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This book is dedicated to my fellow researchers and students who have helped to advance our knowledge of the assassination of President Kennedy.
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Introduction: “Former People”

The expression “former people” refers to displaced groups who lost their social standing and were often reduced to penury, if not extinction, following turbulent periods in Russian history. The author Maxim Gorky was the first to identify the concept in his short work of fiction, Creatures That Once Were Men. But in a true story, Elena Shermeteva had been a member of one of the wealthiest Russian families in late-tsarist Russia. After the Bolshevik Revolution of 1917, she was forced to sell the diamond tiara she had worn to Romanov balls in the Winter Palace. In return for the jewel, she received a bag of flour.1 But it was not only the nobility and the intelligentsia who were disenfranchised in transformative eras of Russian history. The Muscovites, the boyars, the Old Believers, the landed gentry, the serfs, the kulaks, Jewish and other ethnic minorities, the Russian tsars, the Mensheviks, generals and “Old Bolsheviks” purged by Stalin in the 1930s, and even the geriatric members of the Soviet Politburo in the 1980s: all of these groups became “former people”, who landed in what Trotsky called “the dustbin of history.” One of the most poignant literary examples of a “former person” is the character Firs in Anton Chekhov’s play The Cherry Orchard. The Ranevskaya family members have been forced to sell their beloved estate, but upon vacating their home, they have completely forgotten about their loyal servant and former serf. In the final scene, Firs is simply left behind as a forgotten relic of the past.

On November 22, 1963, and October 14, 1964, John F. Kennedy and Nikita Khrushchev became “former people.” By 1962, Kennedy and Khrushchev were the leaders of the two superpowers, and their lives became enmeshed in the most dangerous moment of the Cold War: The Cuban Missile Crisis. Over time, the peaceful resolution of the crisis has been studied as both a model of conflict management and a seminal moment in diplomatic history that likely saved the planet from nuclear holocaust. But in their own times, JFK and Khrushchev were both subjected to enormous criticism within their separate governments for their actions as the crisis was unfolding and for the way in which it was resolved. In slightly over a year after the Cuban affair, President Kennedy was assassinated, and Premier Khrushchev was in the process of falling from power. Khrushchev was forced to resign within a month of the Warren Commission’s completion of its final report on the death of JFK. Historian William Taubman writes of Khrushchev that “his life holds a mirror to the Soviet age as a whole,”2 and the same could be said of the life and death of John F. Kennedy for the tumultuous American decade of the 1960s. What impact did these two leaders leave in the wake of the Cuban Missile Crisis, and what happened to turn the two most powerful men on the planet into “former people”?

On the morning of November 24, 1963, Lee Harvey Oswald joined the ranks of “former people” when he was gunned down by Jack Ruby in the basement of the Dallas police headquarters. On live television, Oswald’s death was broadcast to an already horrified public. Mortally wounded while in handcuffs and deprived of the opportunity to defend his good name in the American legal system, Oswald was assigned the role of a villain in history alongside that of John Wilkes Booth. Oswald’s story intersects with that of John F. Kennedy on November 22, 1963, and with that of Nikita Khrushchev during the period from 1959–62 when Oswald resided in the Soviet Union. The life stories of Kennedy, Khrushchev, and Oswald have receded in time with each man’s legacy having been assigned a place in history. But each life merits a careful reappraisal based upon the realities of the Cold War. What imprints did each man leave on his world? How were they recalled by those whose knew them? And how have those memories been distorted over time? This book is a historical mosaic of the lives of Kennedy, Khrushchev, and Oswald, and its purpose is to unfold the true story of the assassination of President Kennedy. The convergence of three lives at a crossroads of history in the Cold War transformed them into “former people.”



____________________________

1 In Former People: The Final Days of the Russian Aristocracy (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2012), Douglas Smith recounts with compassion the hardship stories of such Russian aristocratic families as the Sheremetevs and the Golitsyns.

