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For thirteen years, during a time of Democratic congressional dominance in Washington, Dan Rostenkowski became one of the most influential American legislators of the twentieth century. As chairman of the powerful House Ways and Means Committee, the congressman from Illinois left his mark on the nation’s tax laws, international trade, Social Security, health care, welfare programs, and a good many other policies that affected most Americans. He practiced old-school politics; he passed out political favors liberally; he could be gruff and abrupt. But the route for important legislation ran through Rostenkowski’s office.

Richard Cohen’s scrupulous political biography of Rostenkowski follows his rise to power from modest origins in the Democratic ward politics of Chicago’s Polish northwest side, through his national legislative triumphs, and ultimately to his criminal conviction and imprisonment for abuses of House practice. Even at the height of his powers, “Rosty” remained close to Chicago politics and to his boss, Mayor Richard J. Daley. But as he lost touch with local voters, opposed political reforms, and clung to his personal stubbornness, Rostenkowski greased the skids for his downfall.

Mr. Cohen’s story offers much more than Rostenkowski’s personal tragedy; it is a tale of the transformation of American political life. Because he served so many years in Congress (1959-1995), Rostenkowski’s career illuminates the changing nature of both the institution and the Democratic party. Beginning in a time when Americans still believed in their elected representatives, it ended in the midst of a crusade against personal corruption which brought a new bitterness to Washington politics and heightened public cynicism.

Rostenkowski is a compelling, eye-opening story of American politics at work, portrayed through the career of one of its most fascinating practitioners.
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For more than twenty years Richard E. Cohen has reported on Congress for the National Journal, a nonpartisan magazine located in Washington, D.C. A winner of the Dirksen Prize for distinguished reporting on Congress, he has also written Washington at Work and Changing Course in Washington: Clinton and the New Congress. He lives in McLean, Virginia.
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Introduction

AN ERA ENDS

AS HE EMERGED from the courthouse at the foot of Capitol Hill into the bright sunlight of a mid-June afternoon in 1994, Rep. Dan Rostenkowski stood defiant. “Talk is cheap, and allegations come easy,” he proclaimed. “When all is said and done, I will be vindicated.” Surrounded by four-hundred-dollar-an-hour lawyers, the Illinois Democrat was reduced to denying that he had engaged in rampant corruption. It was not a pretty picture for a congressional titan. According to a federal indictment, he had “engaged in a pattern of corrupt activity for more than 20 years.” He was said to have used his official accounts to pay for personal expenses that ranged from cleaning his Washington apartment to taking photographs at his daughter’s wedding. Worse, prosecutors charged he had converted House of Representatives Post Office stamps into cash, which he used to line his pockets. And he allegedly urged a witness to lie to federal prosecutors. The charges “represent a betrayal of the public trust for personal gain,” said U.S. Attorney Eric Holder. To an angry public, the indictment fit the worst stereotypes of Chicago politicians.

Privately Rostenkowski found the U.S. attorney’s case a mystery. He claimed—as have so many others in recent years—that few citizens are sufficiently pure to withstand the cost of such an inquiry and the pressure imposed by a prosecutor who has targeted a “trophy” suspect. But he firmly disavowed that he had pocketed any cash from the post office or that he had personally benefited from the transactions. Granted, he acknowledged some of the other allegations as valid. He did not deny that he had placed on his payroll family members of longtime pals; they kept the grass clipped at his Wisconsin lake house much as Rostenkowski’s four daughters had sometimes performed make-work tasks on the payroll of other Chicago pols. “Did I put a kid on my payroll because he was my buddy’s son?” he said later, with a rhetorical shrug. “Did I expect him to do some work? Yes, but not a lot.” Likewise, he had directed his staff to make official purchases such as glass sculpture and wood-backed chairs from the House stationery shop; these he gave as gifts to supporters and dignitaries. In Rostenkowski’s mind that was both perfectly legitimate and no big deal for a sultan of Congress. Indeed, he was proud that many years earlier he had helped to expand the legions of staff courtiers and official perks for his colleagues. House officials had officially sanctioned such activities for decades. Former Speaker Tip O’Neill had kept a crony on his payroll to make an occasional inspection of his Cape Cod vacation home in Massachusetts. Everybody did it.

If this was graft, Rostenkowski growled in bewilderment, then even the purest members of Congress were guilty. And if such nickel-and-dime practices were now forbidden, then political morality had taken an odd turn from the accepted rules of the Chicago neighborhoods where his father had taught him the family business. He came from a world that operated with a mass of small favors for constituents and with bit players playing their clearly defined roles within an organization, where authority was unquestioned. “In Chicago we have a very unusual association with the people who work for us,” he told a television interviewer two days after his court arraignment. “I mean they’re our friends as well.” His indictment threatened to erase informal political customs that had become an essential lubricant for getting things done.

And so a career, a way of life, and an era came to a close. Rostenkowski’s downfall was more than a personal ruin. Democrats who had held the reins in the House of Representatives for forty years, the longest period of single-party control in the nation’s history, were about to lose a landslide election. After four decades in which they were rarely challenged in a chamber that has been aptly termed the “forge of democracy” —but which gives virtually unchecked power to a well-oiled majority—Democrats were running out of time, ideas, and public support. In hindsight, Rostenkowski’s attorney Dan Webb was more than a bit wistful when he told reporters on the courthouse steps that June afternoon, “I’m confident that the congressman will be exonerated of all wrongdoing and will be returned to his rightful place as the chairman of the House Ways and Means Committee.” It would be several years at least until another Democrat would lead that all-powerful committee, which Rostenkowski had chaired for thirteen years. And Rostenkowski soon would be confined to less grandiose surroundings.

The indictment came at a most inauspicious moment for House Democrats. According to the game plan they had written months earlier, June also was to be the month that would culminate their attempt—under Rostenkowski’s steady command—to pass a modified version of the sweeping national health-care plan that President Clinton proposed during his first year in office. For Washington policymakers the proposal was a landmark, and the Ways and Means chairman’s active support was essential to its passage. If they succeeded, Clinton and his legislative patron would rightly gain a place in history. In the 1930s President Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal had rescued the nation from the depression and charted a more activist role for the federal government with new economic regulations and then-modest Social Security benefits. In the 1960s Lyndon Johnson won enactment of landmark civil rights and Medicare programs, the keystones of his Great Society. Now, three decades later, Clinton had hoped to close the twentieth century with a health-care plan that Democrats considered the final leg of the social-policy trilogy. “Let us agree on this,” he told a joint session of Congress on September 22, 1993. “Whatever else we disagree on, before the Congress finishes its work next year, you will pass, and I will sign, legislation to guarantee . . . security to every citizen.” As Republicans glumly sat on their hands, exuberant Democrats cheered confidently.

But as the administration’s proposal met withering criticism, that speech became the high-water mark of the health-reform crusade. Even with the mindless complications and regulatory controls of Clinton’s plan, a few House members clung to the torch by insisting that Rostenkowski could have made it happen. Had he been chairman, “we would have passed a bill in committee that would have reached out to 218 members,” said Rep. Mike Andrews of Texas, a Ways and Means Democrat who had sought support for his centrist alternative. Instead, with Rostenkowski stripped of power, the debate moved so far to the left that the proposal approved by Ways and Means “became an embarrassment,” Andrews lamented. “Everyone knew that the bill was a dead duck.” Other senior Democrats, such as Energy and Commerce Committee chairman John Dingell of Michigan, took what became a shortsighted view: Democrats should pose the choice to the nation as a referendum in the 1994 election rather than make legislative concessions. To House Democrats, it seemed, there was no reason that their control should not last forever. As it turned out, the health-care plan failed on both fronts—legislative and electoral. With its failure, the gavel came down on six decades of an activist and ever-expanding federal government.

