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CHAPTER ONE

A Soldier’s Salute
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On his third birthday, John F. Kennedy Jr. stood holding his mother’s hand as the caisson pulled by six gray horses rolled by, bearing the body of his father. It was a cold day, and John was wearing shorts and a cloth coat. His mother, Jacqueline Bouvier Kennedy, whispered to her son, and John saluted his father. This was not a little boy making a stab at a military greeting, but a young actor performing a soldier’s salute. Practically everyone in America who viewed the funeral of President John F. Kennedy on television or saw the picture in the newspapers felt a poignant identity with the fatherless child. It was an indelible image, forever frozen in that moment.

After they buried the president on November 25, 1963, the Kennedys returned to the White House to celebrate John’s birthday. The party was a masquerade of joyousness within the somber patterns of this day. It was both a retreat into the safe harbor of family and an assertion that they would go on as they always had. Seated at the table with John were many of the same energetic children who the summer before had clambered onto the president’s electric cart at the Kennedy summer estate on Cape Cod. Robert Francis Kennedy and his wife, Ethel Skakel Kennedy, were there with their seven children. Alongside them were Patricia Kennedy Lawford and Peter Lawford’s daughter, Sydney Maleia.

Several of these children were old enough to know that a terrible event had occurred. Bobby’s eight-year-old son David was a boy of immense sensitivity. When he had been picked up by one of his father’s aides from parochial school only minutes after his uncle’s death, he presumably had no way to know what had transpired in Dallas, but somehow he had figured it out. “Jack’s hurt,” he said, after dialing numbers on his toy phone. “Why did somebody shoot him?”

Senator Edward Moore Kennedy had been presiding over the Senate when he learned that his brother had been shot in Dallas. His first reaction was to worry about the safety of his wife, Joan Bennett Kennedy. He had driven back to his home in Georgetown, running traffic lights and honking other vehicles out of his way. He then flew up to Hyannis Port, Massachusetts, to tell his father, Joseph Patrick Kennedy, that the president had been assassinated, but he broke into sobs before entering the room and his sister, Eunice Kennedy Shriver, gave Joe the news.

Ted returned immediately to Washington, where this evening he stood at the birthday party next to his brother Bobby. Ted managed to keep up a facade of good cheer in front of the children, but his surviving brother wore a gray mask of mourning. Bobby had been the president’s alter ego and protector. He could finish his brother’s sentences and complete a task that Jack signaled with no more than a nod or a gesture. He had loved his brother so intensely and served him so well that within the administration it was hard to tell where one man ended and the other began.

Now Jack was dead. That was grief enough to buckle the knees of most men, but that was only the beginning of Bobby’s agonies. He was the attorney general of the United States, and John F. Kennedy had died on his watch. Bobby may have feared that his responsibility went even further, that the man or men who murdered the president—be they CIA agents, Cuban exiles, mobsters, or a strange lone man enraged at the attack on Castro’s Cuba—had been egged on by a policy that the attorney general himself had instituted.

When Jack died, Bobby’s immediate reaction was to try to discover who might have killed his brother, first looking within his own government. Then he protected the president’s secrets by locking up his papers and files. Bobby’s grief was sharpened further by the fact that Vice President Lyndon Johnson was now president. Bobby considered Johnson a vulgar usurper who, he believed, would turn away from his brother’s principles and ideals.

One of Bobby’s first acts after his brother’s assassination was to write a letter to his eldest son, reminding eleven-year-old Joseph Patrick Kennedy II of the obligations of his name. “You are the oldest of all the male grandchildren,” he wrote. “You have a special and particular responsibility now which I know you will fulfill. Remember all the things that Jack started—be kind to others that are less fortunate than we—and love our country.” Young Joe was the oldest of all the Kennedy grandchildren, and if it was not burden enough to be faced with the violent death of his beloved uncle, he now was being given another, even heavier load to lift.

Bobby sent the letter to Joe, but the message was meant for all his sons and nephews. More than anything else, Jack willed to his brothers, son, and nephews a treasure chest of promise, golden nuggets of what might have been and what might yet be. Just as the forty-six-year-old leader would be forever young, his administration would be forever unfulfilled. Historians would endlessly debate the qualities of distinction he had shown in the Oval Office, but he would stand high in the minds of his fellow citizens, remembered by most Americans as one of the greatest of presidents.

As they attempted to fulfill the mandate that Jack had left them, Bobby and Ted had an immense capital of goodwill and feeling unlike anything an American political family had known before. Americans had worn the black crepe of mourning for Abraham Lincoln and Franklin D. Roosevelt, but they did not seek to elevate their heirs or to see their presidencies as part of an ongoing family endeavor in which a brother or a son might rightfully assume that same mantle of high power.

As his son was buried, Joe lay bedridden in the family home in Hyannis Port. The family patriarch was not so much sad and prayerful as angry and belligerent toward a God who had let his second son die. He raged blasphemously, frightening his wife Rose, who sought in God a solace and understanding she found nowhere else.

Joe had considered himself a man of what he called “natural cynicism.” He believed that in each generation a few powerful men were the rightful leaders of their generation. He thought that he and his sons were part of this natural aristocracy. Acting as if there were few limits to his conduct, few moral parameters inside of which he had to live, he tramped over borders that held back lesser men, scaled walls into territories where laws were whatever a man imposed.

Joe’s greatest goal in life had been to see that one of his four sons became president of the United States. To advance Jack’s career, he had been ready to do what had to be done, whether it was providing money, manipulating behind the scenes, or meeting with mobsters in 1960 when Jack was running for the presidency.

Joe may have been a man of massive hypocrisies, but in his own mind, and the minds of his sons, his life came seamlessly together. Joe knew that he had achieved so much in America because of the liberty and opportunities. He believed that sons of privilege and wealth had an obligation to serve their country and to return something of the bounty that they had inherited. Joe taught that blood ruled and that they must trust each other and venture out into a dangerous world full of betrayals and uncertainty, always returning to the sanctuary of family. His sons took on part of Joe’s psychological makeup, the sense of lives without boundaries and ambitions without restrictions.

