. Later in the afternoon, Mr. Riddle, a former ambassador to Russia, whose money was responsible for the founding of [Avon-Old-Farms], came around … and said that he wanted to meet Sargent and congratulate him on the fine showing he had made in his speech in the morning.… [This] was evidence of a fine impression having been made by the boy on a mature man.

This may be a little incident in the general school life but it is an important indication and shows that Sargent has a good deal of courage and determination, for it took both to go up in front of that meeting and make such a good impression. There was no question that his performance reflected a good deal of credit on his school.



A week or so later, Hume summoned Shriver to his office after dinner. When Shriver got to Hume’s office, the headmaster was waiting for him with a middle-aged woman. After Hume made introductions, during which Sarge learned that the woman came from a foundation in Massachusetts that gave money to international causes, the woman turned to Sarge. “Sargent,” she said to him, as he recalled it, “I was at the SSSIC the other week, and I was very impressed with your speech on the League of Nations and the importance of international cooperation.” Shriver beamed. The woman continued, “Have you ever heard of the Experiment in International Living?”

Three years earlier, in 1931, Donald Watt, a thirty-eight-year-old Pennsylvania Dutchman hailing originally from Lancaster, Pennsylvania, had conceived a simple idea that he believed would foster peace among nations: If young people from different countries could be exposed to other cultures, folkways, lifestyles, values, and attitudes, the mutual understanding that would be generated would inhibit war. This was neither an isolated nor an original idea. The air after the Great War was thick with schemes to prevent future such conflicts; many religious groups, in particular, had espoused such ideas for decades, if not centuries. But Watt was convinced that by putting this simple idea—having young people of different national cultures interact deeply with one another—into practice on a small scale and then letting it spread, it would lead ultimately to, as the novelist Pearl Buck, a great supporter of the program, was later to put it, “peace on earth, goodwill toward men.”

Calling his program the Experiment in International Living, Watt brought together a group of German boys and a group of American boys at a camp in the Swiss Alps over the summer of 1932. Although he succeeded in cementing some friendships among the boys, Watt found the camp environment too artificial, too divorced from the real German life that he wanted his American youth to experience. So the following year, he placed participants (now consisting of boys and girls) in the homes of German families, where they could experience life as it was actually lived in a foreign culture. Soon there were groups of Experimenters living with families all over Europe, as well as in South America and India.

In the spring of 1934, the Experiment was still in its germinal stages, and Watt and his associates were recruiting American students who they thought would represent the United States well. The first groups of students to go overseas with the Experiment were required to have some background in the German language and to pay a $360 fee. In the spring of 1934, however, Sargent Shriver had neither any training in German nor, certainly, $360. But that, said the woman now sitting across from him in Nelson Hume’s office, didn’t matter. Based on his performance at the SSSIC, she said, Shriver was exactly the sort of boy they were looking for. Her foundation, which had helped launch the Experiment, would pay his fee. And the German requirement would be waived—he would just have to pick up as much German as he could on the ten-day passage across the Atlantic.

Shriver was thrilled at the opportunity. So a few days after his graduation from Canterbury, Shriver set sail from New York with a group of eighteen other young men and women. Dr. Elizabeth Zorb, a young professor of German from Vassar College who had traveled extensively abroad, was the group’s director, and each day she led her charges through several hours of intensive German instruction. Shriver spent the summer living with a host family in Backnang, in the southeast corner of Germany, just north of Stuttgart.

Shriver’s summer in Germany had a powerful formative effect on him. It exposed him to a new language, to a culture older than American history, and to a way of life different from his own. As William Peters wrote in his 1957 history of the Experiment in International Living, “The summer made a tremendous impression on [Shriver], gave him, in essence, a new view of the world, and sent him back to school … with new goals and a deeper understanding of the profits of scholarship.” He would head to Yale that fall, filled with the spirit of international cooperation and global fellowship.


CHAPTER THREE

A Yale Man

Back home in the United States in the fall of 1934, Shriver began college at Yale University. During his years at Canterbury, Sarge had variously considered Yale, Princeton, and the University of Maryland, but he ultimately decided on Yale because, at least in Canterbury’s Connecticut-centric universe, that institution was considered to be simply the best. (Canterbury sent more graduates to Yale each year than to any other college.) There was, too, an ineffable set of personal characteristics associated with a “Yale Man” in those days; Shriver had read the novels of F. Scott Fitzgerald, in whose taxonomy of Ivy League men, Princeton’s and Yale’s stood far above Harvard’s. So in September, just back from his first summer in Germany, Shriver drove with his mother to New Haven, where he and four of his Canterbury classmates were to begin their college careers.

Having been a very big man on a very small campus at prep school, Shriver felt lost in the vaster landscape of a university. “It seems as though I have been here a long time although it is only a week,” he wrote home to his parents after arriving. “I still feel like a fish out of water, and most of all I miss the intimacy of Canterbury. I fear that it is going to take me some time to catch on to the college method of learning.”

But Shriver did well in his classes, and he dove into a broad panoply of activities. Before his freshman year was out, he had joined the Elizabethan Club, a literary society; Delta Kappa Epsilon, a fraternity; the St. Thomas More Society, a Catholic organization in which Shriver served as secretary; and the freshman baseball team, for whom he played second base. He also began systematically reading through the complete works of Thomas Aquinas, which he had discovered in the Yale library.

To outward appearances he was thriving, but Shriver continued to find himself plagued by self-doubt. At Canterbury, he had been one of the best at just about everything: the best baseball player, a top student, the most accomplished debater, the captain of the football team, the editor of the school paper, the headmaster’s favorite. At Yale, he was no longer the best at anything: There were better ballplayers, better debaters—and dozens of better students. This provided a bracing dose of humility to a young man who, in the years since he had set up the Maryland Military Club as an elementary school student, had automatically become a leader wherever he went.

As a freshman, Shriver also “heeled” for the Yale Daily News, the oldest college daily in the country. Freshmen seeking to become staff writers for the Daily News would join as cub reporters under the supervision of senior editors, and they would receive points in categories like writing ability, initiative, and dependability. The top point-getters would become members of the junior editorial board for the remainder of their freshman year and then join the senior board in their sophomore year. Shriver was named to the junior board in his first semester at Yale; in his sophomore year he was voted Daily News chairman. This was a position of great prestige on campus, equivalent to being captain of the football team or president of the class. The job also paid him several hundred dollars per year, helping to alleviate the strain of paying his way through college.

Money troubles were a recurring theme throughout his undergraduate and law school years. He was constantly in debt to the school’s treasurer, struggling to make payments through a combination of scholarships, his father’s meager earnings, gifts from rich Catholic friends, and money generated through jobs in the summer and the school year.

Worry about money was a constant refrain in letters home between 1934 and 1940. Expressions of concern for his parents’ financial situation alternated with requests for money from them. “If by any chance you all are worried about these bills of mine up here, you can forget them,” he wrote late in his freshman year. “What with the money I expect to make this summer and advances on my ‘News’ salary, if necessary, I can easily meet all of my bills myself.… If things turn out correctly, I should be able to contribute about $800 toward my maintenance next year.” When his parents lacked the money to pay their rent, Sarge would send them what little he had. The constant worry about finances drove Sarge to wax philosophical. “Money means so awfully, awfully little to me” in comparison with higher values, he wrote to his mother after she had lamented that she and Robert could not provide him with more money for his education. My generation, Shriver wrote, is “tired of seeing the most honorable people we know, people like you & Dad, worn down by an inhuman and impossible struggle.”

