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				PREFACE

			

			“DON’T BE JOHN KENNEDY”

			I met John F. Kennedy Jr. in the spring of 1981, when I was a twenty-five-year-old graduate student. He was a twenty-one-year-old sophomore history major at Brown University, and I was the teaching assistant in a class on twentieth-century American political history. Our friendship got off to an inauspicious start. Before the semester began, the professor, renowned historian James T. Patterson, told me that he wanted his assistants to deliver a lecture as preparation for a teaching career. I had applied to the PhD program in American civilization to study early American history, so I was not as familiar with the recent past. I had, however, always been fascinated with the 1960s, and the Kennedy presidency in particular. So I decided to give a critical lecture on JFK and civil rights.

			I had been vaguely aware that John was on campus and had seen him several times, usually surrounded by a gaggle of giddy girls. It never occurred to me that he would take a class that would deal with his father’s presidency. On the first day, I stood in the back of the room handing out syllabi to students pouring into the Manning Chapel classroom. Looking over the line of students, I spied a large mane of unruly brown hair slowly approaching me. “Please, no,” I thought to myself. “Don’t be John Kennedy.” It was bad enough that I would be speaking in public for the first time and doing so in front of the professor I wanted as my advisor. Now I faced the prospect of criticizing a president while his son looked on. A few seconds later, John approached, reached for the syllabus, thanked me, and then sat down in the back of the room.

			I would have tried switching my topic had I thought Patterson would allow it. But I would need a better excuse than “I am afraid to give a lecture about President Kennedy while John is in the class.” That statement would surely have marked the end of my graduate career, and rightly so.

			My talk was scheduled for March, so for the next few months, I labored to write and rehearse the lecture. It took about five weeks to write the talk, and then I spent another four weeks practicing it. Every day, I would recite the entire fifty-minute lecture before breakfast, after dinner, and again before I went to sleep. I had a lot on the line. Not only would I be giving a public lecture for the first time—and doing so in front of more than a hundred bright Brown undergraduates—but also I was auditioning for a spot as one of Patterson’s PhD students. Oh, and then there was John, although I must confess, Patterson scared me more than John.

			At 10:55 A.M. on the day of my lecture, I marched into the hall and took my position behind the podium, hands tucked safely in my pockets so students would not see them shaking. Professor Patterson took a seat in the middle of the room. Looking around, I took some comfort in seeing that John was absent, a not-uncommon occurrence. But just as I was about to start, the back door swung open and in he walked. Students have a natural tendency to sit as far away from the professor as possible, so the back rows were full. John kept moving forward until he plopped down in the seat directly in front of me.

			John and I sat only a few feet apart that day, but we came from vastly different worlds. I grew up in a working-class family outside Philadelphia. I had been a mediocre student for most of my life but finally turned things around in college, earning good enough grades to get accepted at Brown. Education has often been the pathway to the American Dream, and that was certainly true in my case.

			Getting into Brown was my big break. There was no way I was going to screw up this opportunity.

			The first line of my lecture, which I can still recall almost four decades later, read: “President Kennedy was a pragmatist who did not impose moral solutions on problems.” Simple enough. Yet somehow my well-rehearsed words escaped me the moment I needed them most. I stood in front of the room paralyzed by fear—fear of the one hundred students in the class, fear of my intimidating professor, and, perhaps, fear of giving a lecture about a man while his son sat a few feet away. My first public lecture thus began with a succession of “Ahs” and “Ums.” My mind had gone blank. I thought, “Just look down and read the words on the page in front of you.”

			During times of crisis, some people are able to reach deep down inside themselves and find a vast reservoir of strength. I am not one of those people. I hyperventilate. I sweat. I grow more and more anxious. I finally looked down at my notes, but by this point everything had grown fuzzy. What in the world was I going to do? Either I said something soon, or I would be forced to run out of the room humiliated and resign myself to a short life doing manual labor.

			I kept repeating to myself, Say something. Anything. So I did. “President Kennedy,” I began, “President Kennedy. President Kennedy had no moral scruples.” I have absolutely no idea where that came from, but that was what came out. As soon as the words left my lips, I realized I was in trouble. I glanced down at John, who glared up at me. Then a student in the back of the room, who was too far away to see the look of terror on my face, must have assumed that it was all a joke. She laughed and the entire class joined in. That laugh saved my career. With the ice broken, I went on to finish the lecture. I criticized JFK for being too slow to embrace the civil rights cause but noted that he eventually did, and in a famous June 11, 1963, address, he became the first president in history to refer to the civil rights movement as a “moral cause.” Before he left the room, John came up, shook my hand, and said, “Great lecture.”

			It would be several years before John and I became friends. But once the bond formed, we remained friends for the rest of his too-short life.

			

			—

			Perhaps surprisingly, given that I am a professional historian, it wasn’t until years after his death that I began trying to understand John through the eyes of a scholar. At the beginning of our friendship, I had decided not to read anything about him. I can remember people studying his life as if cramming for a final exam. They wanted to know what he liked and didn’t, which foods he ate, which sports he enjoyed, and who his heroes were, all so they could manufacture a conversation and eventually a friendship. John was very good at weeding most of those kinds of people from his life. I wanted my connection with John to be like any other friendship. When we meet someone new, we have a chance to tell our own story. It may not be completely honest, and it certainly will contain elements of exaggeration, but it’s our personal narrative. I never wanted to take that freedom away from John. Therefore, I only knew what he chose to share with me. After he died, I realized that while I had an intimate understanding of the nuances of his personality, I actually knew very little about his life before Brown.

			My interest in writing this book, then, grew partly from a need to satisfy my own curiosity, along with a scholarly desire to weave together my personal recollections with the historical record to produce a fuller picture of a truly extraordinary person.

			This book thus represents a mix of historical analysis and personal reflection. It combines insight gained from nearly two decades of friendship with research into all the relevant historical materials on John’s life. Arthur Schlesinger Jr., who served as an advisor to JFK and who was one of the great historians of the twentieth century, serves as my model. Now, I fully recognize that I am not Schlesinger, and John was not his father. But Schlesinger’s approach is instructive. In his books about both JFK (A Thousand Days: John F. Kennedy in the White House) and RFK (Robert Kennedy and His Times), Schlesinger seamlessly intertwined personal recollections with intensive research and deep historical understanding to produce a vivid portrait of his subject. If he can be faulted for anything, it was for avoiding some of the unseemly aspects of JFK’s character: the womanizing and the abuse of prescription medications, among others. But I now understand more fully the challenge Schlesinger faced: as a friend, I was charged with protecting John’s privacy, but as a historian, I am obligated to paint a complete portrait, warts and all. In the end, my duty as a historian supersedes my responsibilities as a friend.