2 William Taubman, Khrushchev: The Man and His Era (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 2003), xiii.




Pictorial Essay One: The Bane of Nikita Khrushchev: Modern Abstract Art
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Nikita Khrushchev would have likely been appalled at the abstract installation designed by Ernst Neizvestny at his gravesite in the Novodevichy Cemetery in Moscow.3

Winston Churchill said famously that “Russia is a riddle wrapped in a mystery inside an enigma.”4 That adage is expressed artistically in the memorial tombstone and bust of Nikita Khrushchev. The monument at the Novodevichy Cemetery was created by an artist whom Khrushchev personally excoriated during his outbursts against abstract artists in 1962 and 1963. The Neizvestny design consists of interconnected stone slabs in black and white. The centerpiece of the monument is a large bronze head of Khrushchev that seems trapped in limbo in a yin-and-yang puzzle. Neizvestny described the artistic concept for the monument, as follows:


In a philosophical sense, life itself is based on antagonism between two principles. One is bright, progressive, dynamic; the other is dark, reactionary, static. One strains to move forward, the other pulls back. This basic idea fits Nikita Sergeyevich’s image quite well. He began to lead our country out of the darkness, and he exposed Stalin’s crimes. The dawn broke for all of us, heralding the imminent rise of the sun. The light began to dispel the darkness.5



But the memorial also captures the inherent contradictions within Khrushchev himself: an overachiever who has been lost to history as a “former person.” Khrushchev’s life’s work was summed up in Pravda after his ouster, identifying a pattern of “harebrained scheming, half-baked conclusions and hasty decisions and actions divorced from reality, bragging and bluster, attraction to rule by fiat, [and] unwillingness to take into account what science and practical experience have already worked out.”6 Perhaps appropriately, the large sculpted head is confined inside an immovable Rubik’s cube of sharp angles and jagged edges conceived in the abstract aesthetics that Khrushchev despised.

Khrushchev would not have grasped that the monument reveals a life of conflict delicately balanced between the forces of good and evil. According to Khrushchev’s son, Sergei, the monument initially attracted large crowds, but “this couldn’t be tolerated very long. Novodevichy Cemetery was closed to the public ‘for renovation.’”7 Such is the destiny of “former people.”



____________________________

3 Image credit:
https://ww2gravestone.com/sites/default/files/uploads/image091_1.jpg

4 Churchill’s glib analogy was spoken in a radio broadcast in October 1939, two months after the signing of the Ribbentrop-Molotov non-aggression pact between Germany and the Soviet Union. Alan Cowell, “Churchill’s Definition of Russia Still Rings True,” The New York Times (August 1, 2008):
https://www.nytimes.com/2008/08/01/world/europe/01iht-letter.1.14939466.html?mtrref=www.google.com&gwh=6E262B82FC817A0A22428559C5E1B9CB&gwt=pay

5 Sergei Khrushchev, Khrushchev on Khrushchev—An Inside Account of the Man and His Era (Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 1990), 381-82.

6 William Taubman, Khrushchev—The Man and His Era (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 2003), 620.

7 Sergei Khrushchev, Khrushchev on Khrushchev, 398.




Chapter One: Two Paths to Power: Nikita Khrushchev and John F. Kennedy

In different ways, John F. Kennedy and Nikita Khrushchev were improbable candidates to become leaders of the two superpowers in the postwar world. From a peasant background, Khrushchev’s ascent to power in the Soviet Union was the virtual realization of the Horatio Alger myth in America.8 Nikita Sergeyevich Khrushchev was born on April 15, 1894, in Kalinovka, a village near the current border of Russia and Ukraine. With only two or three years of formal education, Khrushchev worked his way up the ranks in the Communist Party, and his meteoric rise was shaped by his close ties to his idol and mentor, Joseph Stalin.9 As recalled by Khrushchev’s associate Ernst Kolman, he “made up (not always successfully) for gaps in education and cultural development with intuition, improvisation, boldness and great natural gifts.”10 Khrushchev’s biographer William Taubman observes that Khrushchev’s life was changed forever by the Russian Revolution:


He might have made a better manager or engineer than a political leader. Although his native gifts sustained him during his rise to the top, they failed him once he was there. Yet they surely would have sufficed had he pursued his original dream of becoming an industrial engineer. Along the way he would have received the higher education he craved and felt more confident, less driven to play the very role he was determined to transcend, that of a simple peasant muzhik whom even a paranoid like Stalin could trust.11



Khrushchev’s commitment to the Communist Party was all-consuming, but when he reached the pinnacle of power after the death of Stalin, he was ill-equipped to use it. The perceptive Charles de Gaulle observed that Khrushchev was a “cunning, intelligent, self-made-man” but “not always meticulous in detail…. He had a set piece formula for each question which he continually repeated.”12 Standing only 5’1” with a rotund physique and a proclivity to extemporize with little forethought, Khrushchev might have been a comical figure were he not the leader of a superpower in an age when the antithetical social and political ideologies of communism and democracy were vying for supremacy.