Two related facts exacerbated Shriver’s vexed relationship to money. His family, like many affluent middle-class banking families who saw their net worth evaporate in the crash, had to struggle to retain their upper-middle-class existence and identity and social connections but without upper-middle-class money. Plenty of Americans (sharecroppers in the South, farmers in the dustbowl) were in circumstances far more dire, but the Shrivers nonetheless had to struggle mightily to pay rent, put food on the table, and put their sons through college. More than that, they struggled with what their financial decline in the world implied for their social standing.

Life at Canterbury and at Yale was relatively insulated from the effects of the Depression. For although the families of some of Shriver’s friends were hurt by the Depression, many more hailed from high enough in the economic strata to be spared the hardships visited upon the rest of the country. As a scholarship student, living within fairly straitened financial limits, Shriver was, among his friends, somewhat of an unusual case. To keep up with them, he often found himself living beyond his means.

This compounded his peculiar relationship to money and class. His background was the Maryland Catholic aristocracy; his education was upper class; his friends were upper class—many of them extremely wealthy. And Shriver himself—with his fine clothes, skillful squash game, and friends in high places—lived a very upper-class existence: Ivy League education; weekends at extravagant house parties in Rhode Island, Massachusetts, or Long Island; European tours; escort at debutante balls. One weekend at Yale, he idly expressed an interest in playing golf but lamented that with all the work he had to do he hadn’t the time to spare to get to a course. No sooner had he mentioned this than his friend Nick Frauchot proposed that they take his private plane and fly out to the links for a round—which they did.

Clearly, this was not a lifestyle of great hardship. Yet to sustain life in this high style required a combination of hard work (at all the various jobs he worked to generate income); uncomfortable reliance on the generosity of his rich friends; the carrying of debt; continuous negotiation with his parents about what bills should be paid first from the scant funds available; and constant anxiety about money.

This worry fueled Shriver’s ambition to make a financial success of himself, so that he might lift himself and his parents above the wearying stress about how to pay the next month’s rent or laundry bill. Whereas many of his friends were ambitious in their own way, wanting to make something of themselves in the world, their easier relationship to money allowed them more insouciant college careers: When they graduated, opportunity would simply await them. Shriver felt constantly driven to create his own opportunities. This clearly worried his mother. As he began his final semester of college he wrote to her, “You seem to feel sometimes, if not always, that I’ve turned into a self-contained, success-mad youngster. It’s only that I’ve got a dream that hard work & application may give us” a place in the country, where the whole Shriver family could relax and be together.

Before his sophomore year, it looked for a time as though Shriver might have to withdraw from Yale because he could not afford it. “I must tell you,” Yale treasurer George Day wrote to Sarge, “how much it means to all of us to have you make these payments at your first opportunity.… I shall hope with you that the award of the Samuel R. Betts fellowship of $1000 to you for this coming year, together with such additional funds as may come to you from the Yale Daily News and from your vacation earnings will enable you to carry on successfully your work here at Yale.”

Back in New Haven in the autumn of 1935, Shriver moved to Pierson, one of Yale’s residential colleges, where he inhabited Suite 1457, part of a block of rooms across two entry halls, with his friends Ed Bailly, Donald Keefe, Tom Thatcher, John Woolsey, and Richard Day. With their friend Burton Maclean, the group made up the social epicenter of the Yale class of 1938. Shriver’s suite in Pierson became a lively ongoing salon, where the problems of the world were discussed (and putatively solved). Hilda and Robert often sent the latest issue of Commonweal for Shriver and his friends to dissect.

In a letter to his parents later that year, Shriver described one of Yale’s peculiar social rituals.


Tap Day was the outstanding event on yesterday’s program. (Tap Day is the name given to the afternoon on which Senior Societies select their members from the Junior class.) All of the Juniors who think they have a chance stand around one of the Elm trees in Branford courtyard. While they are standing thus, huddled like wind-beaten sheep in a herd, the various fortunates of the Senior class, representing the societies that are tapping, lurk around, wandering in and out, always seeming to search for one particular person. Sometimes these members will walk around & around for as long as twenty minutes. Then suddenly, as if seized by divine inspiration, they will issue forth from behind someone, reach high into the air, and whack some poor, unsuspecting Junior a terrific blow on the shoulder, all the while spitting out the sonorous, “Go to your room.”

The Junior decides immediately whether to cast his social lot as a Yale man with the society the tapper represents. If he does not, he merely stands still; if he does he sets off running to his own room where he is told when he may next meet the brotherhood en masse. The whole proceedings start exactly at five and finish exactly at six, the bells in Harkness Tower being used as starting and finishing guns. While the custom is exciting, it must be nerve-wracking for the Juniors & tragic for those who do not get what they wish or nothing at all. Essentially it is a rather barbaric custom but one that has its compensation. From what I understand, the three leading societies, Skull & Bones, Scroll & Key, and Wolf’s Head, are the three wealthiest corporations in Connecticut.



The following spring, as a junior, Shriver himself endured this “barbaric custom.” He was tapped by Scroll and Key, who would pay his senior year tuition.

In January of his sophomore year, Shriver ascended to the senior board of the Yale Daily News, which provided him a regular outlet for expressing his political views. “We begin work on the twentieth,” he wrote his parents, “and from then on I’ll be writing edits at least once a week. Prepare for the call to arms!” Shriver’s ascension to the chairmanship of the Daily News the following January was reported in the New York Times, alongside a handsome picture of the college junior. “Robert S. Shriver, Jr., Takes Over Yale News” the Times headline declared.

It was a tradition at the News that each successive editorial board would begin its regime with a modest, one-column “Opening Editorial” saluting the previous board and quietly promising to expand on past goals. Shriver’s first editorial—on January 25, 1937—was neither modest nor quiet: two full columns long, it boldly declared “in categorical terms” what would be the News’s “mental point-of-view” over the coming year. The only quiet note was a prefatory epigraph to his parents: “To Mother and Dad, whose constant interest and loving guidance alone have made this editorial possible. From their loving son, Sargent.” Beyond that, everything was declamatory.

After briskly complimenting his predecessors for their work in “consolidating” many changes that had begun to be put into effect in earlier years, Shriver moved on to state his board’s aims. “We shall be opinionated in the finest sense of that much despised word,” he declared, and then defined the five categories by which the editorial board under his leadership would identify itself. Those categories are revealing.

“First, therefore, we are Christians,” he began. “We wish to go on record as having no more preference for Godless Communism than for the adoration of the gods of the twentieth century, the saviors of humanity and preservers of culture, Hitler, Mussolini, and their ilk. We oppose their authoritarian or totalitarian states in any form.” Second, he wrote, we are “democratists:—By that we assert our belief that democracy is the only order of society where even the possibility of free thought exists.” Third, “in education we are Aristotelians,” by which he meant that he opposed any efforts to roll back the more stringent academic requirements imposed by Yale’s president.

Fourth, Shriver wrote, “we are Americans. The tradition of a government directly responsible to its people, the people’s conviction that they in turn are responsible one to another as well as to their Maker, the realization that our standard of living is and will be the result of our productive powers—these are the qualities of America most worthy of our continued preservation.”

