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Oral History Interview
with
SIDNEY L. CHRISTIE

July 16, 1964
Keystone, West Virginia

By William L. Young

For the John F. Kennedy Library

YOUNG: This interview is being recorded in the Federal Building, Bluefield, West
Virginia, July 16, 1964, with Judge Sidney L. Christie. Judge Christie has
already prepared both a long statement which he gave to the press after the

West Virginia Primary, as well as a letter he wrote to his children, which will accompany the

tape. These documents cover a great many items that would ordinarily be covered in this

taped interview; therefore, the Judge has said that he is willing to discuss in depth some of
the individual items which are already covered in the documents which will accompany this
tape.

Judge Christie, as a seasoned West Virginian, why did you feel that the President's

[John F. Kennedy] religion would not be a factor if he decided to enter the West Virginia

Primary?

CHRISTIE: This issue was discussed by the President and me only on one occasion,
October 11, 1959, in the lobby of the Daniel Boone Hotel, in Charleston,
following a speech that he made there to the Young Democratic Club of

Kanawha County. He inquired on that occasion if | felt that his religion would be a bar to his

running in the West Virginia Primary, and | recall distinctly telling him this: | said, "Senator,

I can best answer your question with this example. A few months ago my daughter [Dixie

Christie] approached me to obtain my consent to her marrying a Catholic boy. They met

while they both were in West Virginia University. | am a Protestant, and my daughter was a



Protestant. The young man that she proposed to marry was from Hinton, West Virginia, and
was a devout Catholic. I told my daughter, Dixie, that | would give my consent to her
marrying a Catholic boy provided she would embrace his religion, that from my experience
over many years in practicing law and dealing with domestic problems, I had found that the
matter of division of religion, in a household, was not good. She was willing to do
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this, and in due course they were married in the Catholic Church. Now, if the same
proposition had been put by me to my father and mother 30 years previous, | was convinced
that their answer would not have been the same as my answer was to my daughter, and that
the period of 30 years since the campaign of Al Smith [Alfred E. Smith], when Bishop
Cannon [James Cannon, Jr.] injected religion into the campaign against Governor Smith—
this period of 30 years—had wrought a tremendous change in the thinking and tolerance of
the American people, and | felt that if he did not try to evade the issue—if he brought the
matter out in the open in the very beginning so that a whispering campaign would not be
started against him—I saw no substantial bar in his religion toward his making a successful
campaign in West Virginia."

YOUNG: Judge Christie, on page 13 of your letter to your children, you tell the story of
an event in which there were references to the fact that Senator Humphrey
[Hubert H. Humphrey] perhaps was not as astute in summing up the West
Virginia political situation as were the Kennedys. Would you elaborate on the difference in
the nature of organizational support sought by both Senator Humphrey and then by Senator
Kennedy?

CHRISTIE: WEell, that has reference to the approach that each candidate and their

managers took to entering the West Virginia Primary. As I recall, when

Senator Humphrey came to the state, he contacted and placed his campaign in
the hands of the principal labor leaders of the state. That, in my opinion, was his biggest
mistake because while labor is strong and effective in certain parts of the state, the record
over the years show that they had not been too successful in putting over their candidates. In
contrast, when Senator Kennedy and his forces came into the state, they approached and
made arrangements with the established political leaders in the various counties, and I think
it was just a question of the Kennedy campaign being conducted through the regular political
channels and through the regular political organizations in the state, whereas the Humphrey
campaign was more or less handled through labor leader circles.

YOUNG: Judge, you've also indicated in your letter that many people felt and realized at
the time that perhaps a vote for Senator Humphrey was really just a vote for
someone else. Would you, on the other hand, be able to indicate any

difference between the campaigns of the two Senators in terms of political philosophy,

promises,
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platforms, that sort of thing, did they really differ in terms of future proposals either for West
Virginia or for the nation as a whole?