			As a friend, I understood the role that I played in John’s life. While I knew him for eighteen years, I was not one of his closest friends. John’s friends formed a wheel, with a core group who were involved in every facet of his life. They spent weekends with John on Martha’s Vineyard or in Hyannis Port, went camping and kayaking with him, and spent long hours hanging out in his Manhattan apartment. The other friends resembled spokes on the wheel, each playing a specific and specialized role in his life. I was one of those spokes. I understood my place in John’s life was that of the racquetball-playing “professor.” When not battling each other on the racquetball court, John and I shared long conversations about politics, current events, and his father’s place in history. He would occasionally share personal stories about his family and about the challenges of growing up the son of a martyred president. Sometimes he would bounce ideas off me for talks he was planning to give. Later, when he started George magazine, John asked me to write a few “Editor’s Letter” pieces, and he gave me the title of contributing editor.

			I obviously have a personal investment in telling this story. I agonized over whether I was betraying John by sharing my stories with a broader public. I always wondered why someone of John’s stature took an interest in me and pursued our friendship. In large part, it was because John enjoyed spending time with people who came from backgrounds that were different from his own. But it was also because he trusted me and knew that I would never violate his privacy. He was right. But circumstances have changed, and now that he is gone, and those of us who knew him well are advancing in age, I hope to preserve his legacy by allowing the world to understand the man I knew, and the one whom I would discover in the course of conducting research for this book.

			The tipping point for me came one evening when I had dinner with RoseMarie Terenzio, who was John’s close friend and gatekeeper for the last five years of his life while he was at George. “If John knew he was going to be dead at the age of thirty-eight,” she said, “he would not want to be forgotten. He would want someone to write a book about him, and he would want you to write it.” As a historian, the larger question I faced was, “Does John deserve a biography?” By any standard definition of greatness—passing legislation, building a business, demonstrating great courage, or helping the poor—the answer is a definitive no. But I believe that John’s life warrants a historical biography for a number of reasons.

			First, up until the 1960s and 1970s, there had been few, if any, human beings who were forced to live their lives under such intense media scrutiny. John was born in 1960, at the dawn of the television era. His father, a master of the new medium, used his young family to project a false, but highly attractive, image of himself as a wholesome family man. President Kennedy’s assassination increased public pressure on John even though he was only a boy. The salute by that little boy in blue at his father’s casket cemented the belief that John would be the natural heir to his father’s legacy. One of John’s great achievements was his ability to accept those public expectations with enormous grace while never allowing them to distort his core sense of self. Given how the weight of celebrity has crushed others carrying far lighter burdens, including members of his own family, it is a testament to his character that he remained, in the words of another friend from Brown, “disgustingly normal.”

			But it wasn’t easy being John. Yes, he was fabulously wealthy, strikingly handsome, and the beneficiary of his family’s extensive connections. But the John I knew, and the one I discovered in researching this book, was also complex; he often struggled with the burden of expectations imposed upon him. John once told me that he was actually two people. He played the role of John Fitzgerald Kennedy Jr., the son of a charismatic president who had inspired the nation. He understood what he represented to millions of people, and he was willing to assume that burden. But he never confused that public role with his private identity. He spent his life trying to develop an authentic self, separate from that of his famous father and well-known family. He often wore a mask in public, never revealing the inner doubts that haunted him his entire life, or showing the range of emotions that he shared with only a handful of close friends. Although I was never a part of his core friendships, he occasionally opened up to me, revealing a more vulnerable side of his personality.

			Second, I believe John was ahead of his time in anticipating the seamless mix of politics and culture that defines our era, but he has never received proper credit for creating George. For John, George, which he founded with business partner Michael Berman in 1995, was a natural combination of his father’s fascination with politics, power, and the press, and his mother’s interest in gossip and style. Unfortunately, the magazine did not survive long after John’s death, but it is instructive to consider the part George played in forging today’s popular and political cultures—as well as to imagine the role that the magazine or the man might have played if either had survived.

			Finally, John is significant as a cultural symbol. What was it about America in the last decades of the twentieth century that made us need to turn John into a cultural icon? I believe that the same misplaced nostalgia that fed conspiracy theories about his father’s death fueled public interest in John. Many Americans viewed the Kennedy years as a time when America stood strong in the world and prosperous at home. The troubles that followed JFK’s death—a controversial war in Vietnam, student protests, angry race riots—reinforced the association between the Kennedy administration and an age of poetry and power. John served as a touchstone for many of that generation who wished to resurrect the halcyon days of the past. The public’s insatiable fascination with John derived from his charm and stunning good looks, but he represented so much more. He symbolized a lost world—a world to which many Americans wished to return. Underlying this desire was a belief that John would one day lead the nation back to the promised land, to a time that existed more in people’s imaginations than in reality. Ironically, Jackie Kennedy, the mother who worked so hard to protect John and his older sister, Caroline, from the intense pressures of public expectation, unwittingly helped foster them by manufacturing the Camelot myth.

			I thought I knew John well, but I was surprised by many things I learned over the course of my research. I discovered that the last few months of his life were among the most difficult he had ever confronted. He was burdened with enormous personal and professional troubles: He feared losing the two people he was closest to—his wife and his best friend, Anthony Radziwill. His relationship with his sister was strained, and his magazine was failing. He had finally reached a point in his life when he was prepared to run for office, but first he needed to get his house in order. Although he felt trapped, John remained resilient, searching for ways to get his life back on track.

			I also tried to resolve a question that had always bothered me: What was it about John’s psychological makeup that made him so restless and willing to take risks? (Anyone who has ever been in the passenger seat of a car driven by John knows what I mean when I talk about risky behavior.) I spoke with a psychologist who offered a fascinating theory that potentially explained his restlessness and shed new light on his death. It’s all very speculative, but based on my own observations, I found the comments plausible.

			I was also fortunate that a number of people who had never spoken about John before were willing to share their stories with me, and even those who had already spoken offered new insights. Michael Berman, for example, who had been John’s friend and business partner for more than a decade before their ugly falling-out over George, had refused to even mention John’s name for the past two decades. But he sat down with me for more than twenty hours of interviews. President Bill Clinton, Tina Radziwill, Carole Radziwill, Elizabeth “Biz” Mitchell, Pasquale “Pat” Manocchia, Barbara Vaughn, Charlie King, Julie Baker, and many others, also participated in extensive interviews for the first time.

			In addition to hundreds of hours of interviews, I gained access to Secret Service and FBI files that had been previously sealed. I went through the normal procedure for filing Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) requests, but when my requests and appeal were denied—the Secret Service claimed it had no record of anyone named John F. Kennedy Jr.—I filed a lawsuit. As part of the settlement, the Secret Service turned over more than five hundred pages of documents that offer a fascinating glimpse into the tortured relationship between John’s mom and the men assigned to protect him. “She was difficult,” observed Secret Service agent Clint Hill. These documents expose the frustration of agents trying to protect John while abiding by Jackie’s often unreasonable demands. The presidential libraries were more cooperative and processed thousands of pages of documents in response to my FOIA requests. The William J. Clinton Presidential Library alone released more than thirteen thousand pages of new materials.