And finally, “Fifth and last we are optimists:—In other words, we believe that things can be accomplished; that those who have ideals and are willing to work for them can often attain their ambitions; in short, that the world is not too much with us but by sincere and untiring effort can be made a better place to live in.”

“There is a delight in accepting responsibility in a world of men who shun it,” Shriver concluded. Shriver was barely twenty years old when he wrote these words—but his character had been formed at an early age. A Christian, a Democratist, an Aristotelian, an American, and an optimist: Shriver was ostensibly writing of his editorial board’s point of view when he chose these terms, but the constellation of categorizations is pure Shriver, right down to the boldly declamatory tone.

THE NAZI MENACE

Donald Watt, the director of the Experiment in International Living, had been impressed with Shriver when he met the young Catholic on his visits to Germany in 1934, and so in 1936 he invited Sarge to visit Germany again, this time as an “assistant leader” of a group of Experimenters. Since being an assistant leader meant having his way paid, plus a small stipend, Shriver happily signed on.

Although his first trip to Germany had gained him valuable experience, it was—in the context of the second trip—an experience of a blessedly innocent kind. In January 1933, sixteen months before Shriver was first to set foot on German soil, Adolf Hitler had become Germany’s chancellor. When Shriver had lived in Backnang in the summer of 1934, the Nazi Party’s reach did not yet extend all over the country and had not penetrated fully to the individual family level. Thus Shriver could spend a whole summer happily oblivious to Hitler’s growing impact on the country.

The difference two years made was striking. Indeed, as the world began to perceive that Hitler was a menace, many critics tried to argue Donald Watt into suspending the Experiment’s programs in Germany. But Watt declined to bow to this pressure, telling his critics: “If your real interest is in peace, you do not turn your back on the first person you meet who disagrees with you. If you want to make peace, start to create understanding where your misunderstanding is greatest.”

Shriver’s group in 1936 consisted of nine college students, plus himself and Professor Zorb. Zorb had also recruited a friend from the University of Bonn to help with the teaching. Dr. Willy Kramp, twenty-seven years old that summer, met the students at the port in Cuxhaven, on the northwestern coast of Germany, and accompanied them on the train to Hamburg. Kramp took the group sightseeing in Hamburg, but Shriver’s attention was riveted on all the men in uniform. In 1934 Shriver had seen the occasional Nazi swastika or picture of Hitler; now they were everywhere. Every boy under eighteen wore a Nazi armband; half of the adult men Shriver saw did, too. Parades marched continuously through the streets, with soldiers goose-stepping in ramrod-straight formation. Labor brigades of young men marched to work with picks and shovels. With Kramp’s assistance, Shriver was soon able to distinguish the SS from the SA, and the SA from the Hitler Youth. Kramp became one of Shriver’s two principal guides through the snarled thickets of German politics that summer.

Shriver’s other guide was Herr Schrimpf, the father of the host family he stayed with in Weimar. Mr. Schrimpf was a Social Democrat who had at one time been active in Weimar politics but had been forced into quiescence by the rise of National Socialism. The Schrimpfs sensed that the end of freedom was coming fast. They cut the family paintings out of their frames, rolled them up, and inserted them behind the bricks of the chimney—they didn’t want their most prized possessions to be seized by the Nazis. At night, in his room on the second floor of the Schrimpfs’ house, Shriver would listen to the soldiers goose-stepping past on the street below and shudder at what the sound forebode for Germany.

Two other experiences crystallized Shriver’s sense of the sickness in the German soul that summer. In Weimar, Shriver attended Mass every Sunday at the local Catholic parish. There, he took note of something he had also seen two summers earlier in the Catholic Church near Backnang: the almost complete absence in the congregation of men between the ages of thirty and fifty. When he saw a memorial with a long list of names at the back of the church, he understood why: The Great War of 1914–1918 had decimated an entire generation of European men. Surely, he thought, Germany would never be so foolhardy as to subject its population to such mortal devastation again.

In 1936, however, as compared with two summers earlier, there were very few people of any age or gender at Mass. A comment by one of the parishioners confirmed his fear. The parishioner sidled up to Shriver after the service and said in a hushed tone, “Thank you for coming to Mass this morning.”

“I always attend Mass on Sundays,” Shriver said.

The parishioner pulled him aside, away from the hearing of the congregation. “You don’t understand. Many of our parishioners are now afraid to go to church. Members of the congregation who are too ‘enthusiastic’ about the Catholic religion get picked up by the Nazis. Last week, two local priests were taken away to a camp.”

Shriver didn’t know exactly what a “camp” was, but the basic meaning of what the man had told him was clear. Catholics were being persecuted, along with Jews and Communists, for what they believed.

Once, on an afternoon drive, the Schrimpfs’ automobile rolled past what looked like a big farmhouse, partly concealed behind a tall, yellow stucco wall. Shriver asked what was behind the wall.

“That is Buchenwald, a work camp,” said Schrimpf.

“Slow down, so we can see it,” said Shriver.

“I don’t dare,” said Schrimpf, accelerating ahead.

Rounding a corner, they passed the front gate. Nazi soldiers with guns stood on either side of it. Through the gate, Shriver could for a moment see up to the big house. “Can’t we please stop by the gate and look in?” he asked.

“It is not good to show curiosity about such things,” said Schrimpf. But he agreed to drive past the camp again in the other direction. “This time,” according to William Peters’s account, “as they neared the gate, a group of perhaps fifty men in denim work clothes, their shaved heads bare to the sun, marched four abreast, guarded by soldiers. As the car passed, the men turned from the road into the open gate.”

The image of those men seared itself into Shriver’s consciousness. He would never forget their shaved heads, how they marched four abreast, not permitted to look to the left or the right, only straight ahead.

“Who are they?” he asked Schrimpf, gesturing toward the men.

“Those are political prisoners,” Schrimpf replied, “people who did not agree with Herr Hitler and were not careful enough about who knew it.”

As Buchenwald faded into the distance behind them, Shriver lapsed into silence. There was nothing to say. This was thousands of miles away from his happy-go-lucky life at Yale, but it felt a lot farther away than that. He had grown to love the German countryside, love the German people, in his two summers abroad—but he was of the growing conviction that the United States, if it knew what was good for it, would keep a prudent distance from the affairs of Europe.

Back in New Haven in the fall, when Shriver thought of the summer just past, his first memory was always of his host father, Herr Schrimpf, peering anxiously out from the back porch into the yard behind, scanning for Nazi spies. “There were two worlds in Germany that summer,” William Peters wrote. “The unhealthy world of repression, uniforms and suspicion and the healthy world of green forests, German songs, and Goethe. Shriver was never quite able to reconcile the two in his mind.”

INNOCENCE LOST

The summer of 1937 once again saw Shriver heading off to Europe, this time as a crew member on a cruise liner, where his primary responsibility consisted of keeping wealthy vacationers happy on their travels through the Mediterranean. Shriver was accompanied on this trip by his friend Greg Smith, who with his brother Gerard had been a few years ahead of Shriver both at Canterbury and at Yale. Shriver had enjoyed spending weekends with the Smith brothers at the lavish Long Island estate of their father, John Thomas Smith, who was the general counsel for General Motors and a fixture of New York’s Catholic society. Over the next six weeks Sarge and Greg enjoyed a grand tour of southeastern Europe: Italy, Greece, Yugoslavia, Asia Minor.