By any measure, Joe was an extraordinary man, the shrewdest, the most focused, the most willful of human beings. Joseph P. Kennedy created one great thing in his life, and that was his family. With acumen as great as his wealth, and limitless purpose, he built a family of sons who sought to reach the peak of American political life.

Jack had the deepest insight into the family of any of his siblings. He understood how difficult it was to survive his father’s admonitions and directives. He saw that there was a dichotomy between a life of personal happiness and a life spent in the pursuit of power. In the geography of Jack’s life, he could take only one road. With the death of his brother, Joseph Patrick Kennedy Jr., in World War II, he took the narrow pathway to power, forsaking the quest for happiness and personal fulfillment. 
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Even though Joe was bedridden and unable to be the firm voice of the family, his presence still shadowed the Kennedy sons and grandsons, as it would even after his death. With the assassination of Bobby in 1968, Joe would give three of his sons to the nation. Jack and Bobby would be revered by millions as heroes who had been cut down before they finished their great work. Whatever other goals Ted, his sons, and his nephews may have had, they were morally obligated to try to complete what his brothers had begun.

The survivors were overwhelmed by what faced them. Even families that do not reach the heights scaled by the Kennedys falter and fall in the next generation, disappearing from public consciousness and squandering much of their wealth. That is true throughout the world. Americans talk about “going from shirtsleeve to shirtsleeve.” To the Irish it is “from clogs to clogs.” The Chinese say “from rice paddy to rice paddy.”

A family begins in poverty. The first generation struggles upward against great odds. The second generation enjoys the fruits of success, while the third generation often dissipates most of what their predecessors had gained. It is not always three generations, but the pattern is a recurring one.

What is implicit is the idea of regression to the mean, which is not simply a statistical law but a rule of nature. A hungry, ambitious man of energy and willful determination is likely to have heirs who are ambitious and talented, but short of the founding father. The wealth and status that the founding generations will to their heirs carry within them the seeds of their loss. Not only are the heirs probably less talented and forceful, but they have grown up in indulgent circumstances that hone their frailties.

The story of the Kennedy family began in 1849 when Patrick Kennedy arrived in East Boston from County Wexford in southeastern Ireland. On the boat he met Bridget Murphy, like himself an impoverished Irish peasant. They married and had four surviving children, three daughters and a son. When Patrick died in 1858, Bridget worked for a time as a servant and later in a notions shop in East Boston that she eventually purchased. She sent two daughters off to work—one as a dressmaker, the other as a millworker—and gave her son, Patrick Joseph “P.J.,” the money to open a tavern. P.J. became a liquor wholesaler, a member of the Massachusetts legislature, a political boss, and one of the most successful men in East Boston. He and his wife, Mary Augusta Hickey, had two surviving daughters and a son, Joseph Patrick.

In a classic second-generation pattern, P.J. was content to have his son stay in East Boston consolidating all that he had gained. Joe’s mother, Mary Augusta, had far greater ambitions. She pushed Joe to attend Boston Latin School, the best public school in America, and then Harvard College. Joe had the sense of place and confidence of the second generation and the ambition, energy, and initiative of a man raised up from abject poverty. At twenty-five, he became president of a Boston bank in which his father had a major interest, and then he married Rose Fitzgerald, the mayor’s daughter.

Joe went on to make millions as a stockbroker and investor. He was a financier of bootleg liquor. He was the leading Catholic layman in America. When he went to Hollywood to produce films, he was celebrated as a family man who would bring morality back to the industry. He did so while living in Beverly Hills with the actress Gloria Swanson. He believed that history was made by great men, not great peoples. As ambassador to the Court of St. James’s, Joe was not so much pro-Nazi as pro-power. He considered Hitler a powerfully commanding figure who had mobilized the German people to overwhelm an effete, declining Great Britain. Joe was the beloved father of nine children and a satyr who preyed on his sons’ dates. He seduced a virginal secretary and kept her as his mistress for ten years as she worked in the Kennedy home in the presence of Joe’s wife, Rose. Joe’s infidelities “just tore at the human fundamentals,” reflects Chuck Spalding, one of Jack’s closest friends. “It left them with vulnerability in that area—it was like a contagious disease.”

Joe oversaw the marriages of his sons and daughters, which were blessed by the leaders of the Church, celebrated in the society pages, and attended by the American elite. The marriages of the surviving families would almost all end in failures. Despite her Catholic faith, Patricia Kennedy Lawford left her actor husband, Peter Lawford, making her son Christopher Kennedy Lawford the first Kennedy son of divorce. After years of difficulties, Ted and Joan’s marriage also ended in a divorce that was deeply troubling to their two sons, Edward Moore “Teddy” Kennedy Jr. and Patrick Joseph Kennedy. Jean Ann Kennedy Smith and her husband, Stephen Edward Smith, appeared to have a stable marriage, but Steve kept a series of mistresses. That did not make it easy for their two sons, Stephen Edward “Steve” Smith Jr. and William Kennedy “Willie” Smith. Of all the families, only Eunice Mary Kennedy Shriver and R. Sargent “Sarge” Shriver Jr. provided a traditional family setting for their four sons, Robert Sargent “Bobby” Shriver III, Timothy Perry “Tim” Shriver, Mark Kennedy Shriver, and Anthony Paul Kennedy Shriver, but that did not inoculate them from the psychological dilemmas that faced all the grandchildren.

As the world knew, the grandsons of the other two families lost their fathers. After the assassination of President Kennedy, Jackie attempted to provide a strong, emotionally healthy home for her son. Much of the psychological drama in John’s life would be about his quest for a father figure, and then for fatherly ideals, a search that could never be fully successful. Bobby and Ethel’s seven sons, Joseph Patrick II, Robert Francis Jr., David Anthony, Michael Le Moyne, Christopher George, Matthew Maxwell Taylor, and Douglas Harriman, had an intense, sometimes emotionally overwrought mother who seemed to find balance only in her bottomless devotion to her husband.