			Usually biographies chronicle the lives of great people who have left a tangible record of accomplishment. Or they examine a notable person’s life through the lens of their celebrity. While John was both accomplished and a celebrity, no serious examination exists of his life or considers his impact on American culture and history. Although he never had the opportunity to achieve his full potential—he had “every gift but the gift of years,” his uncle Edward Kennedy said in his powerful and emotional eulogy—John, like the magazine he founded, seemed to foretell our own era, in which the line between celebrity and politics, entertainment and government, grows increasingly hazy. In the years since his death, that line has only become more distorted. This book is not just a look back at a handsome, magnetic person who died too soon. It is also a prism through which to consider the world we live in today.

			Finally, many people speculate about the impact John might have had if he’d lived, raising the prospect that he might have one day returned to the White House as president. It’s possible, but I believe that John should be remembered for the authentic life that he lived and not for what he might have become.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

		

		“I WAS PROUD OF THE LITTLE GUY”

		At 12:22 A.M. on November 25, 1960, John F. Kennedy Jr., who weighed six pounds and three ounces, was born in a Washington, DC, hospital to the future president and first lady of the United States. He became the first baby ever born to a president-elect.

		A physician reported to the press that the delivery had been a “normal caesarean” and that both mother and baby were now resting safely. The supervising nurse also told Secret Service agent Clint Hill, stationed just outside the operating room, that the delivery was successful and that both mother and child were “doing fine”—but that the newborn had been placed in an incubator “as a precautionary measure.”

		However, according to Ira Seiler, a second-year pediatric resident who assisted in the delivery, the situation was actually more complicated. In a 2013 oral history, Seiler claimed that when John emerged, the anesthesiologist held him by his ankles and slapped his buttocks. After several minutes, John’s face turned blue. Seiler realized that John was having trouble breathing and told the other physicians that he needed to be intubated. “He handed the baby to me, and I passed a tube into the trachea of the baby,” he reflected. “I then handed the infant back to him to breathe into the baby.” But the anesthesiologist appeared nervous, perhaps because he was holding the child of the future president, and accidentally knocked out the tube. Seiler grabbed John, reinserted the tube, and spent the next six minutes breathing air into his lungs. The doctor literally breathed life into the newborn. A nurse who was in the room said that John would have died had Seiler not intervened.

		A few minutes later, John was transferred to the intensive care nursery. He was diagnosed with hyaline membrane disease, now called respiratory distress syndrome, which is common in premature babies. The condition results from a deficiency of a substance called surfactant, which helps keep the air sacs in the lungs open. Without it, an infant’s lungs collapse with each breath, making it harder to get enough oxygen. In some cases, the baby becomes so exhausted it gives up and stops breathing.

		As the drama in the delivery room unfolded, the Secret Service tried reaching President-elect John F. Kennedy, who had left Washington earlier that evening and was flying to Palm Beach, Florida. A few minutes before landing, the pilot called him into the cockpit and informed him that his wife had been rushed to the hospital. This news was the only information available at the time. As soon as his plane landed, JFK pushed through a crowd of several hundred fans to an office, where he phoned the floor nurse of the maternity ward and learned that Mrs. Kennedy was already in surgery. He told the Secret Service that he needed to return to Washington immediately. Instead of taking his plane, he decided to jump on the much faster press plane that was already refueling.

		Within fifteen minutes, the president-elect was back in the air on his way to Washington. He had no idea that John had already been born before he took off. According to published reports, JFK moved to the front section of the plane, where the pilot handed him radio earphones relaying the unexpected message, “It’s a boy; both doing nicely.” Campaign press secretary Pierre Salinger then announced to the press on board: “We have just been advised that Mrs. Kennedy has given birth to a boy and that both mother and baby are doing well.” But Mrs. Kennedy recounted a different story. More than a decade later, when her mother-in-law, Rose Kennedy, was writing her memoir, she asked Jackie for her recollections of that evening. Jackie told her that JFK was told on the plane that his son had been born prematurely and that his health “was in doubt.”

		A few weeks earlier, on November 10, 1960, President-elect John F. Kennedy and his wife, Jacqueline, commonly referred to as Jackie, stood before reporters at the Hyannis Armory to greet the world’s media following his razor-thin victory over the current vice president, Richard Nixon. JFK was not only the first Catholic elected to the nation’s highest office; he was also the nation’s first celebrity president, who, along with the first lady, looked better fitted for Hollywood than for Washington. Both were extraordinarily photogenic: Jack, forty-three, with his thick, chestnut hair, penetrating blue eyes, and high-wattage smile; and Jackie, only thirty-one years old and eight months pregnant with their second child, her square face framed by stylish brown hair that gave her “the look of a beautiful lion,” observed The New York Times. Jackie stood proudly onstage beside her husband as he read from the congratulatory telegrams that he received from Vice President Nixon and from President Dwight Eisenhower. “My wife and I prepare for a new administration and a new baby,” he concluded.

		While aides from previous administrations could guide JFK as he assumed the presidency, no playbook existed for how to raise two famous children in the television age. John would be the youngest child to live in the White House since Esther Cleveland had been born there in 1893, during the second term of her father, President Grover Cleveland. John Jr. arrived prematurely, just two weeks after the Hyannis press conference, and both he and his mother suffered from poor health for weeks afterward. Despite the unusual circumstances, Mrs. Kennedy was determined to give her children as normal a life as possible while growing up in the White House. She demanded privacy even as she and her husband competed to control media access to John and Caroline. The first lady also clashed with the Secret Service, insisting that it was not the agency’s responsibility to protect her children from accidents that were a natural part of growing up. She would battle the Secret Service until John was sixteen years old and lost his protective detail. Amid this conflict, having two youngsters in the White House undoubtedly added a casual informality to a typically staid setting. Caroline, born on November 27, 1957, was three years old when her father took the oath of office; John was less than two months old. Toddler John kept everyone entertained with his inquisitive personality, love of helicopters, and fascination with the military.

		

		—

		Both Jack Kennedy and Jackie Bouvier had faced adversity throughout their lives but dealt with it in very different ways. Jackie’s father, John Bouvier, a wealthy New York stockbroker, was also a drunk and philanderer who flitted about the social scene in Manhattan and Long Island’s Hamptons. His wife, Janet Lee, an accomplished equestrienne, grew tired of her husband’s antics and filed for divorce in 1940, when Jackie was ten years old. Jackie had always been quiet and reserved, but the trauma of the divorce left her even more withdrawn and less trusting.

