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The Kennedys: Saga, Blood, and Destiny

To understand John Fitzgerald Kennedy, the thirty-fifth president of the United States, it is essential to go back in time to the green and impoverished fields of County Wexford, on the southeastern coast of Ireland. There, in the mid-nineteenth century, lived the Kennedys: a family of Catholic peasants who worked land leased from Protestant landlords, trapped in a feudal system that had survived almost intact since the seventeenth century and condemned most Irish people to a life of permanent subsistence. They owned no property in their own name. They had no political representation. And when hunger arrived, they would have no salvation either.

The Great Irish Famine, known in Gaelic as An Gorta Mór, broke out between 1845 and 1852 as a direct consequence of the blight that devastated successive potato crops, the basic food of the rural population. The result was a human catastrophe without precedent in the modern history of Western Europe: more than one million people died of hunger and diseases related to malnutrition, and another million and a half left the island in search of survival. Among them was Patrick Kennedy, John’s great-grandfather, who sailed for Boston in 1849 carrying little more than his name and the desperation of someone with nothing left to lose. He was part of a migratory current that would forever transform the social, political, and cultural face of the United States.

Boston, the city where Patrick landed, was then a metropolis in the midst of industrial expansion, but also a deeply divided city. Irish immigrants were received with a mixture of calculated compassion and open contempt. Signs reading ‘No Irish Need Apply’ were common in the windows of shops and workshops downtown. The Protestant aristocracy of Anglo-Saxon origin, known as the Boston Brahmins, viewed the newcomers as a threat to their social order and cultural hegemony. Patrick Kennedy settled in East Boston, worked on the docks unloading ships, and lived, according to the few surviving family accounts, with the forced austerity of a man who knew he could afford no luxuries. He died young, at thirty-five, a victim of cholera, leaving his family in poverty only slightly less severe than the poverty he had left behind in Ireland. He had crossed the ocean, but the ocean had not returned what the famine had taken from him.

Patrick Joseph Kennedy: The First Step

It was his son, Patrick Joseph Kennedy —universally known as P.J.— who began the slow but inexorable rise of the Kennedy name toward the spheres of Boston power. Born in 1858, P.J. combined the natural gift for human relations that would characterize several generations of his family with a pragmatic business vision stripped of abstract idealism. He began as a stevedore, like his father, but soon understood that the real money in Irish working-class communities was not in physical labor, but in those who supplied their daily needs and pleasures. He opened one bar, then another, and eventually built a small but solid business in the distribution and sale of liquor in East Boston.

The Irish bar of the late nineteenth century was much more than a drinking establishment: it was the nerve center of community life, the place where local politics were discussed, where new arrivals found work through informal networks of ethnic solidarity, and where emerging leaders forged the alliances that would define the future of their neighborhoods. P.J. Kennedy understood this ecosystem intuitively and became a key figure in the Democratic Party in East Boston. He was elected several times to the Massachusetts House of Representatives and cultivated a reputation as an honest man in an environment where honesty was a precious rarity. He was not a powerful orator or a man of deep ideology; he was a political operator, a builder of consensus, a man who knew whom to call when something needed to be resolved quietly.

P.J.’s career illustrates a pattern that would repeat itself throughout the history of the Kennedy clan: the transformation of social capital into political capital, and of political capital into economic capital, in a cycle that each generation inherited with greater resources than the one before. When he died in 1929, the same year as the stock market crash that ruined so many American families, the Kennedys had not only survived the poverty of their origins, but had begun to define the political destiny of the state of Massachusetts from its deepest foundations.

Joseph Patrick Kennedy: Ambition Without Apology

However, no member of the family before John Fitzgerald Kennedy would exert such a decisive influence over the destiny of the clan as his father, Joseph Patrick Kennedy. Born in East Boston in 1888, Joe Kennedy represented the second generation born on American soil: he was no longer an immigrant, nor the son of an immigrant, but he still carried the social stigma of his Irish and Catholic origin in a city that, despite having a Democratic majority of Irish extraction, reserved its most exclusive circles for the old Protestant aristocracy.