Whether Rostenkowski could have rescued the ill-fated bill is doubtful. But the symbolic crashing of a man, a party, and a plan were linked. House Democrats failed even to bring the health-reform bill to the House floor for a vote before the 103rd Congress—and with it their forty-year era—closed with a whimper that October. A month later the disgusted electorate cast its devastating judgment: Republicans scored the largest partisan gain of House seats in nearly a half-century. In came Speaker Newt Gingrich, who had campaigned on a manifesto to overhaul how Congress did its business and what it produced. The picture was not much different in the Senate. There Democrats had at least brought health-reform to the floor for debate that summer; but they too quickly bogged down and never came close to agreement among themselves. The election verdict on the Democrats, including the loss of their majority, was just as devastating for their august senators.

Today voters evince little enthusiasm for Rostenkowski’s old-fashioned politics. The disdain for that era stems either from a sense that it was corrupting, that its time had passed, or that its survival stemmed from voter apathy. Yet even the most passionate conservatives abstractly understood that being a Democrat mattered—at least in the 1930s and 1960s, when they produced action—though it might be difficult to describe their optimistic and positive belief in government. Granted personal reputations have worn less favorably, certainly in the case of Rostenkowski. Brusque and burly, this powerful Chicago politician was a caricature of the wheeler-dealer image of Congress and a formidable figure to those who dealt with him. He retained the guttural tones, the broad shoulders, and the bullying drive that evoked the image of a Chicago Bears linebacker. He was a legislator at a time when public officials were eager to extend government’s reach. Back in Chicago, however, he was just “Danny.” He kept his identification as Ways and Means chairman out of his campaign literature because the locals were more interested in the money he funneled home to build local highways and sewers. No doubt, as he feared, less-informed citizens will recall him chiefly as the politician who served most of his career in Congress only to reach an ignominious conclusion in federal prison. News coverage of his indictment predictably played to the jaundiced image of politicians by emphasizing his disgrace. But the reality was so much more than that for a man who was among the half-dozen most influential members of Congress during the second half of the twentieth century. His gruff style and obsession for control defined a flesh-and-blood character that has all but disappeared from increasingly bland American politics. His story, part tragedy as it became at the end of his career, helps to tell the story of a major historical era.

 


THE RISE AND FALL of Dan Rostenkowski tracks the rise and fall of Democrats in the House.a It is a story of power, accomplishments, and, ultimately, failure and humiliation. As an advocate of old-style deal-making who revered strong leadership, he took command as chairman of Ways and Means when the rules were changing radically from what he had learned in his early days, both in Chicago and in Washington. For lawmakers like Rostenkowski who advanced under the House’s old traditions, monumental changes during the forty-year Democratic era eventually laid waste to a chamber in which representatives did their job with little public attention. He arrived in 1959 in a House that retained many vestiges of a sleepy, part-time place where television cameras were virtually unknown and most of the work was done by a few indomitable old-timers. By the time Rostenkowski moved into a position of power, reformers had diluted the House’s power centers and eroded camaraderie. Instead of the “good old days” in which lawmakers spoke on the House floor to alert a news reporter about a federal action affecting their district, he reminisced, now they started the day “hating each other” by exchanging partisan volleys for the House’s expanded television audience.

In the end, the Democrats’ successive rounds of reform served chiefly to complicate and hinder their exercise of power. They had succeeded by horsetrading; often, especially in conservative suburbs and in the South, their members survived by conveying a different message at home than they did on Capitol Hill. In retrospect, critics charged, Democrats retained their grip on power chiefly by exploiting corrupt powers of incumbency, both within the House and from special-interest campaign contributions. But many other forces were at work, including an age-old distance from the public eye that gave legislators room to operate. And the Democratic party meant something to a citizenry that believed government could serve the public interest. Both factors would vanish with Rostenkowski’s indictment and subsequent imprisonment. Ideology, by contrast, would flourish.




Chapter One

THE BUNGALOW BELT AND THE MACHINE

MOST OF THE WHITE MEN who dominated American politics until the 1970s came from neighborhoods whose features, such as ethnic composition or historical landmarks, meant something, both locally and to a national assembly. For young Dan Rostenkowski, a community of mostly first- and second-generation Polish immigrants shaped his background and values. He was proud of his heritage, which endured at the end of the twentieth century in the Polish-speaking shops and markets along Chicago’s Milwaukee Avenue corridor. But he was even more loyal to his party and to the organization built by his father Joe and fellow Democrats of many nationalities. Eventually local tensions caused a momentous setback for his father. As his career began, though, Dan quickly reaped rewards from the family’s decision to move beyond its ancestry and join the American melting pot.

Alderman Joe Rostenkowski, from whom Dan inherited politics as the family business, was a city alderman in Chicago and a Democratic ward boss. That clout proved vital in giving his son an advantage in climbing the political ladder. Like Dan in the early years of his own career, Joe tended to the minutiae of constituent needs and became a cog in the intricate network of service and favors at city hall during three decades as a local Democratic boss. “He is not aggressive, but has the wholesome respect of his colleagues in all council matters,” the Chicago Sun-Times wrote in endorsing his reelection in 1947.1 Young Dan learned firsthand how one of the last great urban machines used trusty lieutenants in a tightly structured hierarchy to deliver patronage and entrench itself in power. For the remainder of his public life, he staunchly defended that system and lamented the loss of old-fashioned community values and organization.

The Rostenkowskis served a local community that was more deeply conscious of its immigrant ancestry and religion than its political affiliation or influence. The Poles were “one of the most culturally bonded, ingroup peoples to be found anywhere,” according to a study of Chicago’s diverse ethnic groups. But their “greater sense of wholeness than most ethnic groups” came at the price of “diminished influence in the wider non-Polish community.”2 Most of the first generations of Poles were poor, and their separate language made it difficult for them to blend into the larger urban population. Consequently, despite their status as the largest ethnic group in the Chicago polyglot, they failed to secure their share of power in the city at large.

Polonia, as the Polish-American community termed its new nation, was first settled in the 1850s. But it did not gain significant size until about 1890, when it counted 40,000 local residents among Chicago’s 250,000 total population. These Poles grew to 250,000 by 1903 and to more than 400,000 by the end of the 1920s, when U.S. restrictions slowed the gushing immigration to a trickle.3 They came to America’s heartland to escape German chancellor Otto von Bismarck’s threats to exterminate the Poles in Prussia, hostile edicts from Russian tsars, and economic misery following the exploitation of their homeland by powerful rulers who hemmed them in from the west and the east. Just as they settled in other Northern cities on the Great Lakes, such as Buffalo, Cleveland, Detroit, and Milwaukee, Poles were drawn to Chicago by the promise of blue-collar jobs in the stockyards or in steel mills and other booming industries. As a transportation mecca, Chicago had an additional economic advantage in the late nineteenth century as the entry point to the expanding West.

But the change was jarring for Polish immigrants. Most of them had worked the soil as serfs in Poland and had little experience with politics or with property rights. According to a 1911 U.S. government study, 81.5 percent had been farmers or farm workers in Poland; in their new country, the majority were unskilled urban laborers.4 “The only way they could survive in this strange environment was by trying to recreate the Polish village, with its familiar customs and habits, on this side of the Atlantic,” wrote Edward R. Kantowicz, a prolific chronicler of Chicago’s Polish community.5

For most Chicago Poles, the Roman Catholic church was the chief social forum in the New World. And most prominent in the early years was St. Stanislaus Kostka Parish, which was Chicago’s first Polish Catholic church and dates its active organization to 1866. By 1869 the St. Stanislaus Society included sixty members and began to charge dues averaging the then-princely sum of five to ten dollars a year. In the next two years it completed the construction of a modest building for its church and school at the corner of Noble and Bradley streets on the city’s near northwest side. Noble Street, which later received a trolley track and became a busy thoroughfare, was already the “principal trading center of the Polish community of Chicago.”6 The site selection, three blocks west of the Chicago River, proved fortuitous in 1871, when everything east and north of the river burned down in the Great Chicago Fire.