At the time of the October Revolution in 1917, Khrushchev was a nobody on the fringe of a group of revolutionaries seeking to transform Russia into a new socialist state. But after joining the Bolshevik party in late 1918 and fighting in the Civil War, he became the quintessential party man through tenacity and will power. Khrushchev would even trudge into a field to engage with peasants on the best methods of planting potatoes, leading the English journalist Edward Crankshaw to conclude that he was always “willing to get mud on his boots.”13 He was not an ideologue, and he made what could have been a fatal error in flirting with the Trotskyite opposition to Stalin. But he overcame his sin through abject repentance and by demonstrating to Stalin that he was a true believer. He became invaluable as a gadfly, “rushing around, meeting people, and coping with emergencies.”14 His entire political career was a whirlwind, putting out fires, glad-handing, and seizing the moment to promote Stalin’s program of “Socialism in One Country.”

In his inimitable speaking style, Khrushchev became particularly adept at the use of aphorism. Whether it was defending his disastrous Virgin Lands project or contemplating nuclear apocalypse, he would invariably pull out of his hip pocket a platitude for the occasion. He once berated a group of peasants with the adage, “Old ways will never build a new society,” when they were reluctant to embrace new machinery.15 Or, when he was confronted with resistance to rebuilding the city of Moscow, he impatiently dismissed the criticism by saying, “Force a fool to pray, and he’ll break his forehead on the ground.”16 Khrushchev detested abstract art and was annoyed when the poet Yevgeny Yevtushenko defended abstract art as follows: “I am convinced that certain formalist tendencies in their work will be straightened out in time.” Khrushchev deflected the point, responding succinctly, “The grave straightens out the hunchback.”17 In his defense of crating the missiles and turning the ships around to end the Cuban Missile Crisis, Khrushchev would admit no wrongdoing and tried to evade the criticism of being weak by saying, “It was not necessary to act like the czarist officer who farted at the ball and then shot himself.”18 Crude, homespun messaging and marathon speeches were Khrushchev’s trademark style and his substitute for asking probing questions or engaging in serious debate.

Khrushchev’s zeal for the socialist experiment led him to oversee one of the most spectacular public works projects of the 1930s: the design and construction of the Moscow Metro. The new transportation system was intended to showcase to the world how socialism was leading the way into the future. Its completion in record time was tied to Stalin’s obsession with squeezing success stories out of his Five-Year Plans. But the human cost was incalculable, a throwback to the staggering loss of life in Peter the Great’s building from scratch of his new capital at St. Petersburg. Much of the Metro design drew upon the good will of foreign advisors, and Khrushchev relied on improvisation and a breakneck pace of construction. His words were revealing when he reflected in his memoirs that, “I think it’s probably easier to contemplate space flights today than it was for us to contemplate the construction of the Moscow Metro in the early 1930s.”19 The reality was that Khrushchev pursued a reckless course that resulted in a staggering human toll extracted from the project. As Taubman observes, “He and Moscow Mayor Nikolai Bulganin drove the more than seventy thousand workers mercilessly, demanding that they work forty-eight hours without respite and ignoring engineers’ warnings that tunnels or the buildings above them would collapse.”20

While Khrushchev was renovating the Moscow cityscape, he was criticized for cutting down trees. His response: “When they shed a tear like this, they resemble the heroes of The Cherry Orchard…. We can’t subordinate the interests of the whole city to those of people living on a tiny piece of land.”21 But Khrushchev himself was more like Chekhov’s dramatis personae than he might admit. He shared a bond with the angst-ridden title characters of The Three Sisters, Olga, Masha, and Irina, who yearn to escape from their provincial backwater to an idealized Moscow. In Khrushchev’s case, he had marshaled his resources to chart a journey from Kalinovka to Moscow to the degree that he was personally running the city by the end of the 1930s.22 It was as if the diminutive Khrushchev was the embodiment of Homo Sovieticus.