Joseph studied at Harvard University, an experience that would mark him for life, though not precisely in the way his parents had expected. At Harvard, Joe Kennedy observed the sons of the wealthiest and most established families in New England, the heirs of the Cabots, the Lodges, and the Adamses. He knew them up close, shared classrooms with them, and understood with painful clarity that, no matter how brilliant he was and no matter how much money he accumulated, those men would never receive him as one of their own. This class wound never fully healed, and it was precisely that grievance that would turn Joseph Kennedy into a machine of ambition that ran without pause for four decades.

At twenty-five, after orchestrating a financial maneuver with unusual skill for his age, Joseph Kennedy became the youngest bank president in Massachusetts: the Columbia Trust Company, which he saved from being absorbed by a more powerful competitor. The story made the front pages of local newspapers and quickly established his reputation as a man of extraordinary resourcefulness. Nevertheless, the bank was only the starting point. In the following years, Joseph built a fortune that historians have estimated, adjusted to current values, at between three hundred and five hundred million dollars, through a combination of legitimate businesses and ventures that brushed against, and in some cases openly crossed, the limits of legality.

During Prohibition —the period between 1920 and 1933 when the Eighteenth Amendment to the Constitution prohibited the production and sale of alcohol— Joseph Kennedy cultivated relationships with liquor distributors who operated in legal gray areas. He himself always denied having participated directly in alcohol smuggling, but several documented biographers and witnesses of the time consistently argued otherwise. What is indisputable is that, as soon as Prohibition was repealed, Kennedy already had distribution contracts signed with the most important Scottish and English producers in the market, which eloquently suggests that those relationships had been cultivated for years during a time when the business necessarily had to operate in the shadows.

At the same time, Joseph invested in Hollywood during the 1920s, acquiring film studios and producing movies at a time when the motion picture industry was still young and enormously profitable for those who entered it with fresh capital and few excessive scruples. He also speculated on the stock market with a skill some described as genius and others as outright fraudulent: he withdrew from the stock market in 1929, weeks before the great crash, after having accumulated short positions that allowed him to make money while the financial world collapsed around him. When Senator Ferdinand Pecora investigated Wall Street practices during the early years of the New Deal, the name of Joseph Kennedy appeared repeatedly as an example of the speculative maneuvers that had contributed to the economic disaster. Paradoxically, that did not prevent President Franklin D. Roosevelt from appointing him the first chairman of the newly created Securities and Exchange Commission —the regulatory body of the securities market— with the argument, attributed to Roosevelt himself with his characteristic pragmatic cynicism, that to stop thieves, there is no better guard than one of them.

Joseph Kennedy’s relationship with Franklin Roosevelt was long, complex, and marked by a mutual ambivalence that neither man ever fully resolved. Kennedy had generously financed Roosevelt’s presidential campaign in 1932 and expected, in return, a political reward of greater importance than the chairmanship of the SEC. He aspired to be secretary of the Treasury, the position that would have given him direct access to the financial levers of the federal government. Roosevelt did not appoint him. Instead, in 1937, he offered him the ambassadorship in London, a position of enormous symbolic prestige, but one that meant removing Kennedy from Washington and distancing him from the center of domestic power. Joseph accepted with a mixture of pride and resentment that he did not entirely conceal.

His time at the British embassy proved to be a diplomatic failure of the first magnitude. In the face of the approaching war with Adolf Hitler’s Germany, Joseph Kennedy adopted openly defeatist positions: he warned Washington that Great Britain would not be able to withstand the German onslaught, opposed American support for the Allies, and was perceived, both in London and in Washington political circles, as an appeaser without strategic vision. His public statements about the inevitability of Nazi victory earned him the antipathy of Winston Churchill and placed the British royal family itself in an uncomfortable position. When he resigned as ambassador in 1940, his public reputation was severely damaged. Joseph’s dream of becoming president of the United States himself —a dream he had seriously entertained for years— was definitively buried under the weight of his own historic miscalculation.

Rose Fitzgerald: Faith, Discipline, and the Other Pillar of the Clan

If Joseph Kennedy was the centrifugal force of the family, the engine pushing his people toward power and wealth, Rose Fitzgerald Kennedy was the gravitational center that held them together and gave them a moral and spiritual identity without which the family structure would have collapsed under the weight of its own contradictions. Daughter of John Francis Fitzgerald —popularly known as ‘Honey Fitz,’ the charismatic and somewhat roguish mayor of Boston during several periods in the early twentieth century— Rose had grown up at the very heart of the Irish-American political world. Since childhood, she had accompanied her father to campaign events, learned to speak in public naturally, traveled to Europe, and cultivated a sense of class and destiny that was unusual among women of her generation.