The church grew from four hundred families in 1874 to about forty thousand parishioners in 1900, the largest membership of any Catholic church in the United States.7 Its permanent home on Noble Street, completed in 1877, remains a magnificent Basilica-style edifice, with a seating capacity of fifteen hundred in its main sanctuary and twin steeples that rise two hundred feet. The $20,000 cost of the church and the adjacent three-story rectory was an enormous expense for the predominantly working-class parishioners. But Father Joseph Barzynski, who supervised this growth as leader of St. Stans from 1874 to 1899, felt that it was justified given the church’s rapid growth.8

On a typical Sunday in 1900 more than 20,000 persons attended Roman Catholic Mass by squeezing into either the main sanctuary or the smaller prayer hall in the basement. The services began at 5 a.m., and groups were quickly shuttled in and out so that everyone could participate. 9 School enrollment at St. Stans was as high as 4,500 children at the start of the 1900s, when Joe Rostenkowski was a student. Because of difficulty in raising needed funds, church members delayed in acquiring several important items until they made useful contacts during the 1893 Columbian Exposition in Chicago. The famous designer Tiffany created eight huge lamps that hang over the main sanctuary; the Johnson Organ Company constructed an organ with 49 pipes. Displaying the customary Polish frugality, the church members made their costly purchases on a cash basis.

Centered on the church, the Stanislowowo neighborhood grew rapidly in size but remained mostly low income. In the early 1900s “the Poles had the worst jobs in the city and got the worst pay,” wrote Andrew Greeley, the Roman Catholic scholar and author. “These were the poorest of the poor; they had little else in life besides their religion. In the first two decades of this century, the population density of the ten square blocks around the old [St. Stans] church on Pulaski Park was three times higher than Tokyo’s or Calcutta’s. The air was foul, the plumbing inadequate or nonexistent, and even mild rain showers filled the basement apartments with raw sewage, frequently up to knee level.”10 For many homes the toilets were outside, under the vaulted sidewalks. Coal was delivered into bins and stored alongside the street. Some residents kept goats in the backyard for milk. But they built grand edifices like St. Stans in the hope that “the steeples of those cathedrals would bring back the memories of those that dominated the towns from which the immigrants had come,” Father Greeley wrote. “They strove to recreate the Polish community because there seemed to be no other way to preserve the faith.”11

In addition to Stanislowowo, by the start of the twentieth century Chicago had four other large Polish communities; eventually they supported more than three dozen Polish churches. The other communities were on the city’s south side. Because of geographical barriers posed by the Chicago River and many railroad tracks, plus poor transportation within the city, St. Stans in its neighborhood northwest of downtown remained independent of the other churches. That generated ill will. “Poles in outlying areas sometimes felt that the leaders in Polish Downtown either ignored them or else put on airs in considering the Stanislowowo the intellectual and spiritual heart of Polonia’s capital,” Kantowicz notes.12 When he was a youth, Rostenkowski recalls, he and his pals might travel two miles to the city’s commercial center to shop, but “no one had friends outside their community.” The lack of cohesion among the Poles also helps to explain why—despite the fact that they long remained the largest ethnic group within Chicago’s Roman Catholic diocese, with between one-third and one-half of the local church population—they wielded less influence within the larger church than did the more savvy Irish or Italians, among others. That same pattern applied in the city’s politics, then and throughout the twentieth century. “Behind the scenes, the Poles are united,” said Father Joe Glab, the recent pastor of St. Stans. “But publicly they fight.” A Polish newspaper cartoon of 1922 depicted a hod carrier labeled “Irishman” standing on a sleeping giant termed “300,000 Poles in Chicago,” while boasting, “Be gorra, he’s sleeping, and I’m de Boss.”13

Dan Rostenkowski’s grandparents, all but one of whom were born in Poland, were well suited to serve as community leaders. Because they were among the few Poles financially equipped to move into the middle class when they arrived in Chicago, they quickly rose to a status akin to the gentry from the old country. Family records are incomplete on when they moved to Chicago. But one of Rostenkowski’s frequent tales is that of his maternal grandmother, as a young child, watching the Great Fire of 1871 from an earlier steeple at the St. Stanislaus Church. Dan’s mother, Priscilla Dombrowski, had three brothers; one of them, Edward, became superintendent of the Chicago State Hospital and was a prominent researcher of osteomyelitis, a bone disease. Three other siblings died during a diphtheria epidemic.

The most important early influence on young Dan was Peter Rostenkowski, his paternal grandfather, who was born in Poland in 1868 and settled as a child in Stevens Point, a timber center in central Wisconsin. His grandson believes that, when he moved to Chicago at about age eighteen, Peter helped to deliver the lumber needed to rebuild the city after the Great Fire. Peter soon entered the home-loan business, which would have marked him as a local power broker. Because most Poles lacked the assets in those days to obtain credit from downtown banks, the community established many of its own credit unions to finance the widespread desire for home ownership. Peter became influential in Polish fraternal organizations. From 1913 to 1918 he was national president of the Polish Roman Catholic Union of America (PRCU), which remains headquartered in Chicago. “Because he was so considerate in giving loans to the people, he was a tremendous political broker in Chicago,” said Ed Dykla, who became the PRCU president in 1986 and was a friend of Dan Rostenkowski when both were young men. During World War I the family patriarch also was a national chief of Americans organizing relief assistance for beleaguered Poland. “One of the most honored places in [the church’s] annals justly belong to the late Peter Rostenkowski,” says a 1942 St. Stans tribute. Peter married the former Katherine Giersh. Their only child, Joe, was born in Chicago on September 15, 1892; he married Priscilla Dombrowski on June 8, 1918.

Their large three-flat residence at 1372 Evergreen Street, at the corner of Noble Street, was only a few yards across the street from the church. At the start of the twentieth century, Peter Rostenkowski conducted his home-loan business on the ground floor of his residence, and Dan’s grandmother Dombrowski ran a bakery shop in the same block. Although the Rostenkowskis were not especially active in St. Stanislaus religious activities, they had a lofty social standing among parish members. Their financial and political influence made their relationship with the church “like that of a personal chapel,” says an associate of Dan’s. Most of the family’s major events, from baptisms to funerals, took place there.

If St. Stanislaus Kostka marked the place where the Poles became a cultural force, their political home was the Democratic party. As in most Northern cities, the Republicans’ national dominance at the turn of the century gave immigrant groups little opportunity for advancement among the vested classes. So for Poles, like other nationalities, the Democrats became the focal point for all sorts of favor-seekers looking for jobs and other city services and contracts. In Chicago, home of the preeminent big-city machine, the party fashioned an elaborate hierarchy that paralleled and overlapped the governing structure of city hall. In many of the city’s fifty wards throughout the twentieth century, the local alderman and the Democratic committeeman often were the same person; if they were not, the party boss might have been the more important source for someone who wanted results from local government. The Irish moved early into most positions of power. But, unlike the party’s rule in some other large cities, such as Tammany Hall in New York, Chicago’s Democrats in the early twentieth century did not enforce an ironclad internal discipline. Historians observe that “Chicago’s Democracy was a loosely knit Balkan treaty organization of Irish fiefdoms, a patchwork quilt of uncoordinated parts fighting fratricidal inside wars for control and boodle.”14