		Jack, too, faced complicated family dynamics. The Kennedys were governed by the iron will of the family architect, Joseph P. Kennedy, who had made millions on Wall Street and in the film distribution business before serving as the US ambassador to Great Britain during the 1930s. By the 1950s, he had set his sights on creating a political dynasty and was willing to use his vast fortune to achieve that vision. Joseph had one overwhelming ambition—to have his oldest son elected as president. When Jack’s older brother, Joe Jr., was killed while flying a dangerous mission in World War II, Jack inherited his father’s burden.

		“It was like being drafted,” Kennedy reflected. “My father wanted his eldest son in politics. ‘Wanted’ isn’t the right word. He demanded it.” JFK, who had already gained considerable attention by swimming in shark-infested waters trying to save his crew after a Japanese destroyer rammed into his patrol boat, PT-109, returned a war hero ready to fulfill his father’s ambitions. The political journey began in Boston in 1946, when Kennedy won a congressional seat. Then, six years later, he won election to the US Senate.

		In addition to his domineering father, the pious and humorless family matriarch, Rose, was content to leave the task of raising her children to nannies and nurses while she traveled the world. But although Jack confronted numerous physical ailments during his life, including a crippling back condition, he dealt with hardship by reaching out to people and engaging openly with friends throughout his life.

		In 1942 Jackie’s mother married Hugh Auchincloss, an heir to the Standard Oil fortune with estates in Newport, Rhode Island, and McLean, Virginia. Auchincloss demonstrated coolness toward Jackie and her young sister, Lee, and both girls remained very much emotionally attached to their biological father. Jackie went on to study history, literature, art, and French for two years at Vassar College before spending her junior year abroad in Paris. In 1951 she earned her degree at George Washington University. The following year, she secured a job as the Inquiring Camera Girl for the Washington Times-Herald newspaper. Jackie would stop random men and women on the street to ask them a question, such as “What is your candid opinion of marriage?” She’d record their answers, snap their pictures, and weave it into a regular column. She developed a complicated personality, simultaneously appearing to be both shy and charming. Jackie possessed a breathless, childlike voice that made her appear naïve, but she was entirely capable of making ruthless calculations to advance her ambitions.

		Jack and Jackie met at a dinner party in 1952 when, according to the future first lady, the congressman and soon-to-be senator “leaned across the asparagus and asked her for a date.” Engaged at the time to stockbroker John Husted Jr., Jackie suddenly called off the wedding, convinced that the wealthy and well-connected Kennedy would be better suited to supporting the lifestyle she desired. Initially, JFK was reluctant to settle down, relishing his playboy role as what The Saturday Evening Post magazine called Washington’s “Gay Young Bachelor.” (Gay had a very different meaning in the 1950s.) He had fallen in love with Jackie, but that did not mean he was prepared for a monogamous relationship. Jack knew, however, that he needed to marry and start a family if he intended to become president one day.

		Their marriage at the Auchinclosses’ Newport estate, Hammersmith Farm, the next year was a social extravaganza that attracted 1,400 guests, but Jack’s old habits almost brought their union to an early end. “At last I know the true meaning of rapture,” Jack wrote his parents while he and Jackie honeymooned in Mexico. “Jackie is enshrined forever in my heart.” But being in love with Jackie did not mean that he would be faithful. Kennedy friend Lem Billings recalled that what bothered Jackie most about being married to Jack was the “humiliation she would suffer when she found herself stranded at parties while Jack would suddenly disappear with some pretty young girl.” Nevertheless, she chose to overlook his indiscretions, and they decided to start a family. Jackie lost two babies. In 1955 she suffered a miscarriage after three months of pregnancy. In August 1956, a month before the baby was due, Jackie gave birth to a stillborn infant, a girl, before successfully giving birth to Caroline in November 1957.

		In January 1960 JFK announced his candidacy for the presidency of the United States. With the help of his talented group of advisors, JFK carefully cultivated the image of a youthful, robust leader, hero of PT-109, and brilliant author of the Pulitzer Prize–winning book Profiles in Courage (1956). Tapping into the nation’s longing for youthful leadership after eight staid years of the Eisenhower presidency, JFK called for a bold effort to “get America moving again.” With a crisp Boston accent, Kennedy declared, “I run for the presidency because I do not want it said that in the years when our generation held political power . . . America began to slip.”

		Initially, Jacqueline joined him as he traveled around the country, but when she became pregnant, her doctors instructed her to remain at home. Warned that she might have lost her daughter due to the stress associated with JFK’s failed effort to secure a position as running mate to Democratic nominee Adlai Stevenson in 1956, Jackie was determined not to repeat the same mistake. But staying home did not stop her from contributing to her husband’s campaign. She wrote cover stories for popular magazines and filmed a number of television commercials. She recorded the first American presidential campaign commercial in Spanish and spent the final weeks of the campaign writing a syndicated column, Campaign Wife, that appealed specifically to women voters.

		Despite Kennedy’s broad appeal, the election remained close till the end. Nixon skillfully capitalized on public concern over Kennedy’s inexperience, especially in foreign affairs. The even bigger obstacle, however, remained JFK’s Catholic faith. Anti-Catholic sentiment ran deep, especially in the Protestant South, and neither party had nominated a Catholic since New York governor Al Smith won the Democratic nomination in 1928. “If you vote for Al Smith,” cried a Protestant preacher, “you’re voting against Christ and you’ll be damned.” Smith may not have been damned, but he was trounced by Republican Herbert Hoover. Kennedy responded to the issue boldly. In September he stood before the Greater Houston Ministerial Association and declared, “I am not the Catholic candidate for president. I am the Democratic Party’s candidate for president who happens also to be a Catholic.”

		Television played a key role in Kennedy’s election. In 1960, 87 percent of American homes had televisions, representing a 25 percent increase since 1956. The turning point in the campaign came in a series of four televised debates between September 26 and October 24. Kennedy used the debates—the first ever televised between presidential contenders—to demolish the Republican charge that he was inexperienced and badly informed. He succeeded far better than his opponent in communicating his qualities of boldness, imagination, and poise. Kennedy appeared alert, aggressive, and cool. Nixon, who perspired profusely, looked nervous and uncomfortable. It is instructive that radio listeners were evenly divided over who had won the debate, while the overwhelming majority of television viewers gave Kennedy a decisive edge. The performance energized Kennedy’s lagging campaign, and the debates institutionalized television’s role as a major force in modern American politics. “That night,” the journalist Russell Baker reflected, “image replaced the printed word as the natural language of politics.”