CHRISTIE: No, I couldn't say there was any marked difference in their philosophies, and
in the approach they took in reference to issues. The effect each had on the
electorate was quite different because most of the political leaders realized

early that Senator Humphrey had no chance at all of ever becoming president of the United

States at that time; they suspected that he was fronting for another candidate, and the political

leaders were faced with the proposition of going with a real and bona fide candidate who had

some chance of becoming president of the United States, and going with one who was more
or less a synthetic candidate and had no chance of ever becoming president.

YOUNG: You would say, then, that the campaign revolved around the possibilities of
real victory, organization, and personalities, and hot issues then might be the
fourth item on the list?

CHRISTIE: 1 would say that, yes sir.

YOUNG: Well, Judge, you played a very prominent role in bringing Franklin Delano
Roosevelt, Jr. into the state of West Virginia, and his work was particularly
significant in your section of the state, | believe. Could you comment on the

special appeal of Franklin Delano Roosevelt, Jr., and why he was so effective?

CHRISTIE: | think the real appeal of Franklin D. Roosevelt, Jr. stemmed from his

relationship to his father. This area of the state, prior to 1933, when Franklin

Delano Roosevelt became president, was dominated by the coal operators, and
they also dominated politics in this area of the state. With the advent of President Roosevelt,
he made it possible through legislation for the coal miners to organize and to bargain
collectively with their employers and, as a result, soon thereafter most of the coal miners,
practically all of them, changed their political affiliation from the Republican Party to the
Democratic Party. Up until 1933 in my county, McDowell, for example, it was
overwhelmingly Republican, but after the right to organize was granted, following the
election of President Roosevelt, then the picture changed to where it became overwhelmingly
Democratic and has remained so ever since.
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YOUNG: Judge, you pointed out a political parallel in terms of the Roosevelt name
between the '30s and then the early '60s, is there also a parallel in the
economic conditions between the '30s and the late '50s in McDowell County

or in southern West Virginia?

CHRISTIE: Not exactly. All through the ‘30s the economic situation was bad, there's no



doubt about that, but there was hope. While the mines only operated a day or

two a week and there was great distress in the coal fields in that period,
nevertheless everyone felt that eventually things would be better. The men were still there
and the coal mines were still there, the only thing lacking was sufficient work. Comparing
the situation now with the situation then, the difference is this—now, by reason of
mechanization, there is no hope in the minds of the unemployed that they will ever become
reemployed in the coal mines regardless of how good the coal business is. The production of
coal in McDowell County, and the coal fields in general at this time, is perhaps as much or
more than it ever has been, but it is being produced by machinery rather than manpower, so it
doesn't make any difference now if production stepped up 50%, it wouldn't employ any
appreciable larger number of men.

YOUNG: Then the nature of Senator Kennedy's campaign had to be more than one of
just talking about getting more men back into the coal mines. What did
Senator Kennedy propose as a solution to this problem during the Primary
campaign?

CHRISTIE: He proposed that if he were elected president, he was going to help West
Virginia, he was going to help the coal mining areas, and he did after
becoming president, do everything within his power to help the situation. One

of the first things he did after becoming president, I believe it was the first official act after

assuming office, was the putting into effect the Food Stamp Program.

YOUNG: Judge, before we started this interview, you told me a rather amusing story of
the fact that after the primary victory in McDowell County you were so
besieged by reporters that you didn't get any of your regular work done

because of press interviews, and, as a result, you prepared a press release of your own which

explained your reasons, at least, for believing that Senator Kennedy had such an outstanding
victory in McDowell County; then | think you mentioned that you had some chat with

President Kennedy about this. Would you tell that at this time?
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CHRISTIE: Yes, there were a great many reporters from newspapers and magazines in the
county, not only during the 1960 Primary campaign, but afterwards. During
the campaign many of them called at my office and talked the campaign over,

and | told everyone of them that, in my opinion, Senator Kennedy was going to beat Senator

Humphrey in McDowell County. They invariably said that was contrary to all other

information they had received. The basis of my statement to that effect stemmed from the

fact that | had made it a point like any political leader should do to sample public opinion,
and by that process | had determined that public opinion was definitely in favor of Senator

Kennedy. Now, one of the reporters that | talked with was Mr. Peter Lisagor [Peter L.