But there was a dark side to Khrushchev that derived from his participation in some the most horrific events of the twentieth century. In the Great Purge of the 1930s, Khrushchev was complicit in Stalin’s agenda for a makeover of the Communist Party, playing a prominent role in the liquidation process. He often spoke with the zeal of a grand inquisitor about the measures needed to be taken against “incorrigible oppositionists” within the Party.23 The height of the show trials came in late 1930s. But unpublicized purges continued until the death of Stalin in a climate of fear that historian Robert Conquest identified as “The Great Terror.” For Conquest, “the Stalin era was a past so atrocious that its repudiation brought obvious dividends to any succeeding regime, but its successors also inherited a set of institutions and a ruling caste indoctrinated in certain habits and beliefs.”24 The successor most indoctrinated in those “habits and beliefs” was Nikita Khrushchev.

In 1952–53, a fantastic plot unfolded against a group of Kremlin doctors, and it may have been stage-managed by Khrushchev.25 The predominantly Jewish physicians were accused of conspiring to murder Soviet leaders in what historian Michael Kerrigan calls “a bureaucratically-managed pogrom.”26 The physicians were rounded up, dismissed from their jobs, and tortured until they fabricated incriminating stories about themselves and their fellow doctors. The official Soviet press was enlisted to besmirch the reputation of the doctors and ruin their lives. The wily Khrushchev may have been using the innocent doctors as a way to implicate his rivals. As noted by Taubman, Khrushchev could be “more Stalinist than Stalin himself.”27 At the same time, he “never fully owned up to his complicity… but he, too, bore a terrible responsibility.”28 Asked late in life what he most regretted, Khrushchev answered, “Most of all the blood. That is the most terrible thing that lies in my soul.”29

The most profound transformation of Khrushchev occurred during and immediately after the Great Patriotic War against Nazi Germany. He was impacted not only by the horrors of war with a foreign enemy, but by the very policies Joseph Stalin was perpetrating against the people of the Soviet Union. Khrushchev oversaw the incorporation of western Ukraine into the Soviet empire as a result of a secret clause inserted into in the Ribbentrop-Molotov non-aggression pact of 1939, dividing Poland between Germany and the Soviet Union. As noted by Taubman, Khrushchev “sent 54,000 people to the next world as a member of the [Ukrainian] troika.”30 After Hitler’s invasion of the Soviet Union in 1941, Khrushchev witnessed the horrors of war from Kiev to Stalingrad, and he was caught up in the disaster at Kharkov in which 276,000 men were lost.31 In the devastation of Kharkov, the Germans were able to break through to Stalingrad and the Caucasus. Khrushchev served with distinction at Stalingrad when the German assault began in August and continued throughout the harrowing winter months. While he was not involved in the tactical planning of the Stalingrad offensive, he later took credit for a large part of it.32

During the four years of carnage from the Nazi invasion, Stalin came to fear the prospect of spies, and, to his way of thinking, anyone seemed capable of being an informant. At the close of the war, the Soviet people had to endure internal war conducted by its leader against his own people, especially ethnic minorities. In the areas that had been occupied by the Germans, Stalin was suspicious that Soviet citizens had become collaborators, and he implemented a deportation program resulting in entire regions left uninhabited. For Stalin, mere proximity to the Nazis meant that ordinary people were traitors, and the NKVD mobile units marched innocent people to the gulag. It was during this period that Khrushchev became one of Stalin’s most trusted lieutenants.