In the Mediterranean, swaddled in the luxury of the Odyssey, Shriver perceived the specter of authoritarianism and war to be at a greater remove than it had been the previous summer in Weimar. Even in southern Europe, however, signs of the gathering storm would at times cloud the horizon: the German fleet off the coast of Portugal; the rebel Spanish airplane, manned by three men carrying conspicuous machine guns that circled the Odyssey as it approached Gibraltar; the houses nestled against the Rock of Gibraltar, “armed to every last inch … threatened by the German and Italian occupation of the African Pillar of Hercules,” as Shriver wrote to his parents; Mussolini, Il Duce himself, recent conqueror of Ethiopia, speaking from Palermo over the radio while the Florentines gathered around cafés where “public radios blare forth the leader’s words.”

But these small harbingers did not disturb Shriver’s relaxed equanimity. Only the usual angst over money clouded his mood. “I’m afraid I’ll have to have some money in Rome,” he wrote his parents. “I have about $85 in Lira & no American money.… Laundry and pressing has made inroads I never anticipated; so, if possible, I wish you could send me something in Rome. But please don’t worry about it! For if you can’t manage it comfortably I can probably borrow some from Gregory & I can pay him back in the fall.”

In the end, Smith subsidized most of Shriver’s expenses. “Gregory is doing all in his power to make everything financially easy for me,” Sarge wrote to his parents. “I’m going to pay him a lump sum covering the whole business & being no more than I should have spent had I traveled as cheaply as possible. He goes where he wishes & I pay what I can, & he takes care of the remainder. Isn’t that generous of him? So don’t worry about me: I’m in good company!”

Eleanor Hoguet had also gotten free passage across the Atlantic by serving on a different steamship as a librarian that summer and was traveling in Italy with her brother Joe.

Greg and Sarge arrived in Florence on August 16. Joe and Eleanor arrived the following day. On the evening of August 17, Sarge and Eleanor met privately for dinner. They had been courting more or less continuously for five years now. Eleanor had had other boyfriends over that period, but Sarge was, for almost all of that time, her “number one beau.” Shriver, too, had entertained numerous admiring girlfriends over the years, but Eleanor was first in his heart. Over the years Sarge and Eleanor had expressed great affection for one another, but they had never had sexual relations.

Sargent Shriver, indeed, had never had sexual intercourse, nor would he until a relationship had been blessed by the sacrament of marriage. His devout Catholicism would not permit it. Although not sanctimonious in his conviction, Shriver had never wavered in his belief that sex outside of marriage was sinful; this was what he believed on the night of August 17, 1937, in Florence.

Sarge and Eleanor had dinner at a Florentine restaurant, recounting their European travels, exchanging news and gossip about mutual friends from the States, and talking about politics. But Sarge could tell something was amiss. When he walked Eleanor back to the apartment where she was staying, he asked her if anything was bothering her.

Eleanor was always a little shy, but she was also direct and courageous and when confronted with this question, as Shriver recalled, she looked him in the eye and conceded that something was wrong. She explained that being out of the convent in France and traveling around Europe with her brother had made her feel free and different somehow, more adventurous. She had met an American soldier, she told him, and had briefly fallen in love with him. Her relationship with the soldier was now ended—but before it had, she said, they had slept together.

Sarge felt as though he had been punched in the stomach. Stoically, without (he hoped) betraying how miserable he felt, he thanked her for telling him, told her that he still cared for her a great deal, and that he would see her tomorrow. He said good night and then exited briskly, closing the door behind him. Once in the hallway he ran to the balustrade and vomited out onto the street below, his convulsing gut a direct register of the emotional trauma he felt. His respect for Eleanor never wavered. Nor, in some sense, did his deep, abiding affection for her. But something in him changed that night and he knew that he would never marry her.

Greg and Sargent and the Hoguets spent five more days together in Florence before Greg and Sargent headed to Rome. During this time Shriver maintained a jaunty front; inside, however, he felt a great sense of loss, and he prayed for succor. (“I seem to have recouped some of my lost ability to pray,” he wrote home on August 22, “and you can be sure St. Peter and St. Paul will get the works from me” in Rome.)

Sarge and Eleanor remained close friends. Their families, too, remained close, and Shriver concealed from even his closest friends how that evening in Florence had caused a rending of something within him. But one day Eleanor’s mother came over to the Shrivers’ apartment and asked Sargent to take a walk with her in Central Park. “Sarge,” he recalls her saying to him, “you’ve been going out with my daughter for quite a long while now. Are you interested in marrying her?”

He knew what Mrs. Hoguet was driving at. In the 1930s the socially appropriate course of action for a woman of Eleanor’s background was to marry soon after completing her education, if not before. Although Shriver’s parents had fallen on hard times during the Depression, the Hoguets considered them a good Catholic family, and they perceived Sarge to be a young man with good prospects. They would have been very happy to have him marry their daughter. But if he wasn’t going to marry Eleanor, Mrs. Hoguet implied, he should make that clear so she could marry somebody else.

Shriver responded that he had been interested in marrying Eleanor but that something had come up which now made it unlikely he would ever propose. Mrs. Hoguet received the news with a look of stern disapproval, but then she thanked him for his candor and went home. Eleanor—who had been told by her father that she had one year to marry upon graduating from Manhattanville College if she did not want to get a job—began entertaining other suitors more seriously, even as Sarge continued to hang somewhat diffidently around. In the winter of 1941, after spending time in the hospital recovering from an operation for phlebitis, Eleanor announced her engagement to Paul DeGive, a young banker who had starred as a hockey goalie at Harvard. Paul and Eleanor were married in October 1941—Ensign Sargent Shriver, US Navy, was in attendance—and in 2001 they celebrated their sixtieth wedding anniversary. The night before her wedding, Eleanor regretfully burned all her letters from Sarge. But for years thereafter, Shriver and Eleanor continued to correspond fondly, in the manner of long-ago paramours and longtime friends.

In the fall of 1937 Shriver returned to New Haven to conclude his final year as a Yale undergraduate. Early that semester, still greatly shaken by his meeting with Eleanor in Florence, he wrote an affecting note to his parents.


You will never know till you’re in Heaven what you’ve meant to me, both of you. I can’t ever tell you how much courage you’ve given me when I needed it most, how your example has been & is today the strength that keeps me moving forward. At times, when I have been lonely, yes, in Europe & at Yale, when I’ve felt there was no one standing with me and things were difficult … my thoughts have gone out to you & my knowledge of what you are. When I’ve felt that between God & me there was one great mighty space … then in those times you have been with me, guiding me, encouraging me, leading me right. You have never been physically with me at such a time, & it’s impossible that a parent could be. But always when the cards were down & the pressure was on, when there was no escape and facts had to be faced, then the memory of your [model] lives was everything to me. God & his saints, though it may be sacrilegious to say it, were nothing to me in comparison to the positive, tangible example of true & righteous & happy living that you have given me.



As always, Shriver turned to his faith for consolation, spending much of his time working with Father T. Lawrason Riggs, the Catholic chaplain at Yale, to build the membership of the St. Thomas More Society. Like Shriver’s father a Protestant convert, Riggs came from an old Maryland banking family who were friendly with the Shrivers. Heavyset and heavy-drinking, Riggs was a man of many talents—he was, among other things, a philosopher, a theologian, a singer, a writer, a wit, and a dramatist (in 1914, he had co-written a musical with Cole Porter). He was also, through access to his family’s banking fortune, a man of considerable means. He used his money to buy a stately home in New Haven, which—because Yale had no Catholic chapel or student center when Shriver enrolled in the mid-1930s—served as the gathering place for the university’s Catholic students. Riggs hosted regular Bible discussion sessions, and he would say Mass and hear confessions in his private chapel. Beginning in his junior year, Shriver spent as much time as he could at the home of this colorful, orotund priest.