The younger Kennedys did not have their grandfather’s brutal determination, and many of their advantages proved illusory. Although several of them did important work in politics, for the environment, and in social service, none of them approached their fathers’ achievements at a comparable age. Their grandfather had shown business acumen and daring, but the one forthrightly profit-making business that one of his grandsons managed to start, the magazine George, had as its crucial asset the Kennedy name, and it lost millions. One grandson became the first Kennedy to retire from political office. A second became the first Kennedy to refuse to seek a higher office largely because he feared he could not handle the legacy. A third grandson, after raising one of the largest war chests ever accumulated for a congressional race, became the first Kennedy to lose a congressional primary. And a fourth grandson, the one with perhaps the most political promise, died in a plane crash as he was contemplating running for office.

In the years after President Kennedy’s assassination in 1963, among these two surviving sons and seventeen grandsons, four would die violently: one by assassination, one by drug overdose, one by playing a dangerous game on the ski slopes, and one in a private plane crash brought on largely by overconfidence. These men would be the drivers in automobile accidents that killed one young woman and crippled another. Five others would die traveling with these men. At least seven of these Kennedy men would be for a time drug addicts or self-proclaimed alcoholics, while several others would have publicly unacknowledged problems with alcohol or drugs. Two of them would be accused of rape, one involving a fourteen-and-a-half-year-old. Although there were Kennedy men who lived lives without public troubles and pursued causes of immense social goodness, the sad litany above includes sons from five of the six Kennedy families. It is a startling tally, and one that speaks to a complex tale of hidden lives and often untoward conduct leading to tragic consequences.

These many tragedies and misfortunes have been seen by some almost as divine retribution for the hubris and limitless ambition of Joseph P. Kennedy, a clan doomed by its heritage and its genes to endless tragedy and mishap. What is lost in such analysis, and is equally the most inspiring and most devastating aspect of this history, is that these Kennedy men made their own lives. Yes, they bore a heavy load of heritage. Yes, they had the rich blood of inheritance, but they were not puppets pulled by the strings of history.

The son of Camelot who rode at night down the rutted road to Chappaquiddick also spent the next decades building one of the most distinguished careers in the Senate. The son of Camelot with a limitless future who flew his plane into a murky sky to his death was not the passive bystander to his fate, living out a scripted life. The son of Camelot who built Special Olympics to a place beyond even his mother’s exalted dreams was no mere inheritor, surviving off the wages of his forebears. The son of Camelot who rose out of heroin addiction to become a leader of the environmental movement did so in his own name.

Each Kennedy man made his own choices. If it is devastating to see how several of them squandered their fortune of goodwill and opportunity, then the monumental impact several of them have made on our country and our world is inspiring. They lived their lives, they made their choices, and they determined the fate of an American dynasty.


CHAPTER TWO

Sheep Without a Shepherd
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Soon after she left the White House, Jackie purchased a 170-year-old house at 3017 N Street in Georgetown. Although she hoped to avoid constant public scrutiny, she and her two children were among the capital’s leading tourist attractions. Every day the tour buses wheezed their way past N Street, the tourists with their faces pressed up against the windows while scores of others stood on the corner, kept back by D.C. police. To avoid onlookers, Secret Service agents would take the family out the back door, through a neighbor’s yard, and into cars waiting on Dumbarton Avenue.

During the day John scampered through the Georgetown house, his eyes glistening with anticipation, a font of endless mischief, seemingly unaware that his father was gone. This was no different from the way the boy had been in the White House, rushing through the rooms with proprietary zeal. He had nothing of his six-year-old sister Caroline’s shy, taciturn manner but posed for photographers with professional aplomb and bounced up and down on the laps of his father’s friends.

Caroline was old enough to have crystal clear and impregnable memories of her father. The loss of her father, as great as it was, remained something she could comprehend. For John it was different. As a young man, he would have memories of his father that he talked about only with his closest friends. He remembered how he scurried into the Oval Office and pulled his father’s newspaper down from his face, as the president grimaced in seeming fear. This was a real memory, not something taken unconsciously from newsreels and documentaries or from tales told to him. He had an uncanny ability to separate what he had seen and felt himself from what others told him had happened, to distinguish between his own truths about his family and the attempts of others to re-create and interpret his world.

John was attuned to the nonverbal signals around him and had a growing sense of how much his life had changed. The people around him were different. His surroundings were different. His mother, as much as she tried to act the same, was different. There were no longer those daily trips down from the family quarters of the White House with his father, no jaunts into the Oval Office, no more games with a newspaper.

John might have seemed a carefree child, but as he grew up he had a greater awareness of what was going on around him than he displayed to the world, and from an early age he sensed that his father was gone. John’s friends learned never to ask about the loss of his father. He searched for his father everywhere, trying to replace him by choosing several of the Secret Service agents as surrogate fathers. He even searched for his father through the friends he chose, some of whom had also lost their fathers or suffered some other great loss unknown to most youths. He chose male friends of tough spirit and unquestioned masculinity. He played rough, manly sports, trying to create his own sense of manhood without a father to guide him.

John’s mother attempted to replicate the security and serenity of the White House, and yet the home was full of emotional subterfuge. Jackie pretended that things had not changed when in fact they would never be the same. She looked away from the darkness and chose to remember the years in the White House as Camelot. John also learned about his father from his older cousins, who had their own recollections of those White House years: the joyous summers at Hyannis Port, the romps on the White House grounds, the rides in helicopters and giant planes. As these Kennedy children grew older, it was natural for them to accept this light-filled vision as the truth that they were supposed to carry forth.

In trying to re-create the familiar atmosphere of the White House, Jackie brought in Mike Howard, a Secret Service agent who had been assigned to the first lady and her children. The amiable Texan regaled Jackie by singing ribald blues and gave piggyback rides to little John. On this new detail in the first months after the death of the president, Howard never saw Jackie sitting in gloom or misery, letting on to the unhappiness she must have felt.

One night Howard was working the overnight shift, sitting in a chair in the living room. It was tedious, and he had to will himself to stay alert. A scream punctuated the silence. Howard leapt up the narrow staircase, his pistol raised, and flung open the former first lady’s bedroom door. Mrs. Kennedy was sitting up in bed, her small reading light on.

“Ma’am, are you all right?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“Must have had a nightmare.” “Yes. I just saw some bad things.”