		

		—

		Over the next few weeks, while the president-elect laid the groundwork for his new administration, Jackie prepared for the birth of their second child. Instead of staying in Washington, JFK interviewed potential Cabinet members at his father’s six-bedroom, 8,500-square-foot, Mediterranean-style house that stretched across two acres of well-manicured lawns in Palm Beach. The campaign had left JFK both physically and mentally exhausted, and the relative seclusion of the family estate offered him the chance to regain his strength away from public view. Because she was unable to travel, Jackie stayed behind with Caroline at their Georgetown home awaiting the baby’s arrival. Given her previous difficult births, doctors recommended a caesarean, which was scheduled for mid-December.

		On November 23 Kennedy returned to Washington to spend Thanksgiving with Jackie and Caroline. Early the next day, Thanksgiving morning, the family drove to Virginia to scope out potential houses that could serve as a retreat from the White House. Mrs. Kennedy later recalled the bumpy roads and wondered if the jolts had impacted her pregnancy. They had Thanksgiving lunch at their home, and later that evening, JFK boarded the Caroline, the family’s twin-engine, forty-seat Convair 240 plane, to return to Palm Beach and continue interviewing people for his administration. A separate press plane followed.

		At approximately ten fifteen that evening, two hours after JFK left Washington, Mrs. Kennedy called her obstetrician, Dr. John W. Walsh, who had just finished enjoying his Thanksgiving dinner at home. She informed him that she was bleeding and enduring moderate pain. Walsh told her she needed to rush to the hospital, so he sent an ambulance to her home and jumped in his car to meet her there. The ambulance driver and his attendant found Mrs. Kennedy resting comfortably, wearing white socks, a pink nightgown, a white cardigan sweater, and a red overcoat. Walsh arrived five minutes later and, joined by two Secret Service agents, rushed to Georgetown University Hospital.

		Within minutes of giving birth, Mrs. Kennedy experienced the drastic lengths to which photographers would go simply to snap a candid picture. According to Clint Hill, the Secret Service agent assigned to protect Mrs. Kennedy, a photographer from the Associated Press snuck into Jackie’s hospital room in hopes of securing the first pictures of her following delivery. As she was being wheeled into the room, he jumped out of a closet and took pictures using a bright flash. Although still groggy, Jackie shouted, “Oh, no, not that!” The agents quickly seized his camera and exposed the film so that it could not be used.

		Within hours, congratulatory letters came pouring in, first from President Dwight Eisenhower, followed shortly thereafter by Britain’s Queen Elizabeth and Prince Philip. The birth made front-page headlines around the world. According to family friend Dave Powers, who was staying at the Kennedys’ Georgetown home, the family received approximately three thousand telegrams in the first twenty-four hours, and in less than a week had broken an all-time record for floral gifts. Within a few days, the Associated Press asked campaign press secretary Pierre Salinger for pictures of the already-famous baby, pointing out that the “first pictures of John F. Kennedy Jr. will be of world interest.” Salinger’s reply is not recorded.

		President-elect Kennedy, who arrived at the hospital at four thirty in the morning, spent a few minutes admiring his son through a thick glass window before visiting his wife. Legendary newsman Merriman Smith, who accompanied Kennedy that night, described him as “tired but unable to stop smiling as policemen and Secret Service agents softly called out their congratulations.” When people asked if he had chosen a name yet, JFK responded, “Why, it’s John F. Kennedy Jr. I think she decided—it has been decided. Yes, John F. Kennedy Jr.”

		The president-elect then went home to take Caroline for a walk around the block and to reveal that she now had a baby brother. In the weeks leading up to the birth, JFK and Jackie had promised their daughter, who had turned three in November, that her birthday gift that year would be a sister or brother. Once she learned that she had a baby brother, Caroline insisted on giving him a present: a silver brush and comb. According to Maud Shaw, the nanny, Caroline “always loved John very much. She was very dear with him.” A family member, however, remembers a different story. Years later, she claimed, Mrs. Kennedy showed her drawings of animals that she kept at her Manhattan apartment. “These are the drawings Jack did for Caroline,” she recalled Mrs. Kennedy saying, “because she was so jealous of John.”

		After only a few hours of sleep, JFK returned to the hospital for intermittent visits: twenty minutes just before noon; again at six; then shortly after eight o’clock for about fifty minutes. In addition to seeing his wife, he also stopped by to check on Minnesota senator Eugene McCarthy, who was recovering from pneumonia, and a seven-year-old leukemia patient. A nurse had told JFK that the boy wanted to meet him, so he made a brief visit to his room and gave him an autograph.

		For the first nine days of her son’s life, Mrs. Kennedy had to visit him and administer his bottle in the nursery, which was across the hall from her room. On December 3 doctors finally removed John from the incubator and carried him to his mother’s room for the first time.

		On December 8 the fourteen-day-old was baptized in the hospital chapel. John wore the same white christening gown that his father had worn in 1917. Still weak from the delivery, Mrs. Kennedy needed a wheelchair to move from her hospital bed to the chapel. The happy occasion produced the first of many conflicts over how much access the media should have to their son. JFK saw the baptism as an ideal opportunity to show off his “all-American family” and to appeal to the working-class base that helped him win the election and that would be essential for supporting his presidential agenda. Mrs. Kennedy, on the other hand, insisted on a private event without cameras. Eventually they reached a compromise, allowing a few selected reporters to cover the event.

		As soon as John was able to leave the hospital, the family traveled to Palm Beach. Upon arrival, they encountered a crowd of photographers hungry to snap photographs of the future first lady and her newborn son. “Jackie! Jackie! Look over here!” they shouted. Mrs. Kennedy turned to her husband and said firmly, “I am not talking to the press. And I don’t want any photographs of the baby. I was hoping we would have more privacy down here.” Although he did not say it, Clint Hill knew that “the privacy Mrs. Kennedy sought would be elusive for the rest of her life. People were fascinated by her, and there would be few places she [could] escape.”

		Overnight, John became the most famous infant in America. Although they were only three years apart, John’s early childhood would be very different from that of his sister. When Caroline was first learning to walk, nanny Maud Shaw could take her on strolls to the local drugstore for ice cream. She could romp anonymously around local playgrounds. John would never be able to enjoy such privileges. “I think John suffered a great handicap by being brought up in the White House, surrounded by all the restrictions that have to be placed on the president’s children,” Shaw remarked.

		The next few weeks proved difficult for both Jackie and John. The expansive Kennedy Palm Beach house lacked air-conditioning and heat, so it would get warm and humid during the day and chilly at night. Making matters worse, John remained in poor health. Jackie claimed that a Palm Beach pediatrician, C. Jennings Derrick, “saved his life, as he was going downhill.” Jackie’s health was also precarious: she suffered from headaches and postpartum depression. “I didn’t come to meals. I couldn’t hold any food down,” she confessed. There was also little privacy. Jackie desperately needed rest, but aides kept coming in and out of their room offering suggestions for her husband’s upcoming Inauguration Day address on January 20, 1961.