Together, Shriver and Riggs established an annual ecumenical congress at Yale that would bring Catholics and Protestants together (along with the few Jews around) to discuss religious issues and to make common cause against what they perceived as the spread of secularism on campus and in the world at large.

As a result of Shriver’s recruitment drive for the More Society in 1937, club membership doubled to 155 undergraduates, becoming (as Sarge wrote to his parents) “the largest Catholic Club in Yale history.” For Shriver, the highlight of the More Society’s activities in 1938 was the invitation to his heroine, Dorothy Day, the great Catholic social activist, for a Communion breakfast. Day’s passion for social justice helped inspire much of the political, social, and religious work Shriver would do in the 1950s and 1960s.

As he finished his last set of final exams in May, Shriver wrote to his parents, “That ends little Sarge’s undergraduate days, & on Friday he’s going to pack books & rugs & clean up.” Shriver’s enjoyment of the final weeks of his undergraduate career was marred by concern for his father, who had suffered a heart attack and been admitted to Doctor’s Hospital on the East River, where he remained for some time.

LAW SCHOOL

Upon graduation from college in June 1938—with a degree cum laude in English literature—Shriver’s plan had been to enroll in Yale Law School the following autumn. But neither Shriver nor his parents had any money at all; law school, therefore, was out of the question. Through his college classmate Mac Muir Jr., whose father was the editor-in-chief of Newsweek magazine, Sarge approached that publication about getting an editorial job. He planned to live at home and supplement his family’s income.

But when Greg and Gerard Smith learned about this, they told their father, John Thomas Smith, who called Shriver and asked him to come to Smith’s Manhattan office for a talk. When Shriver arrived in Smith’s office, Smith said that he had heard Shriver had decided not to attend law school. “If you could pay for law school, would you go?” Shriver recalled Smith asking. When Shriver said that he would, Smith declared that he would pay for whatever tuition and living expenses were not covered by scholarships and other funds.

Barely a week later Shriver was back in New Haven, readying himself to begin his first year of law school. It was too late for him to obtain a room on campus, so he and a classmate named Hart Spiegel, who was also enrolling late, rented a small apartment in downtown New Haven, just above a barbershop and a cheap diner. All year long, Shriver and Spiegel inhaled the aroma of grilling meat and aftershave as they studied the statutes.

If Shriver had had reason to be intimidated in his first year of college, he had even more reason to be intimidated in his first year of law school. Yale Law School’s class of 1941 included a remarkable, perhaps unique, array of talent. Yale Law ’41 produced, among others, Sargent Shriver; Gerald Ford, who would serve as House minority leader, vice president, and president of the United States; Cyrus Vance, who would serve as deputy director of defense under President Lyndon Johnson and as secretary of state under President Carter; Walter Lord, who would become a best-selling writer, the author of A Night to Remember, about the sinking of the Titanic; Peter Dominick, who would become a senator from Colorado; Raymond Shafer, who would serve as the lieutenant governor of Pennsylvania; William Scranton, who would become governor of Pennsylvania; Stanley Resor, who would serve as secretary of the army under LBJ; Richardson Dilworth, who would become president of the Rockefeller Foundation; and Potter Stewart and Byron “Whizzer” White, who would both become Supreme Court justices.

“Whizzer” White joined Shriver’s class late in the first semester, having spent the early part of the fall playing pro football for the Detroit Lions. Sarge and his friend Bob Stuart, seeing White’s prowess on the football team and finding him to be a very agreeable fellow, took it upon themselves to help White adjust to the rigors of law school life and to assist him with his academic work. White politely submitted to what Shriver and Stuart thought were patient and helpful explanations of the common law. But when the first semester’s marks came out, White was at the top of the class—and Shriver and Stuart were struggling along in the bottom third. From that point on, Stuart and Shriver sought out White for academic assistance, not the other way around.

The class’s other future Supreme Court justice, Potter Stewart, initially had trouble keeping up academically with his peers. Situated between Bob Stuart and Sarge Shriver in the alphabetical seating arrangements in class, Stewart grew frustrated when Shriver and Stuart scored higher than he did on some of the first-year exams. Resolving to do better, Stewart decided his problem was that he looked less “judicial” than his friends. He set out to rectify this by going to Woolworth’s and buying a pair of ten-cent eyeglasses he deemed professorial in appearance, which he would then wave around for effect while talking during class. This seemed to produce the desired outcome. By the end of the second year, he was at the top of the class with Whizzer White.

Law school was an academic shock to Shriver. After years of garnering honors grades despite exerting only modest academic effort amid his myriad other activities, Shriver found himself working harder than ever but having less to show for it. He nearly failed Contracts his first semester. He was unaccustomed to struggling in this way. “I’ve been riding so high for so long,” he wrote to his parents upon receiving his first set of marks, “that my ego was given a good jolt, which I presume was good for me spiritually but not too pleasant.… I suppose the real reason for my disappointment was … that everyone expected me to do 75 or better [in Contracts, where he got a 63]. If no one expects anything of you, I think it is easier to take a licking. When everyone wonders ‘what happened to Shriver’ it burns one’s ego.” He briefly contemplated dropping out of school. “I do feel I should do much better than I have. Certainly if I don’t, I’ll think twice before returning next year. Too much remains to be done in other ways; to clutter up the world with another dull lawyer would be almost anti-social!”

In 1939 he gained his initial exposure to the firsthand practice of law. “I am doing Legal Aid work here in New Haven & tomorrow appear with my first client at 9:30 in the City Attorney’s office for a hearing!” he wrote to his parents. “It’s a family squabble (hurrah for domestic relations) & I am giving advice on it. Me, the old family man with years of experience in human affairs! My poor client. It should be fun, however, for me, provided the client does not lose her birthright in the process.” Shriver surely couldn’t have predicted, at the time, that he would put his Legal Aid experience to work thirty-five years later, when he founded Legal Services for the Poor as part of the War on Poverty under Lyndon Johnson.

FRANCE BEFORE THE WAR

In June 1939 Europe was buzzing with diplomatic negotiations, trying to avert the outbreak of military action. Hitler’s armies had entered Czechoslovakia in March, and Mussolini had invaded Albania in April. Donald Watt, of the Experiment in International Living, began making alternative arrangements for European students to be brought to Goddard College in Vermont, where they would live in a camp setting with American youth. But by the end of June, tensions in Europe seemed to be easing, so Watt decided to send American groups to Europe after all. The leader of one of the groups traveling to France, on his third Experiment trip, was Sargent Shriver.

Entrusted with the care of younger American college men and women, Shriver set off from New York, via Boston, on the French ocean liner De Grasse in early July. It arrived in a week’s time in France, where the Experimenters met up with families for their home stays in the southern part of the country. Shriver stayed with Mme Batut, a professor of mathematics at a nearby lycée in Montaubau, just north of Toulouse, not far from the Spanish border. Mme Batut put him to work teaching English to her students.