In that party, Poles were loyalists from the start, long before the New Deal cemented the nation’s majority coalition. Even in the late 1800s they viewed the Democrats as the home for average workers, and they were confident that Democrats would accommodate the religion and customs of new immigrants. In the seemingly mysterious operation of urban American politics, many Poles looked to the party for their personal needs. “The political boss seemed vaguely reminiscent of the feudal lord in the old country,” Kantowicz wrote. “Like the lord, the boss was a man of importance who lived well and held the keys to government and business. The boss was someone you went to for a job or a favor. Like the best of the old lords, he frequently helped the people out in times of need, bringing a bucket of coal or a basket of food to a cold and starving immigrant family. But unlike the old lord, the American boss asked relatively little in return for his benevolence. . . . The boss asked only for a vote on election day, a small enough price for the immigrant to pay.”15

Why did the Poles fail to take more power? The standard answer is provincialism. “Polish politicians organized their bloc voting around ingroup concerns, constantly tried to perfect the unity and solidarity of the bloc, and neglected the building of coalitions with other political blocs,” Kantowicz wrote. “Polish leaders were misled by the fact of their large numbers into thinking that political power would fall to them like a ripe fruit if only they could perfect the solidarity of their group.”16 The reluctance of many Poles to learn English was another factor that impeded their influence, Dan Rostenkowski says. That failure has been most apparent in the Poles’ inability to elect one of their own as mayor of Chicago, despite their status as the city’s largest ethnic group. Instead, in the byzantine politics, leaders of two much smaller eastern European nationalities moved to the top of the heap at city hall. Bohemian-born Anton Cermak, who was elected mayor in 1931, united the various Democratic segments into a relatively cohesive coalition. He quickly gained a national reputation and a fateful alliance with Franklin Roosevelt: on a visit to Florida in February 1933 with the President-elect, Cermak was murdered during an assassination attempt on FDR. Later, in 1976, after the death of Richard J. Daley, Michael Bilandic, a Croat, was named interim mayor by the Board of Aldermen and subsequently won election to the remaining two years of Daley’s term. With those exceptions, the Irish held the mayor’s office from the Democrats’ 1931 takeover of city hall until the 1983 election of Harold Washington, an African American.

Still, some Poles attained prominence during the early twentieth century. Stanley Kunz, who served as alderman in the Stanislowowo district for nearly three decades starting in 1891, was the first political boss of Polonia, but he suffered an unsavory reputation. He “was a table-thumper, a yeller, a screamer, and a fighter, who always acted as if he owned the 16th Ward,” according to Kantowicz. “The Chicago newspapers dubbed him ‘Stanley the Slugger’ and the ‘terrible Pole.’ . . . [But] Most Polish-Americans did not read the American press and the Polish papers generally backed Kunz because he used his influence to gain jobs and favors for Poles.”17 In 1920 Kunz became Chicago’s first Polish-American to win election to Congress. (John Kleczka of Milwaukee, a Republican who was elected in 1918, was the first Polish-American to win a House seat; Democratic Rep. Gerald Kleczka of Milwaukee, a distant cousin, more than seventy years later became a spear-carrier on Dan Rostenkowski’s Ways and Means Committee.) Kunz served for a dozen years with the exception of a few months in 1931 while the House settled the outcome of a contested election. But he left little mark in the Capitol. In a pattern that would later apply to most Poles from Chicago who were elected to Congress, he focused more on local matters, including precinct politics, than “in attending to dull routine in Washington.”18

Edmund Jarecki was another successful Pole in Chicago politics; he won election in 1922 as county judge, which gave him supervision of the city’s election board. A maverick, Jarecki remained a good-government insurgent who battled the Democratic machine, prompting the party’s slate-making committee to reject him in 1938. Although he won reelection anyway, Jarecki’s independence “undermined Polonia’s organized force for further success and recognition.”19

As for the Rostenkowskis, grandfather Peter was a prominent Democrat as early as 1912 when he was a delegate to that year’s Democratic National Convention in Baltimore. He was chiefly responsible for securing a visit by Woodrow Wilson, the presidential nominee, to Stanislowowo soon after the convention, according to a St. Stans archive. As a young man, his son “Joe Rusty” was a natural choice to enter politics. In addition to taking over his father’s home-loan and real-estate insurance business, Joe ran a thriving tavern in the front of the family home. The city prohibited taverns within five hundred feet of the church, but the influential operator somehow won a lucrative exception to that rule. Like many of his neighbors, Joe also produced “bathtub gin” in the basement of his home, at least in the years before Prohibition. That was another family tradition. When grandfather Peter hired salesmen to deliver liquor, “my father said that the horses knew the routes better than the drivers, who often were half-stiff,” Dan recalls. Joe also gained a federal government job after World War I as a “rectifier,” sampling the liquor.

After successfully challenging the Kunz organization for a state legislative seat in 1930, Joe Rostenkowski a year later became part of the Democrats’ new city hall coalition when he was elected alderman from his near northwest ward. In a contest that a contemporary newspaper account described as one in which “personal acquaintances and friendships are said to outweigh politics” among the Polish voters, he defeated a Republican, George Rozczynialski, who had held the seat for two years.20

During his two dozen years as an alderman, Joe Rostenkowski’s prowess was based on personal relationships with is constituents plus his loyalty to the Democratic organization. “Anyone who needed help or generous gestures, Joe never refused them when it was needed,” said Ed Dykla. “He was beloved by his people.” Joe Rostenkowski fully subscribed to onetime House Speaker Tip O’Neill’s adage that “All politics is local.” According to a 1937 commemorative volume prepared by members of the Polish community, Joe was “responsible for many improvements in his ward, such as clean streets and alleys.”21 He gained a wide following among local youth by converting vacant property into playgrounds for sports and by sponsoring local teams. Some of the teams played in Pulaski Park across Noble Street from the Rostenkowski home, where Joe sometimes would sit on the stoop and watch a game. “When I was a little kid [in the late 1940s and ’50s] we grew up with the Rostenkowski name,” said Terry Gabinski, who eventually won Joe’s seats as both alderman and Democratic ward committeeman. “Joe’s office sponsored basketball and baseball teams and local parks. . . . Rosty was a name we all knew as kids.”

During the 1930s, when countless people were out of work and uncertain how they could keep their families and homes together, Rostenkowski’s 32nd Ward organization provided many other forms of assistance from the home on Evergreen Street, including seasonal gifts and special programs to commemorate important local events during the year. “During the hard depression years, Rosty’s ward organization kept busy distributing coal and food baskets and helping to pay gas and electric bills for constituents,” Kantowicz wrote. “He attended carefully to the physical appearance of his ward, giving personal attention to garbage pickup and street cleaning.”22 In return, the local Democratic organization deployed a network of fifty to sixty precinct captains whose only demand was loyalty at election time. In what became a practice followed by his son, Joe also helped many local charitable projects. “If you wanted to make money, you had to see Joe,” said Dykla, who grew up in the neighborhood. According to several accounts, Alderman Rostenkowski was loyal to friends and faithful to his word. His son often told the story that when immigrants applying for citizenship were asked who was the President of the United States, they answered with the name of Joseph Rostenkowski.

On legislative matters Joe exercised his influence most directly on businesses with which he was most familiar. For many years he chaired the City Council’s licensing committee, whose chief responsibility was to set operating fees and permissible business hours for taverns. He and his fellow aldermen no doubt winked at the conflict of interest with his saloon on Evergreen Street. In focusing on local details, he revealed either a modesty or a lack of self-confidence by refusing to pursue opportunities for office that extended beyond his neighborhood. As would become the case with his son, Joe avoided taking risks that might have ended his career but that could have advanced him up the city’s chain of command. A steadfast team player for the Democratic organization, “he just never made it to the Inner Room” at city hall, where the most important decisions were made, said the local political scholar Paul Green. In 1942 he turned down the opportunity to take a seat in Congress that went instead to his son’s predecessor. In 1945 he won news clippings as a potential candidate for a Cook County Board; in 1946 it was the city treasurer’s office; in 1953, again, he was mentioned as a candidate for the county board.23 But he never showed the combination of personal ambition and outside support needed to move up in the Democratic hierarchy. “Somewhat limited in intelligence and cunning, blunt, straightforward and emotional, he was as strong as a feudal lord in Polish Downtown but was not the man to appeal to respectable America, any more than the other ward bosses of Polonia’s capital were,” wrote Kantowicz in his book on Chicago’s Polish community.24 He also was a victim of the Democratic slate-makers’ customary deference to Irish contenders for citywide positions.