		On January 18 Mrs. Kennedy returned to Washington for the inaugural activities, leaving John and Caroline behind with their nanny and nurse. JFK’s address, delivered on a cold, cloudless day, captivated the nation’s imagination and captured the hope and expectations of the decade. His vigor and youth stood in sharp contrast to the stodgy Eisenhower style. Calling for “a struggle against the common enemies of man: tyranny, poverty, disease, and war,” he promised a “New Frontier” of opportunity and challenge. The country, he proclaimed, was ready to “pay any price, bear any burden, meet any hardship.”

		Over the next few weeks, while the children remained in Florida, Mrs. Kennedy worked hard to make the White House more child friendly. She turned two guestrooms into bedrooms for the children, although the new first lady did not buy new furniture for the rooms. Everything came over from the Georgetown home. Caroline’s room was decorated in pink rosebuds with white woodwork, a canopied bed, and rocking horses. John’s room was blue and white, with a white crib and playpen, plenty of stuffed animals, and a gas stove where Mrs. Shaw prepared his formula. Old-fashioned chintz curtains hung in both rooms. The children’s rooms were filled with dozens of toys, many of them presents from strangers. At one point, the president decided they would accept gifts only from close friends and family; the rest were donated to charity.

		Mrs. Kennedy also arranged to have an outdoor playground built near the president’s West Wing office, including a treehouse, playhouse, swing, and slide. Over time the family added a stable for their ponies, Macaroni and Leprechaun, and doghouses for Pushinka, a gift from Soviet Union leader Nikita Khrushchev, and an Irish terrier named Charlie. The children were surrounded by a wide variety of other animals as well, including two canaries and three parakeets. White House electrician Traphes L. Bryant, who served as the unofficial Kennedy family dog wrangler, estimated that they had nine dogs at one point. Indeed, John’s first memory of living in the White House was watching Pushinka slide down the metal chute of their slide. Bryant had taught the dog to climb up by smearing some peanut butter on every step.

		On February 4 John and Caroline flew aboard the family plane from sunny Florida to frigid Washington, DC. The president and first lady went to the airport to greet them and bring them back to the White House in full view of photographers. Mrs. Kennedy held John close to protect him from the biting cold as they exited the plane and walked to the limousine. That evening marked their first time together as a family at the White House. But while the first lady was able to shield John from the cold, the question remained whether she could also guard him from the pressures of growing up at 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue.

		

		—

		While nursing both herself and John back to health, Mrs. Kennedy had to contend with her new, highly visible role as a future first lady. During her hospital stay, Jackie had read a letter from former first lady Eleanor Roosevelt, whose two youngest children with Franklin D. Roosevelt had been in college when they entered the White House in 1933. Eleanor advised her that while “most things are made easier” living in the White House, “on the whole, life is rather difficult for both the children and their parents in the ‘fishbowl’ that lies before you.” Jackie understood the challenge. As Letitia Baldrige, the first lady’s social secretary, observed years later, it was like “trying to give one’s children a normal life in the middle of Disney World.” In keeping with her concern for privacy, Jackie informed the press that she would not be an active first lady and that she would devote her time to raising her children. There would be no press interviews and photo opportunities. When Angier Biddle Duke, the White House chief of protocol, asked Jackie what role she would like to play as first lady, she responded, “As little as possible. I’m a mother. I’m a wife. I’m not a public official.” White House Chief Usher J. B. West remarked that if she had her way, “the White House would be surrounded by high brick walls and a moat with crocodiles.”

		One of her strategies for protecting her children from the press was to stay away from Washington as much as possible. Desiring a country retreat where she could escape with John and Caroline, she planned to bring them to the Kennedy family compound in Hyannis Port on Cape Cod over the summer. The family also rented the Glen Ora estate, which sat on four hundred acres in Virginia’s Hunt Country and boasted a colonial home and an Olympic-sized swimming pool. But after falling out with the owner, the first family went on to purchase Wexford, a sprawling ranch-style house with stunning views of the countryside in Middleburg, Virginia. While waiting for it to finish construction, they retreated to Camp David, the presidential country home in Maryland, and were left surprised by how much they enjoyed it. “If only I’d realized how nice Camp David really is, I’d never have rented Glen Ora or built Wexford,” Jackie later told West.

		Though the White House could restrict access to journalists, it was much harder to prevent tourists and photographers using telescopic lenses from taking candid photos of the children. At one point, White House Press Secretary Pierre Salinger hashed out an agreement with professional photographers that they would not take pictures of the children through the fence, but he could not stop tourists from snapping revealing photos and then selling them to the wire services or newspapers. Mrs. Kennedy was so annoyed by the steady stream of photos of her children that she sent Salinger a stinging memo letting him know that he was not doing his job properly and that she wanted the pictures to stop.

		Oddly enough, although denouncing the way the media violated the privacy of public figures, Jackie remained an avid reader of gossip magazines. This quality helps explain her willingness to permit her staff to release regular press updates about John’s development as an infant. Given the public’s fascination with the Kennedys, and John especially, these tidbits made headlines around the country. On February 3 John weighed 9 ½ pounds and had six feedings a day. On May 1 John weighed 16 ½ pounds and was 23 inches tall. He had progressed to four feedings a day: “one bottle, and three meals of either strained fruit, meat, vegetables, cereal, cottage cheese.” The press reported that he slept well and “makes a lot of noise when he talks.” By October 1961, he weighed 23 pounds and had grown seven teeth. “He crawls, climbs, and stands up in his crib. Has a huge appetite, makes a lot of noise, laughs all the time.” By his first birthday, he weighed 25 pounds and was 29 ½ inches tall. “He is a very active boy and is into everything,” the White House detailed. “He loves to turn knobs, pull handles, [and] open boxes.” John had gained the ability to form sentences, his vocabulary was “rapidly expanding,” and he was even learning to hold out his hand to greet guests. Weather permitting, he spent most of the day outside in a small White House playground that Mrs. Kennedy had had built on the grounds.

		However, for most of the time the family lived in the White House, the press showed more interest in Caroline than in John. The Kennedys’ daughter, who was three years old when they moved to 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue, had begun developing a personality, and photographers enjoyed capturing the many faces that she made. John’s ability to make news was limited by the fact that he was so young. The New York Herald Tribune reported that Caroline “overshadows him.” She was, the Los Angeles Times observed, “the White House’s most popular attraction.”