Life in the South of France was extremely pleasant, but portents of the conflict to come lurked beneath the surface of daily life, sometimes erupting unpleasantly into view. For instance, when Shriver asked his hostess about “the mail planes” he saw flying overhead, she revealed that they were, as he wrote to his parents, “pursuit and observation squadrons out of Toulouse. Nightly they patrol the sky guarding against a possible raid of German and Italian bombers from Spain or even from Italy! The sensation is not at all pleasant. To sit in one’s parlor & hear the drone of those monsters overhead constantly reminding one of the proximity of enemies is eerie & for the inhabitants an impossible condition in which to live.”

In a long letter to his family on July 19, Shriver recounted some of what he had learned from a conversation with Mme Batut about the French state of mind toward a possible conflict. Mme Batut, he wrote,


shares the universal fear of German aggrandizement directed at France & attempting to vassalize the country. Most of the French I’ve met are convinced the Germans wish to fight, & discussion of the truth of that fact is impossible. Of course, I’m still fond enough of the Germans to realize that the ordinary German has no more desire to fight than the ordinary Frenchman. The difference lies in the leaders. But the French hereabouts refuse to believe that. They are convinced that even the rank-and-file German is out for blood.… Mme. Batut’s son, 30 years old, is an official of some importance in the war department, & he says France is about ready. Everyone in Paris has a place in the country assigned to them for refuge in case of attack by air or in the case of invasion. The productive capacities are now so organized that everything being done in Paris may be transferred to identical plants & facilities 100 miles south of the capital. People with country homes have been assigned the numbers & the exact persons now living in Paris whom they will be required to harbor in case of war. Paris itself is completely undermined with bomb-cellars, etc, & even the little faubourg shops have gas masks on display in the windows. Frankly it’s ghastly & seems to me to be a situation which civilized people cannot countenance for a long time. Everyone agrees it is absurd, impossible, & necessary.



Shriver also noted that young French men were declining to marry, for fear of subjecting their would-be wives to excessive anxiety during wartime. This reluctance to wed had shrunk the French birth rate to such a distressingly low level that the French government was urging citizens to get married and have children. “God knows,” Shriver wrote, “the world is in a queer condition when it is impossible for men to work, to marry, & therefore, in the final analysis, to live. I really feel Europe must be entering a period of disorganization, disorder, & decay. The next 20 to 50 years will disclose a history that would startle the most ruthless & pessimistic today.”

Despite the ominous forebodings surrounding them, Shriver’s American group embarked with thirteen French counterparts on an extended bicycle tour of the South of France. The first few weeks of the trip passed peacefully; the war retreated to the edge of Shriver’s consciousness. Camping throughout the lush French countryside was, Shriver wrote to his parents, “a great life.” In mid-August, his French students returned home as planned, leaving Shriver with thirteen fewer young people to be responsible for.

Beginning in late August, however, Shriver observed that there seemed to be fewer people on the road. A few days later Shriver noticed that the local families he would see working in front of their farmhouses seemed to consist of women only; all the men seemed to have vanished. Alarmed, he asked a woman where all the men had gone. “Haven’t you heard?” Shriver recalled her saying. “They’ve gone to join the army. The first call was the day before yesterday. The second call went out today.”

Although Shriver wasn’t supposed to return to Paris with his students for several days yet, he decided they would be wise to return to Experiment headquarters in the city and get a fuller picture of what the situation was. When Shriver and his charges arrived in Paris by train late in the evening of August 29, the City of Lights was dark. Many restaurants were closed. Those buildings that had lights on seemed to have them partially covered, so the illumination was dimmed. The Experiment’s Paris office was located in a rented private home on the West Bank. It, too, looked dark. Shriver knocked softly on the door and, getting no response, banged louder. Finally, it opened slowly and a face peered around it. “Open the door,” Sarge said. “It’s Shriver.”

The door swung open and an Experiment administrator barked, “God-damnit, Shriver, where the hell have you been? Do you know how many cables from worried parents the home office has received?!” While Shriver and his group had happily cycled through the vineyards, the American papers had been full of the news that Hitler and Stalin had signed a nonaggression pact on August 23, and that as Germany rattled its saber at Poland, more French reservists had been called up. The Experiment’s main office in Putney, Vermont, had been inundated with telegrams from parents (including Shriver’s) demanding to know where their sons and daughters were.

Booking passage home for the Experimenters was not easy. The news of impending war had generated a stampede of American tourists to ships bound for the United States. Fortunately, the Experiment’s French liaison was able to secure berths on the Ile de France, which was scheduled to depart from the port of Le Havre, northeast of Paris, on the following afternoon, September 1.

Shriver awoke early the next morning to a commotion of agitated French voices. Listening, he learned that at 4:45 that morning, Hitler’s tanks had crossed the Polish border into Danzig; the German air force was streaking toward Warsaw.

Shriver roused his charges and shepherded them to the train station, where they were packed like cattle in among the thousands of other people desperate to escape the Continent. After arriving safely at the port of Le Havre and boarding the Ile de France, the Experimenters waited tensely to depart. A passage from a group log reported:


The pier was crowded with people frantically trying to get last minute space on our boat, and we began to realize just how fortunate we were. We boarded the Ile de France.… Supposed to have sailed at 2 p.m., we were all pretty tense at dinner. Still in the harbor and not knowing when we would sail. The strain was not at all alleviated by the fact that we began our series of black-outs that night with nothing but blue lights for illumination. It was so hot in our cabins that a lot of Experimenters found it more bearable to sleep on deck. We spent Saturday in Havre, not knowing if and when it would sail, until late in the afternoon when a notice was posted saying that the boat would sail in a short while—which it did at 4:30. Passengers practically went mad—it was such a relief to know that we were actually going to start out for home.… We had another black-out that night plus a terrific electric storm; it was a frightful night.



The Experimenters were not yet home free. A few hours after the Ile de France set sail, the SS Athenia, a British ocean liner, was sunk by a torpedo from a German U-boat. The ship went down just offshore of England, so most of the 200 Americans aboard were saved; 28 of them, however, died in the initial explosion. Word of the sinking was quickly transmitted to the Ile de France, just 200 miles to the south. Shriver and the other sleepless passengers worried that a German torpedo or mine might bring the end at any moment. (At the same time, ashore in England, the Athenia’s surviving Americans were being interviewed by the twenty-two-year-old son of the US ambassador to Britain, Shriver’s old Canterbury schoolmate Jack Kennedy.) With war officially declared, and a passenger ship just sunk, the Experimenters aboard the Ile de France were naturally convinced that the Germans were out to destroy all ships in the North Atlantic.

The first few days aboard the Ile were harrowing. News reports of the war crackled in over the ship’s radio. The Nazis were taking Warsaw. Shriver was afraid not just for his own life but also for the lives of the students with whose well-being he had been entrusted. Finally, one crisp September afternoon, the Ile sounded its horn: the skyline of New York was in sight. Shriver and his fellow Experimenters were safely home.

Shriver’s four years of experience as a participant in the Experiment in International Living had, initially, an apparently contrary effect. For the first and only time in his life, he became a dedicated isolationist. It was not that he believed cultural exchange between countries was bad (in fact he believed the opposite) or that he thought the United States should withdraw from world affairs forever; it was simply that what he had seen in Germany in 1936 and in France in 1939 had frightened and revolted him. Shriver knew that European wars had prompted his ancestors’ emigration to America; he knew through his visits to Catholic churches throughout Europe the devastation visited on the combatants of the First World War; and thus he was firmly convinced that the United States should keep its nose out of any wars across the Atlantic.