Rose was a woman of sharp intelligence whom the social conventions of her time channeled almost exclusively toward the home and childrearing. She married Joseph Kennedy in 1914, when both were twenty-four years old, and over the next sixteen years gave birth to nine children: Joseph Junior, John, Rosemary, Kathleen, Eunice, Patricia, Robert, Jean, and Edward. While her husband accumulated wealth and entangled himself in a series of extramarital affairs —the most notorious of which was his prolonged relationship with actress Gloria Swanson, conducted with a discretion that was, in reality, not so discreet— Rose found in the Catholic faith her refuge and her existential structure. She was a deeply devout believer, not performatively but genuinely and consistently: she prayed the rosary daily, attended Mass every morning without exception, and passed on to her children a worldview in which suffering had redemptive meaning and sacrifice was a form of nobility that no material privilege could replace.

The relationship between Rose and Joseph Kennedy was, in many ways, a tacit pact between two people who needed each other but who, over time, had renounced certain forms of real intimacy. Joseph provided the money, status, and collective ambition; Rose provided the moral structure, religious education, and emotional cohesion of a family that otherwise might have fragmented under the weight of so many expanding egos. Her children always described her with a mixture of admiration and a certain emotional distance: she was a formidable presence but not an especially warm one, a mother who loved her children, but loved them from a certain height, with the slightly cold majesty of someone who knows she has a historic duty to fulfill and cannot afford the release of excessive tenderness.

Rosemary Kennedy, the third child and the one who would cause the family the greatest silent pain, was born with cognitive difficulties that, in the 1920s and 1930s, were diagnosed with a clinical brutality devoid of nuance. She was a young woman of remarkable beauty, but with an intellectual disability that her parents tried to hide for years, integrating her into the social life of the clan with a discretion that both protected her and condemned her to isolation. In 1941, Joseph Kennedy, without informing Rose, authorized a frontal lobotomy for Rosemary, an experimental procedure that in that period was performed with criminal recklessness. The operation went terribly wrong. Rosemary was left with a severe and irreversible disability, unable to speak coherently or care for herself. She was placed in an institution in Wisconsin and never lived with the family again. Rose did not learn the full truth about the intervention for years. When she discovered it, she never forgave him, though she never said so aloud.

Jack’s Childhood: Privilege, Illness, and Character

John Fitzgerald Kennedy was born on May 29, 1917, in a red-brick house on Beals Street, in the Brookline neighborhood of Massachusetts. He was the second son of Joseph and Rose, and from the beginning his existence was marked by a paradox that would accompany him throughout his life: he was a member of one of the richest and most influential families in the United States, yet his body seemed determined to contradict that privilege with a physical fragility that no doctor of the time could explain with satisfying precision.

From early childhood, Jack —as he was called at home— suffered from a succession of illnesses that today would have been diagnosed and treated far more effectively, but that in the 1920s and 1930s meant entire seasons in bed, frequent hospitalizations, and a daily relationship with physical pain that, somewhat paradoxically, ended up making him stronger than he ever would have been without that early adversity. He suffered scarlet fever as a very young child, forcing his parents to isolate the entire family for weeks. He suffered from chronic colitis, an inflammation of the large intestine that caused persistent pain and limited his available energy. He was belatedly diagnosed with Addison’s disease, an autoimmune adrenal insufficiency that caused severe fatigue, weight loss, and a particular vulnerability to infections. On top of all this was a back that would torment him for decades, the result of a combination of congenital abnormalities and accumulated sports injuries that surgeons operated on several times without ever resolving definitively.

Jack’s childhood unfolded across a succession of splendid residences: from Brookline the family moved to Riverdale, New York; then to Bronxville, also in New York State; and summers in Hyannis Port, on Cape Cod, where the Kennedys had a seaside property that would become the symbolic and iconic epicenter of the clan for the rest of the twentieth century. They also spent winters in Palm Beach, Florida, in a Mediterranean-style villa that Joseph had acquired in the 1920s. The formal education of the Kennedy children began long before school: Rose personally supervised her children’s reading, required them to stay informed about national and international events, and organized family dinners where political debate was mandatory and ignorance was simply unacceptable.