The scrappy Khrushchev was a survivor, and he thrived in the byzantine world of Stalin’s inner circle that included a set of unscrupulous and powerful rivals. Historian Richard Overy identifies the stultifying hothouse of Joseph Stalin’s inner circle:


The despotic Stalin, coarse and malevolent, ruled over a terrified and sycophantic court. He baited and humiliated those around him. He sensed their fear and played upon it, half-humorous, half-threatening. They inhabited a world in which everything was reduced to what Djilas later called “a horrible, unceasing struggle,” avoiding the traps set for them, competing for favors, fawning upon the wisdom and generosity of their master.33



Khrushchev’s emergence as Stalin’s successor was due to the shrewdness he had acquired in observing his leader, including the ruthless use of Machiavellian tactics in eliminating his rivals. He thereby brought a substantial amount of baggage to his role as head of state following Stalin’s death. At the same time, he was fundamentally lacking in experience as a statesman. British Prime Minister Harold Macmillan raised the following question about Khrushchev in his diary: “How can this fat, vulgar man, with his pig eyes and his ceaseless flow of talk, really be the head—the aspirant Tsar—of all these millions of people and this vast country?”34 As a political survivor of Stalin’s purges in the 1930s and as an accomplished intriguer who had unseated his powerful political opponents in 1957, this creature of the Russian Revolution was arguably by the time JFK acceded to the American presidency, the most dangerous man on the planet.35

***

In striking contrast to Khrushchev, John Fitzgerald Kennedy, born on May 29, 1917, in Brookline, Massachusetts, was smothered in affluence in his youth, and he shaped his own remarkable path to the presidency. From an early age, Kennedy faced adversity in the form of major health problems. Young Jack Kennedy was afflicted with intestinal ailments, infections, ulcers, colitis, undiagnosed Addison’s disease, and a degenerative back condition that may have resulted from malpractice at the Mayo Clinic, where he was administered high doses of cortisone without proper tapering off in his treatment plan.36 The back surgery Kennedy received in 1954, while serving in the Senate, was likely a botched job that nearly killed him.37 According to historian Robert Dallek, “If the extent of those problems had been revealed while he was alive, his presidential ambitions would likely have been dashed.” But Dallek also asserts that Kennedy’s coping skills were symptomatic of “the quiet stoicism of a man struggling to endure extraordinary pain and distress and performing his presidential (and pre-presidential) duties largely undeterred by his physical suffering.”38

Dallek, who was the first historian given access to JFK’s medical records, learned the full scope of medications JFK received during the frantic thirteen days of the Cuban Missile Crisis in October 1962, and he concluded that:


Judging from the tape recordings made of conversations during this time, the medications were no impediment to lucid thought during these long days; on the contrary, Kennedy would have been significantly less effective without them, and might even have been unable to function. But these medications were only one element in helping Kennedy to focus on the crisis; his extraordinary strength of will cannot be underestimated.39



His unusual stamina was a character trait recognized early in Jack Kennedy’s life by his father, Joseph P. Kennedy, the high-profile businessman and politician, who observed that his son’s “mental courage is so much superior to his physical strength that I sometimes wonder what the final result will be.”40 One result was apparent in the theater of the South Pacific during World War II. In August 1943, Lieutenant John F. Kennedy’s capacity for survival was on display in the heroic rescue of his crew members from their torpedoed PT-109, as well as the resolve that enabled him to endure the perils of both nature and war while rallying his men on a tiny island. Dallek’s conclusion about JFK’s health is one of triumph over adversity: “The real story, disconcerting though it would have been to contemplate at the time, is actually more heroic. It is a story of iron-willed fortitude in mastering the difficulties of chronic illness.”41

Dr. Janet Travell was a New York physician who began to treat Kennedy in 1955. When he paid his first visit to her office on May 26, 1955, he was walking on crutches and could barely navigate the two steps up to her office door from the street level. In her oral history interview of January 20, 1966, given to the JFK Library, Dr. Travell recalled that she oversaw a treatment plan in which JFK was able to put on weight. Kennedy’s speechwriter, Theodore Sorensen, recalled that under Dr. Travell’s care, JFK attained a “new hope for a life free from crutches.”42 Dr. Travell was appointed Official White House Physician during JFK’s term in the White House. As apparent in photographs of JFK from the early fifties as compared with those of him at the time of the 1960 presidential election campaign, a remarkable transformation had occurred from a gaunt, emaciated figure to a robust and youthful man. Dr. Travell recalled of her patient that “his health improved steadily through the presidency and I believe that at the time of the assassination he was in the best health since the time I first knew him in 1955.”43 In a photograph of JFK inscribed to his physician in the White House, JFK wrote, “For Dr. Travell—who made the smile possible—with affectionate regards, John Kennedy.”44