But the longer-term effect of his experience abroad between 1934 and 1939 was to instill in him an unshakable belief that the more that citizens of different nations or cultures could be induced to interact with one another, the less likely they would be to go to war with one another.

As fate would have it, Shriver would find himself in a position some two decades later to draw directly on his experiences with the Experiment in International Living. In its can-do idealism, its emphasis on cross-national communication, its careful screening of participants, its respect for foreign cultures, and its ultimate aspirations, the Experiment bears a striking thematic resemblance to the Peace Corps. The Peace Corps, like the Experiment, was animated above all by a quest for world peace through intercultural cooperation. It is no wonder that, when ordered to set up the Peace Corps by President Kennedy in 1961, one of Shriver’s earliest calls was to Gordon Boyce, Donald Watt’s successor as director of the Experiment in International Living.

AMERICA FIRST

Convinced that the United States should keep an ocean’s distance from Continental affairs, Shriver returned to law school in the fall of 1939 and watched developments across the Atlantic from afar. He wrote to his parents, “the news from Europe is most depressing. Certainly one can hardly help feeling the times are out of joint.”

On April 9, 1940, the Germans invaded Norway and Denmark, and a month later blitzed Belgium, Holland, and France, the Dutch surrendering on May 15. Two days later, Shriver, who was preparing for law school exams, wrote a letter to his parents. “The news from Europe this evening is so appalling in many ways that I knew you would be troubled, & I hope this short letter will help you to realize that at least here we have some degree of protection and safety. This is a night when one wants to hold tightly to some one’s hand & feel sure that everything is not in chaos. I hope that you feel that I am close by when this arrives, & that we four at least have unity and confidence.”

As the Germans reached the English Channel on May 20, and Belgium appeared likely to fall imminently, Shriver lamented how meaningless and theoretical his law school work seemed to be. On May 26 he wrote, “I have only one week before exams—so the recurrent pressure is again here. In the midst of all that’s taking place in the big, wide world our problems are not absorbing—I wish we could cease all the theorizing that is necessary here & get down to handling one real case where human beings are involved. School is stimulating but seems futile very often these days.” As he finished his exams in mid-June, the Germans entered Paris.

To divert themselves, Shriver and Mac Muir traveled to Edgartown, on Martha’s Vineyard, Cape Cod, for a sailing race, and then to Tom Thatcher’s estate at Watch Hill, Rhode Island, for a weekend house party, where the drinking and carousing lasted for four days straight.

If this bout of libertinism for Shriver and his friends had a quality of urgency, it was because the drumbeat of war was growing louder. In Washington, the debates between the interventionists and the isolationists were intensifying. Political commentators, Congress, and FDR’s administration were all divided among themselves over whether and how much to help England with money, materiel, and military support in its war with Germany.

In the spring and summer of 1940, Sarge felt profoundly divided. On the one hand, he felt the tug of his ancestry strongly. The earliest Shrivers had fled to America precisely to avoid these endless Continental wars and then had fought to throw off the yoke of Europe. Why, then, violate the spirit on which America was built by re-engaging with wars not of the nation’s concern? Europe was always fighting and always would be. He was also familiar with the tragic legacy of the Great War of 1914–1918. There was no reason to think that a second world war would be any less devastating.

On the other hand, however, was a competing set of considerations. Shriver’s summers in Germany had exposed him to Hitler and the Nazis—his first experience with pure evil. He had seen the concentration camp at Buchenwald. He had also seen how the fascism of Mussolini was strangling Italy. If these men, these noxious regimes, were not worth fighting against, was anything?

The tug of his ancestry, Shriver came to see, pulled him in two directions. Yes, his forebears had sought to flee European wars—but they had also fought for what they believed in. Shrivers had fought for the country during the American Revolution, the War of 1812, and the Civil War. His parents had helped raise money for the American cause during the First World War, and he had imbibed from them the Wilsonian impulse toward noble interventions in foreign affairs. Was it not a Shriver’s patriotic duty to do battle and risk death if circumstances called for it? War heroes had been venerated in Sarge’s family from the time he was a young boy, and a small part of him—maybe even not so small—craved that veneration for himself.

In the end, Shriver arrived at perhaps the only workable solution to his conundrum. He vigorously and publicly opposed the war, helping to found the America First Committee. And at the same time—in a seemingly paradoxical move for an anti-interventionist—he enlisted in the Naval Reserve.

Reading through the New York Times in the Yale library one day in the early spring of 1940, Shriver had seen a small notice about a US Navy program called the V-7—for “volunteeers, seventh class”—designed to attract would-be officers into the armed forces. The V-7 program was aimed at college and graduate students, who would spend their summers being trained on navy ships while completing their education during the academic years. The very afternoon he read the advertisement, Shriver went down to the New Haven Navy Office and volunteered.

Shriver spent the summer of 1940 on the USS Arkansas, a World War I–era battleship. The Arkansas spent most of the summer in New York’s harbor, rarely venturing more than a few dozen miles out to sea or up or down the eastern seaboard. Anchored in the Hudson River near 125th Street, Shriver and his fellow V-7 volunteers went through a battery of training courses from the career officers and enlisted men, learning about naval history and about guns.

Navy life was at first a difficult adjustment. The living conditions on the Arkansas were spartan. In the navy, unlike at Yale, Shriver’s place in the hierarchy was inscribed in his role—and as an apprentice seaman in the Naval Reserve, that role was lowly. “There is nothing lower than I was that summer,” Shriver has said. Although he was mostly ashore or in the harbor, he felt figuratively at sea. He didn’t know how anything worked and had to rely on his superiors to tell him what to do. He felt he was barely getting by, “just skimming through by the barest of margins,” as he wrote his parents the following fall.

But Shriver slowly acquired not only the technical knowledge needed to do his job, but a knowledge of navy culture. The navy, he soon learned, wasn’t all that different from Canterbury School: all male and highly structured about dress, punctuality, and comportment. Both environments fostered a great camaraderie. By the end of the summer he was growing to enjoy navy life.

And yet, returning to Yale in the fall, Shriver threw himself once again into active protest against American involvement in the war. Among his isolationist and noninterventionist friends, his military service made him a curiosity—and also gave him a certain credibility in debates against the interventionists. There were Anglophiles among his classmates who wanted the United States to give money, arms, and active military assistance to aid their beloved England; yet they themselves had not volunteered to fight. Shriver, in contrast, had declared himself willing to fight in a war in which he hoped his military would have no part.

In September 1940, as the Battle of Britain raged between England and Germany, Shriver arrived in New Haven for his final year of law school. “Dearest Mother & Dad,” he wrote,


Well tomorrow begins my seventh year in Yale University, & I realize, after talking to some of the freshmen & faculty members, just how fortunate I am. I wonder how many fellows entering Yale in the next few years, or maybe more, will be able to spend 7 uninterrupted years at Yale. Even fellows starting a professional education this year say they have little hope of finishing it regularly, in three or four years. They make me all the more thankful that I shall have my LL.B in June.



If law school had seemed stimulating but futile during his second year, it seemed even more futile now as the war spread. In late September, Germany, Italy, and Japan had formed the Axis alliance; in September and October, Mussolini invaded Egypt and Greece; and by late June the war had taken its most dramatic turn, as Hitler launched Operation Barbarossa, the assault on Russia.