Lisagor], Washington correspondent for the Chicago Daily Mail. Peter Lisagor was raised in

Keystone. After his father died his mother moved the family to Chicago, and | knew him

when he was a young man. | went to great pains to explain to Peter why | felt Senator



Kennedy was going to win in McDowell County and also in the state. That was on the
occasion when Senator Kennedy was speaking at a rally in Welch on May 3, 1960. | learned
later from Peter, when he returned to Welch in 1961, | believe on a visit, that he prepared a
story for his paper predicting that Senator Kennedy would win the West Virginia Primary,
but later on he got cold feet and was afraid to send it in. He explained that that was the
biggest blunder he had ever made since he had been a newspaper reporter—that he had a
scoop there and didn't recognize it.

YOUNG: What was President's reaction to your press release? | think you said that he
found out about it or you sent a copy to him.

CHRISTIE: One of the reporters that came to see me after the primary was Mr. Edward T.
Folliard, a reporter accredited to the White House and who writes for the
Washington Post. He did an article on the West Virginia Primary, and he told
me that the news release, which | had prepared and given to the newspaper people, had
reached the hands of Senator Kennedy, and the Senator had gotten a great kick out of the fact
that "Sid Christie had become a celebrity."

YOUNG: Judge Christie, since you spent a good deal of time with the Senator when he
was campaigning in West Virginia, do you have any particular anecdotes or
memories of humorous experiences that happened during the campaign?

CHRISTIE: The only one I can think of, would be the fact that | suppose I'm the only one
in West Virginia who had to buy him a shirt. This came about by the fact that
when he came to
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Welch to speak at a fund-raising dinner in 1959, he came from Bluefield, in the car of Mr.
Laurence E. Tierney [Laurence E. Tierney, Jr.]. Mr. Tierney's chauffeur did the driving and
put Senator Kennedy's baggage in the rear of the car. After we arrived in Welch the chauffeur
got lost or disappeared for some reason, and when the time came for as to get the Senator's
baggage out of the car, we couldn't find the chauffeur. The Senator's shirt was soiled after an
afternoon of handshaking and visiting around Welch, and he wanted to put on a new shirt, or
a clean shirt, before going out to the dinner meeting that evening. So since we couldn't find
the chauffeur to get his baggage, | went down to one of the stores in Welch and bought him
an Arrow shirt.

YOUNG: Asan observer of the West Virginia scene following President Kennedy's
Inauguration, do you think that the people of West Virginia felt that President
Kennedy kept his promises? Were they pleased with the New Frontier policies,
domestic policies?

CHRISTIE: 1think they generally were. I think they all realized that the President, during



the short period that he was in office, did everything within his power to help

West Virginia in any way that he could reasonably do so. | have in mind the
north-south highway additional allocation which came about after he became president and
for which he was largely responsible. He received a great deal of criticism from other states
by reason of increasing West Virginia's share of the allocation. He also endeavored to get
new industries into West Virginia and did do so in some instances, but in those cases he ran
into many problems, one of which was the opposition that arose in another state from trying
to get an industry to move into West Virginia. If he had not met his tragic death, I'm quite
confident that he would have been successful in having established in West Virginia a major
new industry—the electronics industry. That was the primary purpose of my visit to him and
his associates at the White House on January 16, 1963. We were dealing with the Otis
Elevator Company on the question of establishing an electronics industry in West Virginia,
and it had progressed to the point where it was determined to place the mother-plant at
Huntington and that the first satellite-plant would be located in McDowell County. The Vice
President of the Otis Elevator Company came to interview me in Welch, then a man
representing one of their engineering branches, came to see me, and the matter was
progressing and apparently satisfactorily, and | feel confident that had it not been for the
President’s death that something worthwhile would have come of it.
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YOUNG: Judge Christie, how would you evaluate from the standpoint of four years
later the effect of the West Virginia Primary on West Virginia itself as a state
in its relationship to the rest of the country?