Bobby Kennedy saw bad things in the night as well, so much so that he often could not sleep. The deepest part of his grief he tried to hide, but the visible layer was shocking enough to behold. At times he appeared shriveled up, the life drained out of him, his face an advertisement of his anguish.

Of all the Kennedy brothers, Bobby had always had the deepest faith, but now in scriptural passages where he had once found truth, he saw only platitudes. Bobby found his deepest solace in Jackie, and he often visited her. Howard had seen Bobby making his frequent visits to the Georgetown house. The Secret Service agent knew of the rumors of the relationship between them, but he did not know what to make of them. Jackie and Bobby spent many hours together in the house in Georgetown and in New York. In March 1964 they flew off to Sun Valley, Idaho, for a skiing vacation. For Easter they traveled together with Jackie’s sister, Lee, her husband, Prince Stanislaus Radziwill, and family friend Charles “Chuck” Spalding for a vacation at the Antigua estate of Bunny Mellon. “We were far from home and down on this island, and the beauty of the whole thing contrasted with the loss and everybody’s terrible sense of dejection,” recalls Spalding. “It was so paralyzing that unless you were going to forfeit your own [life], eventually each of us had to simply say, you can’t go on like this.”

Bobby sought through Jackie to touch his brother once again, to hear his laughter, to feel his life again. Bobby found with Jackie things that he would never find with Ethel. Only Jackie spoke the same expressive language that Bobby spoke and seemed to understand the nuances of his every gesture. Whatever the specifics of their relationship, it was a mark of how much Bobby missed his brother and how desperate he was that he could be so unconcerned about the inevitable rumors and gossip.

Ethel, meanwhile, was the most loyal and loving of wives, a cheerleader and a comrade in arms. She idealized her husband and considered Bobby’s critics to be traitors and fools. In attempting to outrun the shadow of desolation and depression that haunted her husband, she was acting more Kennedy than Bobby. When he had been sick as a boy and when his big brother Joe had died, his parents had ordered him out of the house to run his sorrow away. Ethel whirled from one activity to another. Painting a happy face on every day, she could hardly stop or slow down enough to contemplate the emotional depths to which her husband had fallen.

At a dinner party one evening at their home, Bobby sat at one end of the long table, musing endlessly about his departed brother, the only subject that stirred him from his malaise, yet it always led him downward again. At the other end of the table Ethel was her eternally exuberant self, talking incessantly. Bobby looked up and said words he must have thought a thousand times since the assassination. “There was never anyone quite like Jack,” he said solemnly. “Nobody.”

No one wanted to break the silence that hung over the table. “We don’t have to worry,” Ethel said finally, with cheery certitude. “We know that Jack is up there in heaven, Bobby, and he’s looking down on us and taking care of everything.”

Bobby looked back down the table as if his wife was someone he did not know. “Those words were spoken by the wife of the attorney general of the United States,” he said, dismissing her platitudinous boilerplate with disdain. 

[image: ]

The six-acre estate in McLean, Virginia, where Bobby’s family lived was called Hickory Hill. The mansion was a spirited admixture of the Kennedy compound in Hyannis Port and the Skakel mansion in Greenwich, Connecticut, where Ethel had grown up. Her family was as wealthy and iconoclastic as the Kennedys, yet whereas the Kennedys strove for social acceptance, the Skakels fancied themselves above such pursuits. While the Kennedys made their broad marks on the world, the Skakels considered their money a ticket to lives of fast-lived pleasure. The Kennedys might laugh, but the Skakels were fun. At Hickory Hill there was always activity, children running helter-skelter, maids coming and going, phones ringing, cars leaving, and Ethel marching through it all.

When Bobby was with Jackie, it was all so different. She was no athlete and had often run off with a book when the Kennedys took to the football field or the tennis courts. Like Bobby, she had much that she had to puzzle out and contemplate. It was one of the great imponderables that she could have loved so profoundly a man who had cheated on her so many times in so many ways, but she did, and her grief was as intense as it was deep. As for Bobby, grief was hardly word enough for how he felt. And so he had Jackie to talk to about their Jack, and about much else.

Jackie introduced Bobby to the Greek tragedians. He read them as a young man reads books, underlining passages, memorizing sentences, seeking answers to the eternal “why?” Here he found dark, mournful visages of life, as well as solace in the existential struggle of the heroic individual. “Men are not made for safe havens,” he underlined in Aeschylus. “The fullness of life is in the hazards of life…. To the heroic, desperate odds fling a challenge.” He read deeply and remembered well, and not simply to impress his audiences by studding his speeches with memorable phrases.

In March, Bobby was scheduled to give a St. Patrick’s Day speech in Scranton, Pennsylvania. On a sentimental occasion, speaking to a sentimental people, he had only to stand on the podium to evoke all the richly poignant feelings of what had been lost and what lay unfulfilled. He insisted, however, on speaking directly about his brother and quoting a poem about the great Irish freedom fighter Owen Roe O’Neill. Bobby’s press aide, Edwin Guthman, warned him that he might not be able to get through the reading without breaking up. He practiced standing in front of the mirror, reading the poem again and again and again. On the day he gave his speech, every time he said the words “President Kennedy,” which was often, he spoke with sweet softness, brushing the words with tenderness. At the end of the speech Bobby read the emotionally powerful poem:


Your troubles are all over
You’re at rest with God on high,
But we’re slaves and we’re orphans, Owen!
Why did you die?
We’re sheep without a shepherd,
When the snow shuts out the sky—
Oh! Why did you leave us, Owen?
Why did you die?



That was the question Bobby asked himself. He would never find the answer, and in standing before this assembly of Irish Americans without crying as he read the words, he was signaling to himself and to the world that he could indeed go on not knowing the answer. “So, on this St. Patrick’s evening, let me urge you one final time to recall the heritage of the Irish,” he concluded. “Let us show them that we have not forgotten the constancy and the faith and the hope of the Irish.”