Material luxury, however, coexisted with an emotional austerity that several of the Kennedy siblings described honestly in later memoirs and interviews. Joseph Kennedy was not a man of hugs or gentle words. He was a man of demands framed as expectations. His children had to be the best at everything: sports, studies, dinner-table discussions. Defeat was tolerated only if it came with an honest and cold analysis of one’s own mistakes. Tears were regarded with barely disguised suspicion. To appear weak, whether physically or emotionally, was equivalent to betraying the family code. Jack internalized these demands with astonishing efficiency, which allowed him to function at levels of activity that would have paralyzed anyone with his medical history, though at the cost of an emotional compartmentalization that his closest friends identified, again and again, as an essential feature of his character.

The Clan: Competition as a Way of Life

To be a Kennedy meant to compete. Not as an occasional activity or a weekend pastime, but as a full and demanding way of life. The nine siblings grew up in an environment where every family interaction could become a test of skill, intelligence, or physical courage. Dinners at Hyannis Port were legendary among those who witnessed them: Joseph presided over the table and subjected his children to interrogations about politics, history, and current affairs. The children were expected to have opinions of their own, defend them with solid arguments, and be able to revise them when someone presented a more convincing reason. There was no automatic deference to age or sibling rank; what mattered, exclusively and absolutely, was the capacity to persuade.

Sports formed another fundamental arena of that permanent competition. The Kennedy family played football, tennis, sailing, golf, and skiing with an intensity that rivaled that of semi-professional athletes. The field at Hyannis Port was the scene of football games played, according to those who participated in them, with a ferocity that left bruises and, on occasion, fractures that went unreported to the doctor. Jack was thin and physically compromised by his chronic illnesses, but he threw himself into the game with the same blind determination as his more robust brothers. He learned very early that, in the Kennedy family, physical courage was, at least in part, a matter of will and not only of constitution.

Eunice Kennedy Shriver would later remember that their father taught them from childhood that life was a permanent competition and that what truly mattered was not simply winning, but winning in a way that also advanced those around you: the family, the community, the country. This philosophy contained something grandiose and something genuinely noble, although it also carried the seeds of an ambition without many restraints, one that did not always distinguish clearly enough between lawful means and unlawful ones. The Kennedys learned to win with remarkable efficiency. They did not learn, with the same consistency, to ask whether the price of victory was always ethically acceptable.

Among the nine siblings, Jack occupied a peculiar position within the family hierarchy. He was not the eldest —that place belonged to Joe Junior, the firstborn son predestined upon whom Joseph’s presidential hopes rested— but neither was he the youngest nor the one farthest from the center. He was the second, which in the logic of the clan meant being permanently in the shadow of the older brother while standing closer to the summit than the rest. The relationship between Jack and Joe Junior was intense and ambivalent: they loved each other with the depth that only shared years and a shared family code can generate, but they also competed, and the competition between them carried an added burden because one of the two was destined to become the instrument of their father’s dreams.

Joe Junior: The First Chosen One

Joseph Kennedy Junior was everything his father dreamed of in a presidential candidate. Physically imposing, with a square jaw and the broad smile that American political culture associates with natural leadership, Joe Junior was also an outstanding athlete, a diligent student, and a speaker with a stage presence that electrified audiences from an early age. His father had destined him for the presidency so explicitly and so early that Joe Junior had assumed that mission as a constitutive part of his identity. It was not an ambition he had freely chosen: it was, in every sense, an inheritance he had worn from the first day.

He studied law at Harvard, became involved in politics through the ranks of the Democratic Party, and when the Second World War broke out, he volunteered for the United States Navy as a bomber pilot. Military service was, in the Kennedy mentality, a patriotic obligation but also an opportunity: war heroes entered politics more easily than civilians in times of conflict. Joe Junior completed his assigned missions with distinction and then, when he had already completed the required number of missions to be relieved from active service and could have gone home, volunteered for an experimental mission of extremely high risk.

The mission, called Operation Aphrodite, consisted of loading a B-24 bomber with explosives and piloting it toward a German target before the crew parachuted out. The aircraft, turned into a guided missile, would then be controlled remotely until it struck enemy installations. It was experimental technology, barely tested and dangerously unpredictable. On August 12, 1944, the plane carrying Joe Junior and his co-pilot exploded prematurely over the North Sea, before the crew could jump. No identifiable remains were recovered. Joe Junior was twenty-nine years old.