Throughout the fall of 1940, Shriver’s attention was fixed decidedly less on his studies than on preventing American entry into the war. The debate about intervention swirled all around Shriver and his peers through their second and third years of law school. And though he considered and reconsidered his decision, it was with firm conviction that Shriver now joined his friend and law school classmate Bob Stuart in founding America First.

In the fall of 1940, R. Douglas Stuart Jr., the son of a vice president at the Quaker Oats Company in Chicago, was an idealistic New Dealer who ardently believed that by staying out of the war, the United States could help Europe achieve an acceptable peace settlement quickly. Stuart, who had studied international relations as a Princeton undergraduate, believed strongly that “the U.S. had gained nothing and lost a great deal through participation in World War I” and that “what turned out to be World War II was simply a renewal of the same nationalistic struggles [that had caused World War I].”

It was natural that Shriver and Stuart should become close friends. Both were handsome and charismatic, and Stuart, like Shriver, had spent a summer before law school traveling through Europe, attaining a touch of cosmopolitanism as well as learning firsthand about the mortal costs of the First World War. In 1939 Shriver joined the new student group Stuart organized to discuss the war and means of resisting American participation in it. As early as November 1939, just a few months removed from his harrowing escape from the Continent on the Ile de France, Shriver wrote a letter with Stuart to Charles Lindbergh, who was already an outspoken opponent of American involvement in the war, asking him to speak to their group. The letter was signed not only by Bob Stuart and himself, but also by Potter Stewart, Windham Gary, and Millard Brown, all members of Stuart’s group. (Lindbergh did not respond.)

During the summer of 1940, while Shriver endured his concentrated military training on the Arkansas, Stuart was in the Midwest, where isolationist sentiment ran high. Using his father’s business connections and his own considerable charm to round up business leaders and politicians, Stuart was attempting to found a national, anti-interventionist organization. His first important recruit was Gen. Robert E. Wood, the chairman of Sears, Roebuck and Company and a liberal Republican who had voted twice for Roosevelt and supported the New Deal. Wood had grown increasingly concerned about FDR’s apparent drift toward intervention, and he agreed to become national chairman of the organization that Stuart was now calling America First. Stuart, only twenty-four years old, became the national director.

Stuart finally met Lindbergh in July in Chicago, where the aviator was in town to address 40,000 spectators at the Keep America Out of War Rally in Soldier Field along Lake Michigan. Stuart (like Shriver) had been an admirer of Colonel Lindbergh from childhood, when Lindbergh had become the first man to cross the Atlantic in an airplane. After dining with Lindbergh following the rally, Stuart recorded that he found the famous man “a most attractive guy and a very clear thinker,” as well as “a sincere and courageous American who has the habit of sticking his neck out.” But Lindbergh’s conservatism made Stuart uncomfortable, and he worried about what would happen to his fledgling organization if it became publicly linked with the aviator. This led to a disagreement between Stuart and General Wood about whether or not to bring Lindbergh formally on to the America First national committee. Wood wanted Lindbergh to succeed him as national chairman, and Stuart preferred to keep the aviator at arm’s length. Lindbergh finally did join the committee in April 1941 and became its most popular speaker.

The America First national committee formally announced itself on September 4, 1940, and began a national advertising campaign against intervention the following month. The committee’s basic view was that America should build an impregnable defense and then retreat inside it. “American democracy,” the America First founding document declared, “can be preserved only by keeping out of the European war.”

In the fall, Lindbergh came to Yale. Kingman Brewster Jr., Shriver’s successor as chairman of the Yale Daily News (and years later the university’s president) organized the meeting, and on the evening of October 30, Shriver crowded into a packed auditorium in Woolsey Hall to hear Lindbergh speak for thirty-three minutes. The aviator got an enthusiastic response.

Yet Shriver had also determined that what Lindbergh (or anyone else) said was irrelevant: US involvement in the war was inevitable—and sooner rather than later. He ceased active participation in the America First organization, although he stayed in close contact with Stuart throughout his final year at Yale.

Posterity has looked unkindly on America First. America Firsters quickly became associated in the public mind with the head-in-the-sand isolationism of the Ohio senator Robert Taft, the North Dakota senator Gerald Nye, and the Chicago newspaper magnate William McCormick. Joe Kennedy Sr., then FDR’s ambassador to England, was in the fall of 1940 locked in a tense battle with the president; Kennedy could see that Roosevelt’s policies were stealthily laying the groundwork for greater American involvement and eventually military participation in the war, and he was convinced that was wrong. Roosevelt managed to cajole his ambassador into silence until after the 1940 presidential election, but Kennedy—a greatly reviled figure in some circles as the years went on—also became guilty by his association with the isolationist cause, and the America Firsters became guilty by association with him.

The harshest accusations leveled at America First charged it with being anti-Semitic or with harboring pro-German sympathies. It is true that some among America First’s prominent figureheads (most notably Lindbergh) were demonstrated to have had anti-Semitic tendencies that may well have contributed to their noninterventionist conviction. Moreover, the truly isolationist stances of, for instance, Colonel McCormick and Senators Nye and Taft fed into the public impression that the America Firsters were blindly anti-European.

But simpleminded isolationism was not what motivated Shriver and the other Yale law students who launched America First. Rather it was the conviction that America’s interests—namely, not sending its boys to be killed in another of Europe’s endless wars—were not to be served by involvement. Yes, American intervention had helped bring closure to the First World War. But what had that produced? Another world war, not even twenty-five years later, which was shaping up to be every bit as bad as the first. What was more, America First’s position was until December 1941 supported by most Americans. As late as August 1941, 74 percent of Americans favored staying out of war; a month later, 68 percent still did, even if that meant a German victory over England and Russia.

Shriver’s enthusiastic contribution to the America First Committee’s founding was born above all of his belief that staying out of the war was not only the most prudent course for America’s interests but that it was also the best way of achieving peace in Europe. Although he recognized the evil of Hitler, Shriver believed a negotiated peace settlement, brokered by the United States, was the best way to stop the slaughter quickly and to protect and possibly restore what remained of the Continental democracies.

Later, when he had become a public figure of some renown, Shriver would occasionally receive letters, usually angry ones, asking why he had associated with such an ignominious group as America First. In a typical response, writing back to a man who decried Shriver’s “guilt” by association with Lindbergh and company, Shriver explained his thinking. “Yes, I did belong to AMERICA FIRST,” he wrote.


I joined it because I believed at the time we could better help to secure a just settlement of the war in Europe by staying out of it. History proved that my judgment was wrong, neither for the first time nor the last. None of the people I knew in the organization expressed any views within my hearing that were either pro-German or anti-Semitic. I can see how people with such views might have supported AMERICA FIRST just as people with pro-Russian or Communist views might have supported an interventionist organization at that time. I am a little surprised, however, at your willingness to assume that I am “guilty,” on the basis you describe in your letter. The idea that guilt is personal and the presumption of innocence are two of the most fundamental ideas that distinguish our society from totalitarian societies.



“I wanted to spare American lives,” Shriver told a journalist in 1964, by way of explaining his association with America First. “If that’s an ignoble motive then I’m perfectly willing to be convicted.”

Shriver’s final months at law school were an afterthought, his attentions riveted on events overseas. By the spring of 1941 Shriver, although still opposed to American intervention, was resigned to it. He reported to the Arkansas the day after his final exam. As his classmates marched beneath Yale’s Gothic spires to collect their diplomas, Sargent Shriver was aboard a US battleship.
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