Still, Joe Rostenkowski was not afraid to play hardball in the city’s rough-and-tumble politics. “You didn’t mess with him,” Dykla said. That lesson was truer than life, according to incidents that are chronicled in musty Chicago newspaper files and have survived in family lore. In 1939 two workers for another candidate filed a police complaint that accused Rostenkowski of threatening them when they were posting election signs. As reported by the Tribune, Rostenkowski approached one of the workers, “chased him nearly a mile through alleys to his home, and then told his wife he, the alderman, would ‘get even.’ ”25 A more serious incident a year earlier was never resolved. Shortly after six o’clock one morning, two of Rostenkowski’s precinct workers were sitting in a parked car in front of the alderman’s house when another car pulled alongside. The passenger stepped out and fired four bullets that killed the two other men; then he and his driver sped away. “I haven’t the faintest idea of what happened or why,” Joe Rostenkowski claimed at the time. “Both men worked for me but I don’t know of any enemies they might have had and I haven’t any myself who might have wanted to get them.”26 Newspaper reports later implied that the victims were targets of crime bosses who were punishing them for attempting to bring stolen slot machines into neighborhood bars without the “mob’s” permission. Shortly after they were stolen, the machines, “carrying marks identifying them as property of the gambling syndicate operating in the territory, began to appear in saloons in the 32nd ward.”27 Although there were no reports linking Rostenkowski to the mischief, the newspaper report added that the two murder victims had been “using the alderman’s name in pushing the [slot] machines.”

Joe Rostenkowski was unabashedly devoted, above all, to the party organization. The Polish Democratic regulars were Democrats first and Poles second. The most revealing proof of this attitude was Joe’s single setback, which came in 1955 and was a defining moment in the city’s ethnic politics. In advance of a three-way Democratic primary, the party had voted to deny endorsement for reelection to two-term mayor Martin Kennelly. Following his 1947 victory on a pledge to clean up local corruption, the bosses eventually grew weary of “his stubborn insistence upon dismantling the patronage machinery on which the Chicago Democrats depended.” 28 They complained that Kennelly’s public works projects were directed to improving transportation to the suburbs more than to fixing local problems. In a preelection letter to Polish-American Democrats, the regulars wrote, “Look at our transportation, why it’s a joke, look at those sewers, look at those basements that are flooded everytime it rains, there is absolutely no excuse.”29 Joining in the Democratic machine’s endorsement of Cook County Clerk Richard J. Daley to replace Kennelly were most of its leading Polish-Americans, including Joe Rostenkowski.

What was most significant about the Polish leaders’ choice was not their abandonment of the incumbent mayor but their opposition to the third candidate, Benjamin Adamowski. He was a maverick Pole who had sparred frequently with his party’s top brass. Under prevailing customs, Joe Rostenkowski’s decision to stick with the party rather than back his ethnic brother was hardly surprising. At a preelection meeting of the Polish-American Democratic Organization, Joe advised its members to “ask Adamowski where he was all these years and why he has never helped to support any Polish-American candidates.”30 Rostenkowski was one of six to sign “an open letter to the Poles of Chicago,” which cited the Democrats’ extensive support of their community. “Supporting any party is a two-way street,” they wrote. “For years, our group has been working toward a definite political goal. It has been our constant endeavor to place Americans of Polish descent on the Democratic ticket, as well as in other places of prestige and influence.” After listing numerous Poles who had been elected with the party’s endorsement, they asked, “Is there any doubt in your mind of the sincerity of the Democratic Party’s intentions?”31 But, given the Polish community’s proud insularity, the regulars’ plea fell on deaf ears. Even after World War II, Polonia remained a close-knit community in which blood ran deeper than politics. Its population gave Chicago the second-largest Polish community in the world, behind only Warsaw. The cloistered domain of modest homes and old-fashioned urban shopping areas remained more insular than other Chicago ethnic villages. Rostenkowski and the Democratic loyalists could not counter Adamowski’s strong support from those voters. Although he finished a distant third in citywide balloting with 15 percent of the vote, Adamowski handily won the four predominantly Polish wards, including Rostenkowski’s.

As a “regular Democrat,” Joe felt he had no choice other than to back Daley and the organization. “Joe knew exactly what he was doing, but he thought he could survive it,” said Terry Gabinski, the protégé of Dan Rostenkowski. “It was a very difficult decision because the neighborhood was so Polish. But an organization can’t function as an organization if you pick and choose who to support.” Later Mayor Daley would repay his gratitude for Joe’s loyalty to the organization. “It was a gutsy thing for a Polish alderman to go against Adamowski,” said William Daley, the son and brother of the Mayors Daley and a prominent Democrat in his own right, who served as secretary of commerce under President Clinton. “It’s hard to understand now. But that was the way people succeeded then, by staying together in politics. There was strength in numbers. . . . Joe Rostenkowski made the ultimate sacrifice in some ways. There was a lot of loyalty by my dad to Danny because of Joe’s support for my father.”

That decision to support Daley had devastating consequences for the alderman. Former state representative Bernard Prusinski, who ran Adamowski’s campaign in the 32nd Ward, had challenged Rostenkowski’s bid for a seventh term as alderman in another Democratic contest held the same day—February 22, 1955. A lifelong engineer for the city and the Cook County highway department, Bernard Prusinski did not style himself as a politician, said his son Joseph. True enough, after two terms, Prusinski’s legislative career ended abruptly in 1954 when Joe Rostenkowski engineered his reelection defeat as part of a maneuver intended to move his son to the state Senate. “The organization wanted someone else,” Joseph Prusinski recalled. A year later, Prusinski unexpectedly exacted his revenge in the Democratic primary for the alderman’s seat. In the initial balloting in February, Joe Rostenkowski led the vote count, 6,380 to 4,796.32 But the failure of either candidate to receive a majority of the vote in the five-candidate contest forced a runoff on April 5, the date on which Daley comfortably won the general election for mayor. In abandoning its earlier support for the incumbent and endorsing Prusinski, the Sun-Times editorialized that the challenger had “consistently espoused the kind of progressive measures that Chicago must have to combat crime and corruption” and that he was a “refreshing contrast to the incumbent, Ald. Joseph P. Rostenkowski, an undeviating member of the plunderbund which now controls the council.” Prusinski also benefited from the support of Robert Merriam, the Republican nominee for mayor.

When the votes were counted, Joe Rostenkowski was stripped of the seat he had held for twenty-four years—9,709 to 7,830. “I represented my people for a long time,” he told a reporter the next day. “And they were satisfied. But when Adamowski came along, they thought I should drop the organization cold and support him.”33 Ever the loyalist, Rostenkowski said he had an obligation to “a lot of men” who had been stalwarts in his organization. “I couldn’t just say, ‘Boys, you’re on your own.’ I owed it to them as a leader to stick by them and I did.” In a scenario reminiscent of the tumult that doomed his son four decades later, Joe Rostenkowski also suffered because his gruff style offended many voters; even though he had done much to help them, they wanted a fresh face. The outcome showed the limits of machine politics, even in 1955.