Within the politically ambitious Kennedy family, Jack’s older brother, Joseph P. Kennedy, Jr., was being groomed by his father for a path to the presidency, relegating Jack to the background. Historian Herbert S. Parmet notes that “the brawnier, athletic Joe Junior distinguished himself and, of the two, was the better bet for future success. Jack remained more introspective, giving the aura of a philosopher, dreamer, and idealist, not as one prepared for worldly enterprises.”45 At the same time, Jack enjoyed greater personal freedom than Joe, who was kept on a short leash by the domineering father. But Jack Kennedy’s world changed with the tragic death of his brother Joe on a high-risk bombing assignment on August 12, 1944. In his final combat mission for the British Naval Command, Joe Kennedy, Jr. was flying from Great Britain to France when the explosives in his plane detonated prematurely in mid-air. He died in the explosion at age twenty-nine.

In the aftermath of the war, the mantle fell to Jack to assume the political career that was intended for his brother. James A. Reed, one of Kennedy’s friends from the war in the South Pacific, recalled a Kennedy family gathering that included the patriarch Joseph, John Francis “Honey Fitz” Fitzgerald (JFK’s maternal grandfather), and other colleagues:


Grandfather Fitzgerald… proposed a toast to the future President of the United States—he looked right at Jack—to which everyone joined in. It was not really said in any degree of levity or frivolity. It was a serious toast, really, that was proposed to Jack, and I think everyone there thought that one day Jack would be President of the United States.46



The untutored political candidate sought to hold the office in the same Massachusetts district as his grandfather, Honey Fitz. It was on that turf that the political tyro made his initial mark in winning the election that put him on the path to becoming the first Catholic President in American history.

JFK’s personal and political identity was shaped by a fiercely independent streak, as he broke away from the isolationist views of his father to discover his unique voice. He was elected three times to the House and twice to the Senate. Following his spinal surgery in 1954, Kennedy wrote a book during his lengthy convalescence. Profiles in Courage, which was published in 1957, became a bestseller and was awarded the Pulitzer Prize. The volume offers synopses of eight senators in American history who demonstrated the courage of their convictions by defying the consensus of their political parties. The positions of the various senators may not have been popular in their own time or in ours. But Kennedy wanted to demonstrate the vitality of minority voices in maintaining integrity within the fragile infrastructure of a democracy.

Kennedy’s admiration for John Quincy Adams is revealing about himself, for the trait that Kennedy admired was “the courage and determination of John Quincy Adams” for “his nonpartisan, nonsectional approach” when he made a radical break with the Federalist Party.47 Adams took the opposing party’s position by supporting Thomas Jefferson’s controversial Embargo Act of 1807, which damaged American commerce, but kept the new nation out of the war between England and France. As Kennedy notes, “However great their hatred for Jefferson and his Embargo, Massachusetts Federalists, merchants and other citizens were even more bitter over the ‘desertion’ of their Senator to the ranks of the enemy.”48 The uncompromising integrity of Adams would define his long career in Congress and as President. But Kennedy did not select such courageous acts as Adams’s defense of the African captives of the Amistad before the Supreme Court or the decade Adams spent in defeating the abhorrent gag rule in Congress that prevented the reading aloud of American citizens’ petitions against slavery. Instead, he chose an act that tarnished Adams’s reputation within his own party.

Robert F. Kennedy wrote a posthumous introduction to the memorial edition of Profiles in Courage in 1964. RFK observed of his brother that “it was his conviction that a democracy with this effort by its people must and can face its problems, that it must show patience, restraint, compassion, as well as wisdom and strength and courage, in the struggle for solutions which are very rarely easy to find.”49 The heart of a profile in courage for JFK was looking at the big picture rather than short-term political exigency. In his political career, he put this ethos into practice.