		The extent of Caroline’s popularity even reached into the world of children’s toys. In October 1962 the chairman of the board of the Ideal Toy Company asked permission to make a commercial “Caroline” doll, which he compared with the popular Shirley Temple doll it had marketed in 1934. “Caroline is today the most loved child in the world, idolized by every little girl and an example of wholesomeness,” he wrote. “This presents an opportunity for good that should be carefully considered.” Baldrige called back to say that Mrs. Kennedy responded “in the negative,” to protect Caroline’s privacy.

		Despite rejecting such requests and prohibiting photographers from taking pictures of her children, Jackie was shrewd enough to know that one of the best ways to keep the members of the press satisfied was to feed them carefully scripted images. According to Clint Hill, “she would think up little stories, or agree to certain photographs, and filter them through the press. As long as she was the director, it was all right.” Indeed, Jackie was not opposed to pictures of John as long as she controlled what images the public would see. Her main concern was that the children not be captured at awkward moments or presented in a negative light. She feared they would be used as political props, tossed before a ravenous press to further a partisan agenda.

		Instead, the first lady preferred photos that highlighted their “happy” family life. She turned to Life magazine’s Mark Shaw to snap many of those photos, occasionally inviting him to the White House to take candid shots of the children. Shaw had covered her during the campaign, and she came to trust him because he gave her final approval of all pictures. In addition to feeling comfortable with Shaw, Jackie also preferred Life over the other major photojournalism magazine in America, Look, because Life appealed to a more sophisticated and better-educated reader.

		Meanwhile, the president and his media-conscious staff understood how photos of John and Caroline could influence the public’s perception of the administration. In their minds, the more pictures of the children, the better. “When the average person needed to be cheered up,” wrote Mrs. Kennedy’s secretary Letitia Baldrige, “it helped for him or her to hear the latest on those two children at 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue.” Whenever JFK needed a media boost, she observed, “the powers that be in the West Wing would decide it was time to stage a photo-op with the children, with probable touchy-feely results.” Since they knew that Mrs. Kennedy would object, they waited until she was out of town, or even riding horses in Virginia, before inviting John and Caroline into the Oval Office for photos. “The photo results were inevitably adorable and made the front page of every newspaper in the world,” Baldrige recalled, adding that the president “always heard back from the first lady when this happened, in no uncertain terms.”

		In order to ensure that the public received a steady stream of flattering pictures from the White House, JFK hired Cecil Stoughton as the first White House photographer in history. Kennedy liked the photos that Stoughton, a retired officer with the US Army Signal Corps, took of Inauguration Day and hired him to work full-time in the administration, documenting both official events and behind-the-scenes family life. The president had a buzzer installed in Stoughton’s West Wing office and a special phone mounted at the photographer’s Virginia home so he could call on him at any time. “Prior to JFK,” Stoughton reflected, “we had Eisenhower, and there was no need for a photographer. He was about sixty-three years old, and he didn’t have the charm and charisma of President Kennedy, and he didn’t have a family that engaged the American public.”

		The timing could not have been more perfect, as the beginning of the 1960s witnessed the merger between “humanitarian” photography and human interest. Magazines including Life, Look, Time, Paris Match, and a host of women’s glossies started combining serious news stories with the “human face” of public figures. Over the next four years, Stoughton captured more than eight thousand pictures. His photos helped create the public image of a vibrant young family and forge an enduring emotional bond between the president and the public. John, who was never camera shy, used to plead, “Take my picture, Taptain Toughton.” Stoughton’s favorite set of images, taken in October 1962, depicted John and Caroline dancing around the Oval Office while their father clapped and sang. After reviewing one of the photos, JFK asked Stoughton, “Why can’t we give this one to the press for the birthday picture which they are always demanding?” These photos communicated so powerfully that Barbara Baker Burrows—who later became the photography editor at Life in 1966—reflected that they “helped create the aura that later came to be called Camelot.”

		Although both the first lady and the president proved adept at exploiting the new power of television, they disagreed about how much exposure the children should have to the camera. JFK was convinced that he “couldn’t survive without TV” and saw his children as central to the image he wished to project to the nation. “Memories of the Kennedy days are memories of television,” recalled a prominent television producer. Kennedy was the first president to allow live broadcasts of his press conferences. By May 1961, nearly 75 percent of the public had seen one, and the vast majority—more than 91 percent—gave him high marks for his performances. The first lady received similar praise when, on Valentine’s Day in 1962, she gave a CBS News correspondent the first-ever televised tour of the White House. The broadcast, carried live by all three networks, reached more than eighty million people. But while Jackie was willing to use the cameras to highlight her restoration of the White House, she did not want the children appearing too often on television screens in the homes of millions of Americans.

		Given this ongoing conflict between the president and first lady, the rules governing how the press could cover the children changed every day. “It depended on who was making the ground rules, whether it was going to be the president or Mrs. Kennedy,” recalled Assistant Press Secretary Christine Camp. When Mrs. Kennedy was in the White House, “there was an absolute rule of divine right that no photographer ever would photograph the children.”

		The struggle affected issues as small as landscaping. In March 1961 Mrs. Kennedy tried to block tourists and the press from seeing the children’s playground by planting thirty-six-foot-tall rhododendrons around the southwest gate. These plants would cut off the view of the White House grounds from the South Lawn, a favorite spot for tourists. The president, who had not been informed of the decision, looked out from his office one morning and saw National Park Service gardeners installing the large bushes. “What’s that army doing out there?” he asked J. B. West. “Shielding your children,” the chief usher answered. The president shook his head. “I hope it doesn’t obstruct the tourists’ view of the house,” he responded. The bushes stayed.

		The scuffle over image also led to clashes over matters as simple as John’s hairstyle. The president and first lady gave John’s nanny, Maud Shaw, different instructions. Mrs. Kennedy wanted to grow it long, while the president preferred a shorter cut. One Easter at Palm Beach, Mrs. Shaw groomed John’s hair in the style that Jackie liked. When they posed for a family picture, the wind blew John’s hair and left it unruly. The president proceeded to request that Shaw cut John’s hair. Reluctant to tell him that Mrs. Kennedy preferred it long, she promised to fix it the next day, but she ended up not cutting it as short as the president wanted. When JFK entered the nursery and saw that John’s hair was still too long by his standards, he asked, “Mrs. Shaw, when are you going to cut John’s hair?” Frustrated, the nanny blurted out that she had cut it, “but Mrs. Kennedy—” She caught herself before finishing, but JFK got the message and told her to cut it shorter. “If anyone asks you,” he said, tell them “it was an order from the president.”

		Like his wife, JFK had a favorite photographer, Stanley Tretick, who covered the Democratic nominee as the United Press International (UPI) pool photographer. According to photojournalist Dirck Halstead, Stanley and the candidate shared a unique bond. They had a system arranged so that if Kennedy spotted a “jumper”—an attractive woman who jumped up and down with excitement at seeing him—he would subtly signal Stanley, who would then invite her back to Kennedy’s hotel room for drinks.