The death of Joe Junior was the moment that forever reconfigured Jack Kennedy’s destiny. In the logic of Joseph the father, the presidential project had not died with the first son: it had simply changed vehicles. The responsibility fell upon Jack with a speed that left little room for personal grief. Jack was now the heir, the bearer of the clan’s collective hopes, the chosen instrument to carry the Kennedy name to the White House. That he was recovering from his own war wounds, that he suffered chronic back pain, and that his health had never been robust were secondary considerations in the relentless arithmetic of his father’s ambitions.

Choate, Harvard, and the Formation of a Mind

Before war and the death of his brother placed him at the center of the family stage, Jack Kennedy had gone through an academic formation that revealed aspects of his character that the noise of athletic exploits tended to obscure. At Choate preparatory school in Connecticut, Jack was an uneven student: brilliant when the subject interested him, indifferent when it did not. He was popular among his classmates, had a sharp and somewhat subversive sense of humor, and led a group of friends called ‘The Muckers,’ a name deliberately chosen to mock the headmaster of the institution, who had made a solemn appeal to community virtue. The headmaster called Joseph Kennedy to inform him that his son was at risk of being expelled. Joseph traveled from New York not to humiliate Jack, but to sit with him and remind him calmly and firmly of his responsibilities. That was the Kennedy style in its most effective version: no scenes, no theatrical punishments, only the quiet weight of family expectation.

In 1935, Jack briefly attempted to study at the London School of Economics, but illness forced him to return to America before the course formally began. The following year he entered Harvard, the same institution where his father and grandfather had studied. It was at Harvard that Jack Kennedy found his intellectual voice with greater clarity. He immersed himself in political philosophy, contemporary European history, and the analysis of the phenomena of fascism and Stalinism that were beginning to shake the foundations of the Western liberal order. He read voraciously, debated with his professors as an equal, and developed a genuine intellectual curiosity that distinguished him from many of his classmates, for whom Harvard was essentially a credential and a network of contacts.

His senior thesis, titled ‘Appeasement at Munich’ and commercially published in 1940 under the title ‘Why England Slept,’ analyzed the political and social causes of British appeasement in the face of Adolf Hitler’s expansion and argued that democracy, by its very nature, tended to react late to external threats because its mechanisms of deliberation were slower than those of dictatorships. The book became a notable bestseller, partly thanks to his father’s editorial and publicity contacts, but also because it was a genuinely lucid and well-argued work for a twenty-two-year-old man. Winston Churchill, who was said to have read the manuscript before publication, commented that Jack Kennedy had shown an analytical maturity many experienced politicians did not possess.

The Family Fortune and Its Moral Shadows

At this point in the history of the Kennedy clan, it becomes inevitable to pause over a tension that runs through the entire family saga and is essential to understanding both the achievements and the contradictions of John Fitzgerald Kennedy: the tension between wealth and public service, between private ambition and commitment to the common good, between the carefully constructed image and the more complex reality that image concealed.

Joseph Kennedy had built his fortune through a combination of financial genius, unscrupulous pragmatism, and, very likely, activities outside the law during key periods of his life. He was a man who sincerely believed in the greatness of the United States and wanted his family to be part of that greatness, but he was also capable of resorting to intimidation, corruption, and manipulation when he considered it necessary to move toward his goals. This duality was not uncommon among the great fortune builders of his generation, but it had special consequences when the final project was to place a member of the family in the highest office of the most powerful nation in the world.

Joseph’s children grew up surrounded by that contradiction without being fully aware of it. They lived in houses that cost more than most Americans earned in an entire lifetime, traveled on yachts and private planes, had access to the best universities and the most exclusive social networks in the country, and at the same time listened to their father speak of public service as a sacred, almost religious obligation. The fortune was the instrument, not the end. The end was political power, and political power, at least in the family discourse, was justified by service to the nation. Jack Kennedy absorbed this philosophy with the same milk through which he absorbed everything else that defined his character: deeply, durably, and not always coherently with the complexity of his own personal contradictions.