Still, the battle was not over. In Chicago’s tangled politics, Joe Rostenkowski remained boss of the 32nd Democratic Ward organization despite losing the aldermanic seat. And he began immediately to plot revenge. The showdown came in April 1956 when Prusinski opposed Rostenkowski in another election, this time for the party job of ward committeeman. To “regular” Chicago Democrats there was no mistaking the importance of this battle within the Polish community. “While this primary may not be very important to some,” Rep. Lillian Piotrowski said at a preelection organization meeting, “every worker in the 32nd Ward was told to go into every home and that for us Poles every election is important.” 34 The contest was bitter, with charges and countercharges of intimidation and vandalism of campaign offices. “Beer bottles were hurled through two windows of Prusinski’s office,” the Tribune reported. Rostenkowski responded that “tires and seats of four automobiles bearing his campaign stickers were slashed.”35 This time Joe Rostenkowski won by 826 votes. Prusinski soon left the Democratic party and supported Adamowski that November in his successful campaign as a Republican for Cook County state’s attorney (in that office Adamowski became a Daley nemesis). “I find that I cannot sacrifice my principles of government in favor of blind party devotion,” Prusinski told a reporter. “I am not alone in recognizing the gross injustices because of which several high-minded Democrats have left the party.”36 In 1959 the tables turned again. By a nearly two-to-one margin, Robert Sulski stomped Prusinski—who ran that year as a Republican—and regained the aldermanic seat for the Rostenkowski organization. With his political career over, Prusinski won Daley’s blessing to return to his job as a highway engineer, where he remained until his retirement in the early 1970s.

Joe Rostenkowski’s city hall friends, meanwhile, did not forget him. In 1958, at age sixty-four, he was placed on the city payroll as superintendent of sewer repairs, with a monthly salary of the then-ample sum of $763 per month. When Republican Alderman Elnar Johnson charged two weeks before the election that year that Rostenkowski was doing no work in his patronage slot, the plea fell mainly on deaf ears. “He’s superintendent of all” the thirty-four bricklayer crews repairing the sewers, responded Thomas Garry, deputy commissioner in charge of the sewer department. “He checks the foremen and he checks the gangs. We’ll prove it by his requests.”37 But, according to the news report, Garry submitted no written report in response to Alderman Johnson’s charges.

 


FOR YOUNG DAN ROSTENKOWSKI, who was born January 2, 1928, politics quickly became a natural calling. One of his earliest photographs shows the boy, roughly eight years old, at his father’s headquarters, packing clothes for the poor during the depression. Joe had more ambitious plans for the young lad. But the busy father, who wanted to give his son the best opportunities, lacked the time and ability to teach him worldly skills. After Dan attended St. Stans school for eight years, Joe sent his son to St. John’s Military Academy, a preparatory school in the Milwaukee suburb of Delafield. In those four years, during the heart of World War II, the rebellious neighborhood kid became disciplined and more refined. In a 1964 interview he said the education was “one of the greatest things my father ever did for me.” He was no longer merely “the alderman’s son”; going away to school “taught me responsibility and how to make my way on my own.”38 He played second base on the baseball team. He was 6 feet, 2 inches and 180 pounds of muscle. “His grades were average but his status was superstar,” according to a profile. “In his senior year, he was voted best athlete, most popular cadet, and runner-up as most conceited.” 39

On one pledge to his father, young Dan changed his mind. When he entered St. John’s in 1942 his father urged him to pursue a military education. “He said the war would go on a long time, so why shouldn’t I be a lieutenant?” Rostenkowski recounted. But with the war over when he graduated in the spring of 1946, Rostenkowski, like most young men of that period, wanted to complete his military service quickly. He joined the army. “It was for eighteen months and I wanted to get it over,” he said. His 32nd Infantry unit was shipped to Korea near the 38th parallel, which soon became the dividing line between North and South Korea. During the fifteen months he was based overseas in 1947–1948, his assignment was to hire local Koreans to staff the officers’ quarters. With the Korean War more than two years away, he had plenty of time to practice baseball. When he returned to the United States, professional teams expressed interest in him. But he turned them down. His mother, who died of cancer in 1949, had hoped he would become a doctor. Instead he followed his father in the family business. He enrolled part-time at Loyola College in downtown Chicago, and gained a patronage slot as an investigator reviewing personal injury cases for the city corporation counsel’s office.

In 1952, while still attending night school, the twenty-four-year-old Rostenkowski entered a race to fill a vacant seat in the state House of Representatives. In those days each state Senate district in Illinois also had three House seats. With two incumbents, both Democrats, seeking reelection to the House from the near northwest district, a contest would have been likely if an outsider had applied for the third seat. But that wasn’t the case when the candidate was the local boss’s son. “My dad encouraged me to run,” said Rostenkowski. “Every bank president wants his son to be a teller and then to become the president of the bank.” The party organization endorsed the newcomer plus the two holdovers; the primary outcome was tantamount to election in November. With the help of his father’s name recognition, young Dan was elected with 14,271 votes, a few hundred more than each of the incumbents. Established in office, Rostenkowski worked closely with his father in the local Democratic apparatus. “Public service then was constituent service,” he said. “I would go to the precinct captains to see what were the problems. . . . I would see that the lights were fixed, the street curbs were fixed, and so on. I felt I was the lawyer for the community.” He never completed his degree requirements at Loyola.

After two years in the House, he won election to the more exclusive state Senate in 1954. In endorsing Rostenkowski for the Senate seat, the Democratic county committee unseated the incumbent, Stanley Mondala. Rostenkowski was getting a fast start on a career track that had been pursued by many young Chicago pols, not the least of whom was Richard J. Daley. “Daley believed in a very important principle: ‘As West Point is to the United States Army officer corps, so Springfield and the legislature are to the city of Chicago,’” according to a study of Illinois politics. “The perception of the state legislature as training ground went hand in hand with another idea, that Chicago (not Springfield or Washington) constituted the most desirable locus of political life.”40

As Dan Rostenkowski learned at an early age and readily accepted, serving as one of Daley’s young lieutenants in the 1950s required obedience to certain principles. But Rostenkowski’s loyalty, once reciprocated, offered abundant opportunities. After Daley took office he moved quickly to consolidate forces in city hall and strengthened his rule of the Cook County Democratic organization, which he already chaired. “Chicago’s mayor could use the power of the party chairmanship to discipline unwieldy Democrats,” wrote a Daley biographer. “And the party leader’s control of the city council majority allowed for swifter and easier decision making.”41 Under the Daley reign, his proposals usually received speedy approval, and the Council rarely functioned as a deliberative body. Despite some cutbacks in patronage jobs, local government still operated with a mass of small favors for constituents and with bit players filling their clearly defined roles in an organization where authority was unquestioned.

During his six years in the legislature, Rostenkowski was a dutiful backbencher and a reliable soldier who watched and learned how things worked. “In those days you got recognition by your presence, not your voice,” he said. He voted with other Chicago Democrats for the most part, and did his best to bring home a little bacon. Some of the bills on which he played an active role reflected the public’s focus at the time, including polio vaccinations for schoolchildren. Another of his favorite legislative causes was a package of benefits for Korean War veterans, but voters defeated the $75 million proposal in a November 1958 statewide referendum. In the Senate he gained the stature—and displayed sufficient loyalty—to earn a seat on the Budget Committee, which handled most spending issues. Although the usual conflicts were never far away, he also gained useful lessons about crossing partisan lines. Legislative coalitions and deal-making often were based less on party affiliation than on regional interests. “We didn’t have as many Republican-Democratic divisions as those between counties,” Rostenkowski said. In the battle for funds and other forms of influence, Chicago and other parts of Cook County usually opposed the rest of the state, much of which remained rural at the time. “Illinois is a state of unusual diversity,” according to a 1962 study. “The regional differences and animosities that grow out of such diversity contribute importantly to the politics of the state.”42 In the 1950s, and decades later, the Democratic mayor of the state’s largest city often struggled with the Republican governor to divide influence and run the state. In those battles the mayor typically relied on his troops for advice and support; for most of them, loyalty was never in doubt.