Young Jack Kennedy’s extensive international travels led to insights that would make foreign policy his forte both in the Senate and in his thousand days in office as President. The travel experience was also valuable to Kennedy as a writer, as explained by Parmet about Jack’s European tour prior to World War II:


Altogether, that seven-month European stay was Jack’s most significant educational experience abroad…. His letters showed some remarkably astute views of the situation, displaying the talents of a perceptive, detached observer. His valuable contacts helped in the gathering of information that, together with his reading, made substantial contributions to his thesis.50



Kennedy’s senior paper at Harvard was entitled “Appeasement at Munich—The Inevitable Result of the Slowness of Conversion of the British Democracy from a Disarmament to a Rearmament Policy.” It was informed by the first-hand experience of his travels, and the paper was awarded the mark of magna cum laude. The thesis was subsequently revised and published as Why England Slept, winning the twenty-three-year-old author both popular and critical acclaim. In political and ideological matters, Jack parted ways with his father, as apparent in his scholarship. According to historian David Nasaw, the thesis was a demonstration “that he was not a marionette controlled by his father or his party.”51

From his senior thesis to the end of his life, Kennedy modeled an unusual non-partisan approach to politics. During his years spent in Congress in the 1950s, he consistently championed the right to self-determination of emerging nations in the postwar period. At a time when McCarthyism was reaching its peak, Kennedy was going against the tide by challenging American foreign policy on containment. As noted by historian James DiEugenio about Cold War politics in the 1950s:


There were some scholars and politicians (and many ordinary people) who were bold and imaginative enough to think of the world as more than just bipolar, free versus enslaved, and who wished to penetrate the surface of this new constellation of ideas and how they worked—especially in the third world. One such person was John Kennedy.52



On April 6, 1954, Kennedy’s foremost speech in the Senate addressed the crisis in Vietnam. At this moment, the French were making a last stand for their colonial empire in Southeast Asia at Dien Bien Phu. Kennedy’s speech was a detailed, year-by-year recapitulation of the massive American aide given to the struggling French mercenary army through the administrations of both a Democrat (Truman) and a Republican (Eisenhower). Already he had grasped the futility of conventional warfare against the guerrilla tactics of Ho Chi Minh,53 as apparent in the speech’s main argument:


But to pour money, materiel, and men into the jungles of Indochina without at least a remote prospect of victory would be dangerously futile and self-destructive. I am frankly of the belief that no amount of American military assistance in Indochina can conquer an enemy which is everywhere and at the same time nowhere, “an enemy of the people” which has the sympathy and covert support of the people.54



Kennedy’s speech could have been a road map for the future in avoiding what became the tragedy of the Vietnam War.

His critical speeches were shaping a vision for a new world order, but they may have cost him a place on the Stevenson ticket as vice-president in the 1956 election. Yet they stood him in good stead for his own campaign in 1960, when he was formulating his concept of the “New Frontier” that went against the traditional view of Manifest Destiny applied on the international stage. In the Harvard thesis, Kennedy ardently expressed how, in the postwar world, “We can’t afford to misjudge situations as we misjudged Munich. We must use every effort to form accurate judgements.”55 Over two decades later, in dealing with the greatest threat to humanity in the Cold War during the Cuban Missile Crisis, it was JFK’s relentless pursuit of “accurate judgements” that steered the world in the direction of peace rather than war.
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Pictorial Essay Two: Films and Novels as a Mirror of History

[image: Illustration]

Art imitates life. On the left: JFK and his nemesis, General Curtis LeMay, who advocated the bombing of Cuba during the missile crisis of 1962. On the right: Sterling Hayden as United States Air Force Brigadier General Jack D. Ripper, the mentally unstable commander who issues the order for the nuclear first strike on the Soviet Union in Stanley Kubrick’s mordant film satire Dr. Strangelove or: How I Learned to Stop Worrying and Love the Bomb (1964).56

American literature and films prior to and after the assassination of President Kennedy offer a context for understanding a momentous time in history. Actor Peter Sellers may have stolen the show in the three characters he played so dynamically in Dr. Strangelove. But Sterling Hayden’s portrayal of General Jack D. Ripper evoked an eerie, real-life resemblance to his role model, General Curtis LeMay. Douglas P. Horne, Chief Analyst for Military Records of the Assassination Records Review Board, which declassified scores of documents related to the assassination, describes the relationship of JFK and LeMay as follows:


President Kennedy and General LeMay no doubt both considered themselves patriots, but they were very different kinds of patriots—the type of men who were so far apart in their respective views of the world that they could not help but despise each other. LeMay was crude, bull-headed, profane, inflexible, demanding, and used to getting his way; President Kennedy was, more than anything else, flexible and open to new ideas, and his World War II experiences had made him very skeptical of the so-called wisdom of senior military officers. The animus between Kennedy and LeMay was real, and quite serious.57



LeMay considered JFK to be a “weak sister” and was furious when the Commander in Chief elected the blockade option during the Cuban Missile Crisis.58

Another satirical work that was made into a popular film was Catch-22. Joseph Heller’s novel was published around the time of the Bay of Pigs invasion, and his iconic title was a perfect catchall for JFK’s dilemma in responding to the plan of the ill-fated invasion of Cuba that was conceived by Richard Nixon and Allen Dulles late in the Eisenhower administration. In 1970, Heller’s novel was adapted into a film with an unforgettable performance by Alan Arkin. Writing in The New York Times, the literary historian John W. Aldridge observed of Catch-22 that “the comic fable that ends in horror has become more and more clearly a reflection of the altogether uncomic and horrifying realities of the world in which we live and hope to survive.”59

In his assessment of America in the Cold War, Nobel Prizewinning author John Steinbeck identified a decay permeating American society in his 1961 novel The Winter of Our Discontent. For the Steinbeck scholar Susan Shillinglaw, this novel captured “the simmering discontent of its time, the cacophony and dislocation of Cold War America, overtly a superpower, internally super powerless.”60 In the story of protagonist Ethan Allen Hawley, Steinbeck traces the failure of a small community to come to terms with its past in an environment of corruption, lies, and family dysfunction. The thin veneer of civilization is masking the debasement from within and casting an ominous shadow over the land. Steinbeck even advised readers “to inspect their own communities and search their own hearts, for this book is about a large part of American society today.”61

Adapted from the novel by Eugene Burdick and William Lederer, The Ugly American slipped under the radar when the film opened on April 3, 1963. Marlon Brando played the well-intentioned American ambassador Harrison Carter MacWhite, who is appalled by the multi-layered geopolitical realities of Indochina in the early 1960s. The novel and film lay out with prophetic clarity the scenario of the catastrophic Vietnam War policy of Lyndon Johnson that occurred following the death of President Kennedy.

Film director John Frankenheimer was a close friend of the Kennedy brothers. His 1962 adaptation of Richard Condon’s political thriller The Manchurian Candidate is the chilling story of a programmed assassin. An officer in the Korean War, Raymond Shaw experiences a harrowing ordeal as a POW who is brainwashed by his captors and used as a Cold War sleeper agent. Astonishingly, the film was released at the height of the Cuban Missile Crisis on October 24, 1962. In 1975, the Church Committee uncovered details of the CIA’s secret MK-Ultra program’s illegal mind control experiments on human subjects, similar to the one depicted in The Manchurian Candidate. An avid reader, JFK enjoyed Condon’s novel, especially Raymond’s creepy, communist smother-mother, who was played with a bone-chilling credibility by Angela Lansbury.

But President Kennedy recognized an even greater urgency and peril in Seven Days in May, a novel that depicts the staging of a coup d’état in America when the fictional American president negotiates a disarmament treaty with the Soviet Union. Six Days in May was written by Fletcher Knebel and Charles W. Bailey and was published in the month preceding the Cuban Missile Crisis. In their research, the authors had conducted interviews with General LeMay, who had already been enraged at President Kennedy’s handling of the Bay of Pigs invasion. After the Cuban Missile Crisis, JFK worked closely with filmmaker Frankenheimer, giving him unprecedented access to the White House. The film production proceeded against the wishes of the Pentagon.

Two individuals who believed that a coup like the one depicted in Seven Days in May could occur in America were John F. Kennedy, who promoted the film, and Lee Harvey Oswald, who noted the possibility of a coup d’état in America in a talk in July, 1963, delivered in the Jesuit House of Studies at Spring Hill College in Mobile, Alabama. Oswald’s notes for the speech are buried in the published volumes of the hearings of the Warren Commission, wherein Oswald writes the following in his wobbly grammar and spelling: “Americans are apt to scoff at the idea, that a military coup in the US., [sic] as so often happens in Latin american
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