CHRISTIE: First of all, let me say that the President was very grateful for the help that he
received from West Virginia, and he never forgot nor overlooked an
opportunity to let everyone know that he appreciated what West Virginia had

done for him. This, in my opinion, showed a fine trait in the man. Now as to the publicity he

brought to West Virginia, | would say it was good. Up until the West Virginia Primary, West

Virginia was little known in many parts of the country, and frequently she was associated

with the state of Virginia. So after the great amount of public light that was brought to West

Virginia by reason of the 1960 Primary and the Kennedy-Humphrey campaign here, and the

frequent references to West Virginia that the President made continuously thereafter in the

context of his gratitude for what the fine people of West Virginia had done for him—I think

it identified West Virginia in the eyes of the whole country as being a state and being a

people that was tolerant, understanding, and was capable of taking a situation, judging it on

its merits and coming up with a just answer.

YOUNG: Well, do you think that Senator Kennedy left any legacy of political
awareness in West Virginia, any residue that remained here separate from the
national implications that you have mentioned?

CHRISTIE: President Kennedy remained very popular in my area of the state and | assume



that his popularity continues in other areas. | notice from this recent Primary
election that many candidates seemed to think that it was beneficial to connect
their candidacies with the name of John F. Kennedy.

YOUNG: Judge, what do you really feel was the real worth of President Kennedy—the
worth of a man?

CHRISTIE: In my time | have been associated with, and have come in contact with, a
great many people in public life—especially people seeking public office—
and I do not believe that in all my experiences that | ever was associated with

any individual who impressed me as Senator Kennedy did. His warm personality, his

dynamic energy, and his ability to communicate with you, all proved to me early in my
acquaintance with him that he was a great man.
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At this time | would like to give a few excerpts from a speech | made at Welch, West
Virginia on May 3, 1960, when I introduced Senator Kennedy to a campaign rally on that
occasion, which pretty well answers your question:

(1)*He is a man of demonstrated courage, energy and fortitude. In our body politic, it
is not difficult to find men who can see what is wrong; but it is most difficult to find
men with the courage and skill to do something about it.”

(2)““He is a man, while born to great wealth, has dedicated his life to public service—
both in war and in peace.”

(3)"We are now in a period of history that calls for the best we have. The problems
that confront us, both at home and abroad, are awesome and frightening. They cannot
be met by the timid and the meek; they call for bold and courageous and intelligent
leadership. In times past, when great crises arose, the exigencies of the period
produced men equal to the occasion, and the innate instinct of the American people in
turning to them at the proper time is a paradox of our history. | have in mind men of
the caliber of Abraham Lincoln, Andrew Jackson, Teddy Roosevelt [Theodore
Roosevelt], Woodrow Wilson and Franklin D. Roosevelt. The great problems of their
day called for greatness, and they were great. The problems of today are great, and
Jack Kennedy is great. He has vision, he has indomitable courage, he has all the
qualities of a great leader; he has that certain ‘something’ that draws people to him;
that gives them faith and confidence. Yes, he is truly the man of the hour.”

His subsequent nomination and election, his program to the Congress and the
invigorating influence he brought to bear not only in this country, but throughout the world
demonstrate very clearly, I think, that on that evening of May 3, 1960, in the County Court
House at Welch, my introductory remarks were remarkably descriptive of the man and
foretold rather accurately the imprint he would leave on history. Regrettable, indeed, is the



fact that he was not permitted to exert his full potential for the benefit of mankind
everywhere.

[END OF INTERVIEW]

[-8-]



Sidney L. Christie Oral History Transcript
Name List

C

Cannon, James, Jr., 2
Christie, Dixie, 1

F
Folliard, Edward T., 5
H

Humphrey, Hubert H., 2, 3,5, 7

J

Jackson, Andrew, 8
K

Kennedy, John F., 1,2,4.5,6,7,8
L

Lincoln, Abraham, 8
Lisagor, Peter L., 5

R
Roosevelt, Franklin D., Jr., 3, 4
Roosevelt, Franklin Delano, 3, 4, 8
Roosevelt, Theodore, 8

S
Smith, Alfred E., 2

T
Tierney, Laurence E., Jr., 6

w

Wilson, Woodrow, 8

























































	Christie, Sidney Addendum 2.pdf
	page1.pdf
	page2.pdf
	page3.pdf
	page4.pdf