As a state lawmaker, Rostenkowski worked on the planning and financing of a major federal highway from downtown to the new O’Hare airport in northwest Chicago, which became a centerpiece of the city’s economic growth during the Daley years. (Rostenkowski had additional reasons to encourage the use of automobiles. After he entered the legislature, he also became president of Chicago’s Automobile Salesmen Association so that he could earn additional income to support his young family. That job, which he held for about two years, later led to some incorrect references to Rostenkowski as a former used-car salesman.) The original design for the roadway to O’Hare included a direct route that would have cut through both St. Stanislaus Church and Rostenkowski’s home. During the initial planning, federal officials enticed property owners to sell their homes with the standard offer of payment to relocate to a new site in the suburbs. Most church members heatedly objected to relocating their grand edifice. Rostenkowski faced a difficult dilemma. “Some people wanted to take the church down,” he said. “It might have been a good idea, given that we now have fewer parishioners and smaller collections.” What emerged was a solution that is now part of the daily routine for hundreds of thousands of persons who travel on what has become ten lanes on the highway renamed as the Kennedy Expressway as it twists around the church—the sharpest curve along the entire route. The design left the rectory at St. Stans’s far eastern end virtually on top of the highway, separated only by a tall fence; conveniently, planners placed an exit at Division Street, just two blocks to the south.

Ironically, a church member who played an important role in creating the compromise was Bernard Prusinski, the state representative and civil engineer. According to his obituary, “he was credited with saving” St. Stans from destruction by designing the plan that rescued most of the church by moving the busy Chicago, North Western Railway lines and what were then large coal fields several dozen feet to the east to make way for the expressway.43 By sparing the church’s demolition and moving the highway into more open territory, the compromise also saved the federal government $3 million, according to Father Joe Glab. Still, unavoidably, “more than five hundred families in the church were uprooted” by the federal and state actions, he said, and much of what remained of the old Polish community was destroyed.

In Springfield, as in most state capitals in those days, much of the legislative business was transacted in restaurants and hotel rooms where lawmakers met with lobbyists at night. It was often not a pretty picture. Chicago journalist Mike Royko colorfully described Springfield in the late 1930s and early 1940s when Richard J. Daley served in the legislature: “Money was there for those who wanted it, and many did. Lobbyists expected to pay for votes. Their generosity was matched by the lobbyists’ greed. . . . Every night was like New Year’s Eve, the hotel bars echoing with laughter and song, the chomping of steaks, the happy giggles of the young typists, and the sound of the cash registers ringing up the lobbyists’ money. There was little effort at pretense. Everybody knew the next man’s appetites and his price.”44 Corruption comes in many different forms, of course. But Daley kept close tabs on his loyalists and rising stars, and he made clear that he did not wish to be embarrassed by them. Ed Derwinski, a Republican who served two years in Springfield with Rostenkowski before they were both elected as freshmen to Congress in 1958, recalled that Rostenkowski was “loyal” and “knew his place” in the legislature.

As much as anything, Springfield was a social experience for Rostenkowski, Derwinski added. “He was not considered a thinker. . . . He had not completely sown his wild oats.” In the tradition of that time and later, suspicions of extracurricular social life did not surface publicly, as other political figures and reporters treated with discretion whatever dealings he might have had. As was the case throughout Rostenkowski’s career, his wife LaVerne—whom he married May 12, 1951—remained at their home in Chicago and rarely appeared with her husband at public events. They both strived to permit her to lead a separate life, which included work in the insurance business. Although she could be tough on him in private, Rostenkowski was very “old school” with her, said those familiar with the relationship: in compartmentalizing his life, he protected her from the painful aspects of his professional life.

Later, Rostenkowski was tainted by problems in Springfield that generated serious allegations of wrongdoing. In a 1964 article that received national attention, Illinois state Sen. Paul Simon—who later would serve ten years in the U.S. House and twelve years in the Senate—called the legislature, where he was still serving, “polluted almost beyond belief.” At least one-third of its members accepted payoffs, he wrote. “A few legislators go so far as to introduce some bills that are deliberately designed to shake down groups which oppose them and which will pay to have them withdrawn. . . . Nor are there any real safeguards against conflicts between the public’s and the legislators’ private interests.”45 Simon, a lifelong reformer whom Rostenkowski viewed with barely concealed disdain throughout their careers, selected for special criticism a group of “influential legislators” who held stock in Illinois racetracks, which typically received favored treatment from state officials. For tidy investments at highly favorable terms, these legislators often made sizable profits. In exchange, Simon wrote, the state’s racing interests enjoyed a “privileged position” in the state House.46

Years later it became clear that Rostenkowski was among this favored group of lawmakers, at least peripherally. In 1971 Chicago reporters uncovered his ownership of 2,500 shares in the Egyptian Trotting Association, which operated harness racing at Washington Park in Chicago’s southern suburbs. After initially claiming that he had sold the stock perhaps a decade earlier, Rostenkowski soon conceded that he still owned it. He had purchased it in 1957 for $500 and had received a huge return in dividends. The news reports set off alarms at city hall. “Mayor Daley was angered and disappointed to learn that Rostenkowski secretly had bought $500 worth of racing stock at ‘insider’ bargain prices in 1957 and had made about $40,000 in dividends on the stock since that time,” wrote Charles Nicodemus, the Chicago Daily News political editor. “More important, Daley was infuriated that his political protégé was caught lying to the press about the stock deal.”47 Another newspaper reported that Daley “gave a long-distance telephone tongue lashing” to Rostenkowski over the incident.48 Although no charges were filed against him, the timing was particularly bad for local Democrats because the allegations were tied to a more sweeping scandal that former Democratic Gov. Otto Kerner had failed to disclose his own racetrack stock transactions. Kerner, who had become a federal judge in 1968 after seven years as governor, was tried and convicted in February 1973 on charges that he had granted favors to racing interests.

Reviewing the racetrack investment years later, Rostenkowski said he had no regrets. But, he added, the newspapers had not told the entire story. “John Stelle, an ex-lieutenant governor, was opening a track,” he recounted. “There was an offering and we [legislators] bought stock. I bought $2,500 worth. It was a bust. Then they wanted more and I gave another $2,500. That didn’t do any good either.” (As a legislator, his annual salary was $5,000.) Years later, when Rostenkowski was in Congress, a new racetrack operator gained ownership of Washington Park. “He asked me for another $2,000,” Rostenkowski said. “I went to my father for some money. He said, ‘Go to hell.’ So I borrowed $2,000 on my car and they started to make some money. I made seven or eight thousand dollars on it. People told me I should get rid of it. But I got stubborn.” He retained the stock in Washington Park, which became valueless in 1978 when the track was destroyed by fire.

For Rostenkowski, the incident revealed his weakness for making a quick buck, even in questionable projects where he might be over his head financially. He “learned a system of politics where he could get away with abuses,” said Tom Gradel. As a campaign aide to former alderman Dick Simpson, who challenged Rostenkowski in 1992 and 1994 Democratic primaries, Gradel documented these shady practices with bulging files of records and news clips. Gradel blames major news organizations for not doing more to spotlight these problems and to crusade for change.