Bobby realized that it was not only he and his family, not only these people in this hall or those across America, but people throughout the world who saw his brother as a symbol of hope and optimism. As millions of people saw it, the eternal flame burned not only in Arlington National Cemetery but also in the heart and soul of Robert F. Kennedy. Wherever he went, he evoked the deepest and most heartfelt of sentiments.

In June he traveled to Europe, and he saw that flame of hope burning as brilliantly there as it did in America. “I have come to understand the hope President Kennedy kindles is not dead but alive,” he told a youthful audience at the Free University of Berlin. He flew to Poland, behind the Iron Curtain, bearing the same message, knowing that his brother’s name evoked all that was best and most promising in humankind. He brought with him to Warsaw not only a pregnant Ethel but his three oldest children, Kathleen, Joe, and Bobby Jr., to imbibe this extraordinary spectacle.

In Warsaw, outside the medieval cathedral after mass, he did what would in the next years become almost a campaign routine with him. He jumped out on the roof of the embassy automobile, pulling Ethel and his children up there with him. The Lincoln Continental made its way gingerly through the masses of cheering Poles. The American ambassador feared that the car roof would cave in, but Bobby would not get down. He was not going to hide from these people or from people anywhere. He thrived on these moments of public witnessing, these glorious confrontations when he tapped into wellsprings of discontent and hope. His three oldest children saw this too. They were immensely proud of the daring of their father and this raw new energy that he brought to politics. For these children their father blended into one great transcendent figure, an image that would both inspire and haunt them.


CHAPTER THREE

Games of Power
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Lyndon Johnson knew that he was the beneficiary of an immense emotional response to Jack’s death. Even if the new president backtracked on issues championed by his predecessor, as long as he did not openly walk away from those ideas and policies, or act in too partisan a manner, he would probably have a strong mandate. He had every incentive to please the Kennedys. He wooed Jackie with homespun, often vulgar homilies, talked politics with Ted, called Joe, and tried to better his rapport with Bobby.

In the first months of the Johnson presidency, Bobby stayed on as attorney general. Most of Kennedy’s aides also heeded Johnson’s admonition to remain in the new administration. They remained full of memories of the fallen president and were often unable to show the slavish obedience to Johnson’s will and whim that he expected of his closest aides. At times the new president sensed betrayal where there was simply sadness. At other times he was correct in his suspicions that some of Bobby’s minions were working stealthily to create a groundswell that would carry the attorney general to the vice presidential nomination at the Democratic Convention in August 1964.

In February 1964, after a cabinet meeting, Johnson called his attorney general into the Oval Office to tell him to have his agent back off. It was still a time of the deepest grief. The martyred president was being memorialized not simply in the renaming of airports, highways, buildings, schools, and a space center but in the nation’s legislation. The day before the civil rights bill had passed the House of Representatives, sooner and more overwhelmingly (290 to 130) than it would have if Kennedy had lived. Yet at this moment Johnson could not fully savor this triumph any more than Bobby could. The attorney general described the encounter as a “bitter, mean conversation … the meanest tone that I’ve heard.”

That was probably more indicative of Bobby’s sensitivity to the new realities than a fair-minded analysis of what had transpired. There is a natural deference shown to the president of the United States. Bobby was not willing to bow his head even an instant to a man who squatted where his brother had once sat. “President Kennedy isn’t president anymore,” Johnson said. “I am.” That was nothing more than the truth, but it was a truth that Bobby could hardly bring himself to accept.

The reality was that Bobby was too embedded in sorrow to contemplate realistically his political future. Beyond that, he had made his disdain for Johnson pointedly clear when in 1960 he opposed his nomination as vice president. Bobby knew about the humiliation and disinterest that was the natural plight of a vice president, and he was emotionally the least likely person to hold that office. Still, he wanted Johnson to name him as his running mate. That would make him the almost certain Democratic presidential nominee in 1968.

Johnson was not about to anoint a man who believed the new president was “mean, bitter, vicious—an animal in many ways.” In his more paranoid moments, Johnson contemplated not running rather than being saddled with Bobby. “I’m not going to let them put somebody in bed with me that’ll murder me,” he confided to Governor John Connally of Texas.

Bobby was not the only Kennedy family member who sought the vice presidency. The other prospective candidate was Bobby’s brother-in-law, Sargent Shriver, the head of the Peace Corps and the new director of the administration’s nascent War on Poverty. In the years since he first went to work for Joe managing the family-owned Merchandise Mart in Chicago and then marrying Eunice Kennedy, Sarge had learned well the arts of deference so essential to a vice president. He represented the most idealistic aspects of the Kennedy administration and was far better suited for the position than Bobby. Sarge had pointedly told the press that he was not running for the office and that his brother-in-law would be a “terrific” vice president, though he may well have doubted that.

“I think that a man who runs for vice president is a very foolish man,” Johnson told Sarge. “The man who runs away from it is very wise. And don’t you ever be a candidate, and don’t let anybody else be a candidate. Tell them, anybody ever runs for it never gets it.”

While the Kennedys showed toothy smiles to the world, among themselves they had begun for the first time to squabble jealously over the spoils and prospects. Bobby believed that Johnson was considering Sarge only to avoid choosing his attorney general, an analysis that showed how little he thought not only of Johnson but also of his own brother-in-law. The Kennedy men had never before competed for the same position, but the world was a different place now.

“Sarge really wanted the vice presidency in ‘64,” recalls Harris Wofford, Shriver’s longtime associate. “He was very close to being wired with the president’s aide Bill Moyers [Sarge’s former deputy at the Peace Corps] and Johnson. That’s when Kenny O’Donnell [a close Kennedy aide], who had stayed on in the White House, heard Moyers on the phone telling Johnson that the family could not oppose Sarge’s nomination. O’Donnell stormed in and said, ‘The family’s gonna oppose you.’ It was an end run around Bobby, and they were chortling over it. And O’Donnell said, ‘The hell they won’t. We’ll fight you to the end. If they’re gonna pick any Kennedy, it’s gotta be Bobby.’”

Ted did not favor his brother’s seeking the vice presidential nomination but thought instead that Bobby should run for a Senate seat from New York State. It was generous advice: he surely understood that if Bobby entered the Senate, he might cast the junior senator from Massachusetts into perennial shadow.