Irish and Catholic Identity as Weapon and Wound

Another fundamental dimension of the formation of the Kennedy character that cannot be overlooked is the family’s ethnic and religious identity. The Kennedys were Irish and they were Catholic, and in the United States of the twentieth century those two conditions remained, in broad sectors of Protestant and Anglo-Saxon society, reasons for distrust, if not open contempt. Anti-Catholicism was a real and powerful current in American politics: the idea that a Catholic president would ultimately answer to the directives of the Pope in Rome before the American Constitution was a prejudice that circulated with little concealment in the salons of the ruling class.

Joseph Kennedy experienced this prejudice firsthand during his time at Harvard and throughout his later public life. The experience of being considered an upstart, a man who could buy almost everything except genuine acceptance from the established elites, marked his psychology with a scar that never fully disappeared. And he passed that scar on to his children, not as a paralyzing wound but as fuel: the awareness that they had to be better than their competitors because the system would not benefit them by default, that they had to win more clearly because the referees tended to judge them more harshly.

Over time, Jack Kennedy developed a complex and sophisticated relationship with his Irish and Catholic identity. He was not a man of intense faith in the personal and private sense embodied by his mother; his religious beliefs were more cultural than spiritual, more inherited than lived from within. But he understood the political and symbolic weight of that identity with a clarity that would allow him, in time, to turn what had been a disadvantage into a distinguishing asset. The question of whether a Catholic could be president of the United States would become one of the central axes of his presidential campaign, and the way he handled it revealed as much about his political intelligence as any other decision in his public life.

Hyannis Port: The Heart of the Clan

To fully understand what the Kennedys were as a family, it is necessary to pause at Hyannis Port, the seaside compound on Cape Cod that functioned for decades as the emotional and symbolic headquarters of the clan. More than a residence, Hyannis Port was a state of mind. It was the place where the Kennedys became fully themselves, where the public mask loosened slightly and where family dynamics expressed themselves with greater intensity and less filtering.

On summer afternoons, the grassy field in front of the houses was the stage for the football games that have become part of the American cultural imagination. The Kennedys played with all their guests, whether senators, actors, journalists, or childhood friends, and the unwritten rule was that the game was taken seriously regardless of who the visitor was. Jack, despite his permanently compromised back, always played. At sea, the Kennedys sailed with the same competitive intensity: regattas, bets, risky maneuvers. Joseph Kennedy watched from the shore or from the deck of a larger boat, satisfied by the spectacle of his children in action.

At night, the dining room table became a political and cultural forum where Joseph exercised his authority with a mixture of rigor and good humor. The news of the day was debated, national and international political movements were analyzed, fragments of books were read, and their arguments were discussed. Guests who arrived at those dinners for the first time usually left with a mixture of admiration and exhaustion: the collective energy of the Kennedys was stimulating but also draining, like spending too much time near a high-voltage electrical current.

The Legacy of a Saga

When contemplating the complete trajectory of the Kennedys from Patrick, the great-grandfather who arrived in Boston with nothing in his pockets, to Joseph, who built one of the largest fortunes of the first half of the twentieth century and decided to devote it to the conquest of the highest political power in the world, a narrative emerges with force that is, at the same time, the story of America itself: the story of a country that promised newcomers they could go as far as their talent and determination would take them, and then placed in their path invisible but real obstacles that only the most tenacious —or the most ruthless— managed to overcome.

The Kennedys overcame those obstacles. They did so with a combination of genuine merit, unscrupulous money, real love for public service, and an ambition that did not always distinguish clearly between its own interests and those of the nation it claimed to serve. This tension was never fully resolved, neither in Joseph’s generation nor in that of his children. It was, in any case, the engine of a story that would shake the United States during the twentieth century and whose reverberations are still clearly felt in the twenty-first century.

John Fitzgerald Kennedy was born at the center of this saga, shaped by it in every aspect of his personality, his character, and his ambitions. He was the product of Patrick, who crossed the Atlantic with nothing. He was the product of P.J., who turned a bar into a political platform. He was the product of Joseph, who turned class resentment into fuel for an ambition without visible borders. And he was the product of Rose, who taught him that suffering has meaning and that duty is greater than desire. All those voices spoke within him when, years later, he would stand before the world and promise that he would pay any price, bear any burden, and face any hardship in defense of freedom. They were not empty words. They were the distillation of four generations of struggle, loss, and an obstinate faith in the possibility of going farther than any Kennedy had gone before.
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