 


ROSTENKOWSKI’S ELECTION to Congress came the old-fashioned way, as a quiet reward rather than an expensive, noisy public showdown. Thomas Gordon, his predecessor and a loyal ally to Joe Rostenkowski’s machine, had served since 1942. Like most Chicago Democrats who served in the House, he gained little national attention—even in 1957 when he became chairman of the House Foreign Affairs Committee. “He was a very quiet, proper, dignified man,” said Ed Derwinski. “He was very unlike most of the machine pols of those days.” But at age sixty-five Gordon decided in 1958 to retire. (Perhaps he had a premonition. On January 22, 1959, only days after Rostenkowski was sworn in, Gordon died while shoveling snow outside his home in Chicago.)

With the seat unexpectedly vacant, Dan Rostenkowski had no serious competition. His father made sure that the path was greased. Gordon made a futile attempt to secure the party’s endorsement for his son Thomas Jr., a lawyer for the Metropolitan Sanitary District, and contended that he was better qualified than young Rostenkowski, who was then on the city payroll as a part-time assistant director of public information for the Park District. Mayor Daley, grateful for Joe’s support in the 1955 mayor’s race, backed the Rostenkowskis. “Loyalty was the heart of my dad’s support for Danny,” said Bill Daley. “This was a nice guy and he was Joe’s kid. . . . And there was a big chit.” As the Democratic organization’s nominee, he won 74 percent of the vote to defeat William Schmidt, a political unknown. More than three decades would pass before Rostenkowski would have to work to win an election.

Like his father, Dan was a Democrat first and a Pole second. This became especially clear when he was elected to Congress with two other Poles from Chicago: Derwinski, a Republican, and Roman Pucinski, a Democrat. “Danny stayed away from ethnic politics,” Derwinski recalled. “Pooch [as his friends called Pucinski] was more of a professional Pole,” participating in Polish-American organizations and speaking the language. “Danny was proud to be an American of Polish descent,” said Ed Dykla, the president of the Polish Roman Catholic Union. “But he was not excessive in promoting the Polish. . . . Some in the community thought he was not active enough as a Pole.” With occasional exceptions such as White House events that spotlighted Polish-Americans or historical events for Poland, he had disdain for Polish-American groups and made a point “not to hang out with them,” according to Democrats who watched Rostenkowski closely in Washington. By contrast, Pucinski—whose mother Lydia owned a Polish radio station in Chicago—“catered to the Polish community” because, Dykla said, “he had no choice.”

In addition to their other differences, Roman Pucinski was a more flamboyant personality than Rostenkowski. Having been a Sun-Times reporter for nearly two decades, “he was very effective in getting press coverage” on Capitol Hill, Derwinski said. “He was eager, ambitious, and he loved to pontificate. He hit Washington like a whirlwind and was popping off on every subject.” In his first term Pucinski pushed proposals to provide federal funds for construction of private schools, subsidize housing for the elderly, and curtail the Labor Department’s monitoring of the Teamsters union; in each case he was defeated. Rostenkowski kept his head down and focused on constituent service and the local Democratic organization. Eventually Rostenkowski’s approach served him better. When population losses on Chicago’s northwest side took away a congressional seat during the 1972 redistricting, Pucinski became the odd man out when political insiders drew the new maps. (He later served more than a decade as an alderman. In a sign of the city’s shifting politics, Pucinski’s daughter Aurelia—a longtime local officeholder—switched to the Republican party in 1998 and lost a spirited campaign for Cook County Board chairman against the incumbent, an African American.)

Derwinski’s focus on foreign policy issues highlighted other shifts in the Polish-American community. After World War II many Poles abandoned their strong identification as Democrats because they were outraged that Presidents Roosevelt and Truman had agreed to divide Europe in a way that placed Poland under the iron fist of Joseph Stalin’s Soviet Union. “I came back from World War II in the Pacific to find that my dad had become anti-Roosevelt because of the perceived sellout of Poland at Yalta,” Derwinski said. The postwar settlement in the Chicago area of more than 100,000 displaced persons from Poland accentuated this sentiment. As earlier generations of Poles moved to the suburbs, the new emigres became more influential among the city’s Poles. “Many of them were anti-Communist and they wanted to piss on Franklin Roosevelt for turning over so much of Europe to Stalin,” said Mitchell Kobelinski, who became a top Republican among Chicago’s Poles. For the most part, Rostenkowski sought to steer clear of this conflict.

Notwithstanding his election to Congress, Dan Rostenkowski held to his concern with local interests as he took control of the 32nd Ward organization. Even while his father retained the title of boss, the youngster hired Wally Nega, a graduate of DePaul and a decorated World War II veteran, to serve as the new lieutenant. “They were a team,” said Terry Gabinski. “They rebuilt the organization. . . . Wally Nega was everything. He could pass, punt and kick. He was totally loyal and dedicated.” With Nega performing the grunt work of running the organization on a daily basis, Dan Rostenkowski served as the “outside” man to city hall and beyond. Rostenkowski typically joined Nega at the 32nd Ward office on Monday nights, when two or three dozen constituents showed up for private meetings to present problems or request favors.

Rostenkowski and his aides called it “one-stop shopping.” A constituent on the northwest side visiting his headquarters at 2148 North Damen Avenue could go to one desk to receive assistance for a federal problem, to another desk for help on a local matter, or to a third desk for a political deal. The business ran the gamut from federal legislation to local parking violations. Indeed, the Chicago Daily News reported in 1963 that Rostenkowski’s organization “spends $1,000 to $1,400 a year for traffic tickets brought in by residents of the area.” Although Rostenkowski acknowledged that his ward committee paid the fines for parking violations and sometimes sought to lower the penalties, he cautioned, “We don’t touch speeding cases.” Rostenkowski told the reporter that he worried about the ramifications of the news story. “If word gets out that we are paying some persons’ fines, everyone is going to get after us.”49 Changing customs soon forced Rostenkowski to abandon the practice. Later, in the 1970s, Nega created his own organization after he won a state Senate seat; by that time Gabinski—a former high school chemistry teacher—had become alderman and a more prominent figure on the Rostenkowski team. After redistricting changes forced Nega from the legislature in 1982 and he took a state government job, he resumed working for Rostenkowski and his local machine until he died of heart failure in 1986.

Even with the organization’s decline, serving as a local boss remained serious business in Chicago. Facilitating the government’s role in their communities was more important to these politicians than was the sweep of events elsewhere in the city, let alone across the nation or the world. As one of fifty Democratic ward committeemen, Rostenkowski maintained a busy schedule on his party’s board of directors. Even with his enhanced influence in Washington, tending to neighborhood business remained his foremost assignment, at least to many people in Chicago. He also took special interest in the party’s selection of campaign slates. “He lunched and dined with corporate giants in Chicago,” said David Axelrod, a leading Democratic consultant in that city. “But politically he was a powerful ward committeeman.”

Within his family, Dan’s election to the House gave him the opportunity to secure for his father a final appointment—and a choice plum it was. Soon after he took office in 1961, President Kennedy selected Joe Rostenkowski as collector of customs for the Port of Chicago, with an $18,000 annual salary; as congressman, Dan was then drawing a $22,500 salary. The appointment had some amusing twists. Federal civil service laws required that Joe step down from his political post, an unusual action in an organization where most members were carried out in an election box or a funeral box—usually the latter. “My dad was a stubborn man, and he didn’t want to give up anything,” his son said. “When I told him that he’d have to give up as ward committeeman, he was not happy. He said I was scheming with the guys in Massachusetts.” The day he succeeded his father as Democratic ward committeeman was, Rostenkowski said, “the saddest day” for his father. Joe also resented the Treasury Department’s extensive inquiry into his personal finances. As federal agents combed Joe’s financial records and discovered unreported income for which they required him to pay several thousand dollars in back taxes, his son later said, “My dad called to say that they want me to pay for this job. He said, ‘To hell with the job’ and ‘You criticize us for taking money under the table.’ He was livid. I was hysterical.”

For the next eight years Joe mostly performed his job and stayed out of the news.
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