		That bond of trust did not go unrewarded. After the election, Tretick asked UPI to make him its full-time White House photographer, but his editor insisted that he share the assignment on a rotating basis with other photographers. When he informed the president, JFK told Tretick to search for another publication and to tell them that the president would guarantee him regular and exclusive access to the White House. Look magazine took the president up on his offer and gave Stanley the plum Washington assignment.

		From that moment on, Tretick practically served as an official White House photographer, creating an ideal relationship between the two men. He promised the president “complete control” over which pictures would be used, assuring him that any negatives JFK rejected would be turned over to the White House to be destroyed. He even told the president that he would not report anything negative that could potentially harm his image. At the same time, Tretick was a respected photographer who was theoretically independent of the White House, which gave his pictures more credibility than those of an official photographer.

		JFK worked with Tretick behind the scenes to capture some of the most iconic pictures of the Kennedy children. But the photographer soon clashed with Mrs. Kennedy when he took a photo spread of Caroline arguing with her cousins over the July 4, 1961, weekend in Hyannis. Jackie insisted that the photos not be published. Tretick, however, took his orders from JFK, not her. Initially, he agreed, but after Jackie allowed her favorite photographer, Mark Shaw, to publish his photos of Caroline in Life, Tretick’s editors overruled him and included the photos as part of an August 1962 cover story, “Caroline’s Wonderful Summer.” The president feigned anger, most likely to placate his wife, but White House aide Kenneth O’Donnell told the photographer that JFK liked the pictures. “Oh, come on, the president’s not upset,” he confided. “The president loves those pictures.”

		The timing of this conflict over Caroline’s photos could not have been worse. In late 1962 Tretick was angling to be the first to publish exclusive pictures of John, ideally for his second birthday in November. But the photo spread of Caroline had angered the first lady and complicated his plans. JFK now kept putting Tretick off, not wanting to risk a confrontation with his wife. Mrs. Kennedy did not oppose having John’s photo taken, but she insisted that only her photographer, Mark Shaw, do so. On August 6, 1963, she sent a memo to Pierre Salinger asking if her husband would pursue the possibility of getting Shaw to do the photo shoot of John. “The excuse you could give to Look,” she told him, “is that Mrs. Kennedy prefers to have only one photographer shoot her children so that they are not made self-conscious by being photographed often, and that they know Mark Shaw now and pay no attention to him when he is around.” She said she had nothing against Tretick but saw “no reason why he should ever come near my children again.”

		The president clearly wanted Tretick to take the pictures, but he needed to find a time when Jackie was away from the White House. “Why don’t you ask me the next time Mrs. Kennedy goes out of town?” he told him. A few weeks before she was scheduled to visit Greece in October 1963, Tretick called the president’s secretary, Evelyn Lincoln, to set up an appointment. “You better call me a little later,” she told him. “You mean, like, Friday after eleven o’clock or something?” he asked, referring to the time Jackie would leave the White House. “Well,” she responded, “I didn’t say that, but it might be a good idea.”

		On October 9, after Jackie had departed the White House, Stanley sat in a chair outside Mrs. Lincoln’s office waiting for John to show up. Even though the first lady would be away for weeks, JFK was nervous. “Now, you know we better get this out of the way pretty quick,” the president told him. “Things get kind of sticky when Jackie’s around.”

		John showed up that evening at 7:10 wearing his pajamas and robe. “I’m going to my secret house!” he yelled as he ran toward the president’s desk. He crawled under the carved oak and timbers of the British ship HMS Resolute. (The ship had been trapped in the Arctic in 1854 and was later recovered by the United States and returned to Queen Victoria, who had a desk constructed from its timbers.) Seconds later, the front panel suddenly flew open and John looked up as Stanley snapped pictures. John jumped out, scampered around the president’s feet, skipped about the Oval Office, and then dove under the desk again, giving Stanley a series of juicy photo opportunities. “I almost fainted,” Tretick recalled about the scene. “You know instinctively that that’s a hell of a picture. When JFK saw the pictures of John under the desk he said, ‘You can’t miss with these, can you, Stan?’”

		The photos captured the genuine loving and playful relationship that JFK shared with his son. Whenever the president opened his office door and saw John and Caroline outside, he would act surprised, which inevitably produced giggles. “Hello there, Sam, how are you?” he would say to John. “I am not Sam,” came the response, “I’m John. Daddy, I’m John.” Washington Post editor and Kennedy family friend Ben Bradlee recalled how John would walk up to his father and whisper gibberish into his ear. When the president threw his head back in mock surprise and asked, “Is that so?” John would laugh until he drooled. JFK would ask Ben to pick up John and toss him in the air because John loved it so much and the president could not do it because of his bad back. “He doesn’t know it yet,” JFK said, “but he’s going to carry me before I carry him.” According to Bradlee, JFK could get down on his knees and shout, “I’m going to get you!” while tickling John until “he wets his pants with uncontrolled delight.”

		Tretick was not the first to witness John playing under his father’s desk, but he was the first to record the moment. (Stoughton was in the room later and took pictures as well, but it was Tretick’s photos that graced the cover of Look.) Journalist and socialite Katherine Murphy Halle remembered being in the office with her close friend Randolph Churchill, the only son of Sir Winston Churchill, when they “saw a strange movement under the president’s desk, and then the door opened and out popped John’s head.” White House military aide Chester Clifton Jr. recalled how John would hide inside the desk. Sometimes staff meetings would continue despite the obvious sound of a child playing under the furniture.

		Along with the photo of John saluting his father’s casket following his assassination, the picture of him playing in the Oval Office became part of America’s photo album. John did not speak often about his memories of living in the White House. Later in life, when he was promoting George magazine, he sat down for a series of interviews in which he gave away snippets of his past. He shared some with me as well. The one I remember most vividly was his explanation of why he liked to play under the desk. He told me that he hid there because his mom would not allow him to chew gum anywhere in the White House. Often when he came into that room, his dad would hand him a stick of gum, which he would then chew under the desk so that he would not get caught.

		Mrs. Kennedy was furious when she returned home and found that Jack had ignored her wishes and allowed Tretick to take the photos. “All hell broke loose,” recalled Camp. “You tell Look magazine to never publish a picture!” she demanded. “Stan and Jack were like two sneaky little boys,” she told a Look editor. “The minute I left town, they would let you in to do these things that I didn’t particularly want done.” Despite Mrs. Kennedy’s objections, Look scheduled the photos for its December 3 issue. It hit the newsstands a few days after the president and first lady traveled to Dallas.

		Whether Life or Look published a photo, the result was the same: the images contributed to crafting a mythical portrait of the Kennedy
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