In the wake of the assassination, Ted had returned to work almost immediately, and not merely to sit despairingly at his desk. He found purpose in a senator’s life, with its endless hearings, meetings, discussions, and interviews. He was arguably the best natural politician in the family, a back-slapping, jovial, endearing public man whose hands were so enormous that when he reached out and grasped a constituent’s hand, it was like being enveloped in a baseball glove.

The year before, when thirty-year-old Ted had arrived in the Senate, he was, by many judgments, a spoiled pup who had ridden a name and unalloyed privilege to victory. He had few credentials beside his name, a reality about which he was not unaware. He was a loyal Democrat with no distinctive issues that he had made his own, and no high public posture. But he had kept his eyes focused downward, learning the ways and whys of the Senate and winning acceptance among his colleagues.

The Senate is often called the most exclusive club in the world, but in the sixties it was two clubs. All senators belonged to the outer club, but there was also an inner club that tapped its members from those who adhered most closely to its rituals and folkways. Ted was a natural man of the inner Senate. He understood and appreciated the institution’s elaborate courtesies. Part of his deference to his colleagues was that of youth to age, but part was acknowledgment of this reality. These politicians of the inner Senate debated issues, but they understood that their terms were long and the issues many, and that while they might leave scratches on their opponents, they did not leave scars.

Ted shared with his grandfather, former Boston mayor John “Honey Fitz” Fitzgerald, the sense that politics is a glorious game in which win, lose, or draw, the players return to play again. He was not a man who bore grudges, not a hater, not a malevolent person. Part of his good nature may have stemmed from his own insecurity, but whatever its origins, it was an enviable trait in a politician.

When Ted talked to the president, there was none of the posturing, bickering, and dissembling that had poisoned the relationship between Bobby and Johnson, but that did not mean that they squandered candor on each other.

On March 30, 1964, Johnson called to congratulate Ted on his Sunday morning television appearance on Meet the Press. “You can take my job anytime you’re ready,” Johnson said, “because I thought you survived it wonderfully.”

“That’s very very kind,” Ted said.

“I’m just a trustee that’s trying to carry on the best I can,” Johnson said with modesty as effusive as it was false. “And I know my problems and limitations better than anybody else.”

Ted was a man of instinctive shrewdness, a very measure of it being that he often hid it so well that others did not realize he possessed it. He thanked Johnson for his compliments, but he did not praise his stewardship of JFK’s program, a gesture that might have been construed as a betrayal of Bobby.

When Ted was not talking politics with colleagues or working in the Senate, he was an honored emissary of his brother’s legacy. Although it was his staff who wrote the eloquent, deeply felt speeches he gave about his brother, it was he who stood before audiences and read the words. It was a wrenchingly difficult role.

The youngest Kennedy brother, who stood on podiums commemorating his older brother’s greatness, was a man of the most contradictory qualities. He was self-doubting, forever measuring himself against his big brothers and the fine minds that served them. Yet he was full of willful arrogance, driving his Oldsmobile, for instance, as if traffic laws were for lesser mortals. Sensitive and sentimental about his family, he was often deeply thoughtful, and not only in a politician’s calculating manner. Yet he could be crudely aggressive and lustful, especially with a few pops of booze in him.

Jack had been both admiring and jealous of his exuberant, seemingly carefree and healthy youngest brother. He thought that Ted would have a different, freer life, but his kid brother chose the same narrow road as Jack. “Ted, who has all the physical apparatus of being rather easygoing, a rancher or something, you know really taking life easy, he got an ulcer for a while there last year because he didn’t know if he was going to be able to stay in law school, because he’s not terribly quick,” Jack told his biographer James Macgregor Burns in 1959. “He stayed in and has done pretty well, but that demonstrates that’s really induced by outside pressures, because he’s most physically well-balanced and healthy, but I mean it’s gotten to him now so he’s doomed to this treadmill too.”

His father and mother had wanted Ted to marry and to stop his restless romantic wanderings. On the evening before the wedding in November 1958, he confessed to one of his closest friends that he feared he was making a dreadful mistake. This was not a mark of his selfish disregard but almost the opposite. He hardly knew Joan Bennett, a beautiful graduate of Catholic Manhattanville College. He felt he was being locked into something not of his own making. Just before the wedding ceremony, Jack told his little brother not to worry. His romantic life could go on as before. That exchange had been filmed, and when the couple returned from their Jamaican honeymoon, Joan watched the wedding film and heard the brotherly advice.

Shortly after their marriage in 1958, Ted and his young bride thought of moving to a western state to start a new free life, but Joe vetoed that the moment he learned of it, and Ted set out to live what were largely his father’s aspirations.

The Joan Kennedy who had flown up to Springfield, Massachusetts, ahead of her husband in June 1964 to the commonwealth’s Democratic Convention had long since made peace with her marriage. The couple had two little children at home, Kara Anne Kennedy, born in 1960, and Edward Moore Kennedy Jr., born a year and a half later. They had been hoping for a third, but Joan had just miscarried for the second time. She would have preferred to rest at home, but she was expected to get up and play the loyal political wife.

Ted would already have been at the convention, where he would be nominated for his first full Senate term, but his vote was needed in the historic vote to pass the civil rights bill. It was close to eight o’clock by the time he arrived at National Airport to fly a private plane to Springfield.

Senator Birch Bayh of Indiana, who was scheduled to give the keynote address, was there too, with his wife, Marvella Bayh. Ed Moss, Ted’s administrative assistant, was also traveling with the party.

Wherever most politicians go, they are always a little late. That way there is added anticipation and the sense that they are the most important one at the event. Few politicians, however, overscheduled themselves as much as Ted did. His days were a constant race from hearing to hearing, interview to interview, meeting to meeting, speech to speech, event to event. It was in the sheer multitude of activities that he found satisfaction, even exhilaration. If that meant that he drove through traffic lights or storms, that was just fine. In the frenetic life he had created for himself, he had minutes to think about issues but rarely hours to reflect about ideas.

For Ted there was never a question about setting out in a plane, even if the forecast was for stormy weather. He was used to flying in private planes in inclement weather. That was one of the unspoken, calculated risks of the political life if a politician wanted to stay in office. As the plane flew northward, the pilot, Ed Zimny, moved around thunderstorms and turbulence. By the time the Aero Commander reached Springfield, the local airport was lost under a bank of fog. All Ted had to say was that it was not worth the risk to make an instrument landing, and Zimny would have flown to another airport. Ted had two siblings who had died in planes, Joe Jr. in 1944, when his plane exploded over England, and Kathleen Agnes Kennedy four years later in a crash in the French Alps, when she and her lover insisted that the pilot fly in conditions not unlike what they were flying in now in western Massachusetts. But Ted was as cavalier about the dangers of flying as he was about everything else in his life.

Zimny guided the plane down through the thick fog. Then the bottom of the plane grazed apple trees on a ridge a good two hundred feet above and across the road from the airport, and the Aero Commander nose-dived into the earth. Bayh and his wife managed to stumble out of the wreckage. The Indiana senator returned to pull Ted away and lay him down in the field. “He [Bayh] made the decision to come back to the plane,” Ted reflected decades later. “It didn’t catch on fire, but it could have. It was a clear reflection of the quality of his character and courage.”

Ed Zimny, the pilot, was dead, Ed Moss was dying, and Ted was in terrible condition. When Ted arrived at the hospital, he had almost no blood pressure, three of his vertebrae were damaged, one of his lungs had collapsed, nine of his ribs were broken, and his back had been broken in twenty-six places. The doctors were so worried about other internal injuries that they used no anesthesia on him. After several days he stabilized, and the physicians started giving him painkillers. For about a half hour he had a warm, floating feeling. Then the pain came back, and he lay in agony, counting the time until the nurse came in and gave him another shot.

The doctors were realistic men. When Ted had regained full awareness, they felt that they had no choice but to tell their patient the truth. One of the doctors came into his room on a rainy afternoon, the droplets cascading down the window pane. “You may never walk again, Senator,” the lead doctor told him. “You’re just going to have to face that.”

In any accident, one’s initial instinct is to say that one is fine, mumbling a mantra to oneself as much as to the world. Ted continued to chant this mantra until it became the truth, or much of the truth. This was in some ways Ted’s and Bobby’s greatest strength. No matter what happened, no matter how deep the wounds or how twisted the wreckage, they were fine. Maybe they did this only through a willful distortion of reality, but it was no less extraordinary.

Jack had suffered most of his life with back troubles, and now Ted had his own crushed vertebrae. The specialists recommended back surgery. Ted decided to take his chances with time and nature and had the doctors strap him to a Stryker frame, a medical teeter-totter on which he was rotated every hour. He was a man who felt secure only when he was in control, driving a car, leading a floor fight, giving a speech. Strapped to this frame, however, unable to move, and with nurses hovering over him, he had no control at all.

Ted had an inordinate faith in the wisdom of experts, and a parade of Harvard professors made their way to Baptist Hospital to educate him on economics and politics. He paid more attention than he had in his college classes, largely because he saw the practical efficacies of this instruction. He was not much of a reader of lengthy tomes but preferred to spend his limited time perusing memos and essays and speeches or being briefed by the most knowledgeable experts in the field in question. He was a man not for philosophical musings but for practical ideas that he could pan through, searching for nuggets that he could apply in the Senate. He knew he wasn’t as smart as scholarly men like John Kenneth Galbraith, Samuel Beer, and Patrick Moynihan, all of whom visited his hospital room. But he was smart enough during these months to realize that he could use their minds, multiplying his impact on the Senate and on America.

After nearly six months the doctors took him off the board. His muscles had atrophied so completely that he could not even stand up on his own. The aides helped him up and maneuvered him into the swimming pool. He used his shoulders and arms and a weak flutter kick to propel himself back and forth across the water. Finally, after days of that, they strapped him into a corset and gave him a cane, and he began to walk.

Ted discarded the cane as soon as he returned to public life, but the back pain stayed, his occasional companion the rest of his life. It would come upon him unexpectedly, sometimes when he was giving a speech on the Senate floor, or taking someone’s testimony in a hearing. He would almost black out and then catch himself and go on. Those who were close to him could see that look in his eye and the slight grimace and knew what was happening, but most people had no idea of the pain that he endured.


CHAPTER FOUR

The Senators Kennedy
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There were those in 1964 who thought that it was too soon for Bobby to run for political office, with his soul still draped in mourning. “I thought that Bob might develop intellectually more, a greater sense of history and so forth, a sense of where the hell the country is going, and not sort of always being so activist that he didn’t retreat for reflection,” said Fred Dutton, one of his closest advisers. “If you thought out your own things, and [are] almost at peace with yourself, there’ll be more of a quiet strength about it.”

Bobby might peruse the ancient Greeks, but he was constitutionally incapable of sitting back and reflecting for an extended period of time. Instead, when Johnson made it clear that Bobby would not be offered the vice presidential nomination, he set out to become a United States senator from New York. Although he had lived with his family in Bronxville as a boy after the Kennedys moved to New York from Boston in 1928, he had lived most of his adult life in Washington. He realized that he would be perceived by many as little more than a carpetbagger who had come into New York with his brother’s legacy as his greatest apparent attribute.

Bobby could not afford to fume over Johnson’s rejection of him, for he knew that his and the new president’s future were harnessed together, and soon after he decided to run, he called the president. “If I could work it out so that I wasn’t just landing from Massachusetts to New York, I’d try to do so,” he admitted to Johnson.

That was only part of the problem. “If it looks like I plainly didn’t become vice president and then I decided to run in New York because it was the second best thing, I think that looks terrible and I start out with such a burden,” Bobby confided to a president he did not trust. Bobby was not a New Yorker. Nor was the Senate seat his first choice. In his soft, underspoken way, he was attempting to solicit Johnson’s help, or at least to get him not to undermine him. “It’s awfully important beyond myself,” he said to Johnson, who was secretly recording his words. “If I lose up there, it’s a reflection on the whole family.”

To ensure that there would be no emotional stampede to nominate Bobby, Johnson did not allow Bobby to talk at the Democratic Convention in late August 1964 until he and his vice presidential running mate, Senator Hubert Humphrey of Minnesota, had been nominated. On the last evening in Atlantic City, Bobby finally had his moment. Even before he spoke, the delegates applauded for thirteen minutes while Bobby stood with a shy half-smile on his lips.

In his address, Bobby proudly placed his beloved brother as part of a Democratic Party tradition of stalwart leaders that he traced back to Thomas Jefferson, James Madison, and Franklin Roosevelt. He talked of his fallen brother and of how the late president had wanted to help the mentally ill and the mentally retarded, those not covered by Social Security and receiving less than a fair minimum wage, those in need of decent housing, senior citizens having trouble paying their medical bills, and “our fellow citizens who are not white.” These had not been his brother’s primary concerns, but Bobby was creating a list of noble endeavors that he hoped to make part of his brother’s legacy as well as his own.

This man who stood before the convention audience was far different from the intemperate young attorney who had once worked for Senator Joseph McCarthy, or even the forceful attorney general who had authorized wiretapping against Martin Luther King Jr. and led a secret war against Castro’s Cuba. He was becoming the most important progressive politician of his time. With his ideas wrapped in the sacred mantle of his martyred brother, Bobby seemed to his admirers not merely a politician but a priest of politics who would lead his followers and his nation to an exalted place. For the first time he reached out pointedly and profoundly to the youthful generation to claim them as soldiers in the mighty army that would complete what his brother had begun.

“His [JFK’s] idea really was that this country, that this world, should be a better place when we turn it over to the next generation than when we inherited it from the last generation,” Bobby said. “And that’s why he made such an effort and was committed to the young people not only of the United States but to the young people of the world … When I think of President Kennedy, I think of what Shakespeare said in Romeo and Juliet:


When he shall die,
Take him and cut him out in little stars,
And he will make the face of heaven so fine
That all the world will be in love with night,
And pay no worship to the garish sun.



No one there that evening, no matter what they thought of his politics or his family, could hear Bobby’s words without being moved. Although thirty-eight-year-old Bobby talked of the golden promise of this agenda, there was a deep sadness to this man that he did not attempt to hide and a foreboding that was rarely heard or seen on a political platform. He ended not with a call for bold action, but with a quotation from Robert Frost that was almost ominous in its implications.


The woods are lovely, dark and deep.
But I have promises to keep,
And miles to go before I sleep,
And miles to go before I sleep.



During the fall of 1964, in his race against the Republican incumbent Kenneth Keating, time and again Bobby mentioned his late brother. There was a pained immediacy in this invocation that was far different from a politician’s ploy of linking himself with a revered name. For one moment, he was the proud bearer of his brother’s legacy, repeating his words and his gestures, his mere presence an affirmation of his brother’s life. Then a moment later he was awkward, stumbling, withdrawn, sharing his vulnerability. And everywhere Bobby went in the state, he saw the immense emotional pull of his brother’s name and the Kennedy mystique.

Despite this extraordinary response, there was a morbidity in Bobby that he could not shake off. He often spoke in a listless monotone, reading words that others had written. He appeared incapable of the schmoozing with party leaders that was so much a part of a politician’s life, a weakness that his detractors blamed on arrogance, not on spiritual malaise. He had an unruly mop of hair that was the delight of political cartoonists and a shy, diffident manner. At staff meetings he often gazed out the window as if he were no more than an observer. “Do what you are afraid to do,” he had written in his notebook after his brother’s death, underlining Emerson’s precept. That was one of the axioms he lived by.

Bobby was no longer seeing Jackie as often as he had earlier in the year. She had just moved to the Upper East Side of New York City to seek a life unshackled from the omnipresent memories of the assassination. In moving to her five-bedroom, five-bath apartment at 1040 Fifth Avenue, she was not only freeing herself, or part of herself, from living as a national icon, garbed in widow’s black, but she was freeing her children. John would forever be the president’s son, but here he would have a chance for a real life that he would not have had in Washington.

Bobby decided not to call on his brother’s widow to campaign for him, and he debated the idea of using John. There was a cachet and celebrity in the little boy that none of the other Kennedy children had, not even his older sister, Caroline. The campaign staff wanted Bobby to take his three-year-old nephew out to the house where the Kennedys had lived when they first moved to New York State. There Bobby would introduce his nephew to one of his boyhood homes while the campaign’s cameras rolled.

Bobby’s aides told the New York Daily News that “taking the child along on the visit was part of a sincere effort to ‘be a father’ to the young child,” as if this role were best performed before scores of cameras and reporters. Wearing red shorts and a long-sleeved white sweater, John held a stuffed dolphin in his hand and had a ring of chocolate smeared around his mouth.

The next morning Gabe Bayz, the campaign television consultant, happened to ride the elevator up to the campaign office with Bobby. “Bob, by the way, I’m sure you’ll be pleased to know that John-John’s visit to your home got on 99 percent of the New York stations last night, and most of them ran the footage in its entirety,” Bayz remembers saying.

“Well, Gabe, that just proves one thing,” Bobby said as he left the elevator. “We’re running the wrong candidate.”

I late September, Bobby went to Ferris-Booth Hall at Columbia University to answer questions in an open forum. He considered the two thousand students gathered there part of his natural constituency, and he responded well to their pointed, passionately felt questions.

“The Warren Report was issued this week,” one student said. In the immediate aftermath of Kennedy’s death, President Johnson had created a commission to investigate the assassination and to issue an authoritative report that would squelch the endless rumors. On the day the lengthy report was issued, stating that Lee Harvey Oswald had acted alone in killing the president, Bobby canceled all his campaign appearances after issuing a short statement saying that he agreed with the conclusions. “Now, do you agree with its findings, or do you think there is any credence in the views of Mark Lane, who has made a statement saying that the report is wrong and that Oswald did not kill President Kennedy by himself?”

This was an inevitable question, and it was asked not in a hectoring tone but as an honest query. “I’ve made my statement. Is that one yours?” Bobby snapped.

“Well,” Bobby tried to begin again, his voice scarcely more than a whisper 
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