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1

GIVE ME A FAST SHIP


I wish to have no connection with any ship that does not sail fast for I intend to go in harm’s way.

—COMMANDER JOHN PAUL JONES, 1780

John F. Kennedy loved the sea as “a child, boy, and man,” observed his widow Jacqueline.

“I have been interested in the sea from my earliest boyhood,” Kennedy himself once wrote. “My earliest recollections of the United States Navy go back to the days when as a small boy, I used to be taken to the USS Constitution in Charlestown, Massachusetts. The sight of that historic frigate, with its tall spars and black guns, stirred my imagination and made American history come alive for me.”

Growing up as one of nine children of the fabulously wealthy financier Joseph P. Kennedy, young “Jack” Kennedy learned to pilot small sailboats with the help of a family sailing instructor at their oceanside vacation estate in Hyannis Port, Massachusetts, and later at their winter mansion in semitropical Palm Beach, Florida.

In his teens, Kennedy became a keen swimmer and a highly skilled, competitive sailboat racer. He preferred to command a boat rather than serve in the crew, and he took racing very seriously, firmly chastising crew members who didn’t measure up. In 1936, at the age of twenty, Kennedy won the Nantucket Sound championship in the Star boat category and represented the sound in the Atlantic Coast championships. As a student at Harvard University, he was on the crew that won the McMillan Cup in the annual collegiate competition at Annapolis, Maryland. When he was fifteen, Kennedy’s parents gave him his own wooden 26-foot Wianno Senior sailboat, called the Victura, which he would enjoy as a young man, congressman, senator, and as president.

While he occupied the White House, Kennedy speculated that humanity was drawn to the ocean because it was our primordial home. “I really don’t know why it is that all of us are so committed to the sea, except I think it’s because in addition to the fact that the sea changes, and the light changes, and ships change, it’s because we all came from the sea,” he told an audience gathered in Newport, Rhode Island, for the 1962 America’s Cup race. “And it is an interesting biological fact that all of us have, in our veins the exact same percentage of salt in our blood that exists in the ocean, and, therefore, we have salt in our blood, in our sweat, in our tears. We are tied to the ocean. And when we go back to the sea—whether it is to sail or to watch it—we are going back from whence we came.”

For himself, Kennedy may also have seen the open water as an escape from a life of frequent physical agony inflicted by a progression of illnesses that plagued him from birth. The precise origins and nature of his lifelong back pains still are uncertain based on the available medical records, but Kennedy appears to have been born with a slightly malformed and unstable back, which, according to private conversations Kennedy had with his Navy doctors, was strained by a 1938 car trip through rough roads in Europe and a 1940 tennis injury. These conditions periodically required him to wear back braces and crutches and eventually necessitated two spinal surgeries.
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Family patriarch and financial mogul Joseph P. Kennedy had a master plan to engineer his eldest sons Joseph Jr. and John into national politics. (John F. Kennedy Presidential Library)
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From boyhood, John F. Kennedy had a passion for the sea—seen here aboard the Victura. (John F. Kennedy Presidential Library)

Although he once recalled his childhood as “an easy, prosperous life, supervised by maids and nurses, with more and more younger sisters to boss and play with,” Kennedy’s frequent illnesses as a child and adolescent included chicken pox, ear infections, appendicitis, fatigue, mumps, a near-fatal case of scarlet fever at the age of two and a half, whooping cough, bronchitis, and German measles. Late in his twenties he was diagnosed with Addison’s disease, a deterioration of the adrenal glands that can trigger symptoms including fatigue, dizziness, muscle weakness, weight loss, difficulty standing up, nausea, sweating, and changes in personality and mood. He remained underweight well into adulthood. Navy doctor Lee Mandel, who examined Kennedy’s medical records years after Kennedy’s death, speculated that Kennedy’s Addison’s disease was probably caused by a rare condition, called autoimmune polyendocrine syndrome type 2, or APS 2, which also likely caused Kennedy’s hypothyroidism, diagnosed in 1955, according to Mandel’s report, published in the Annals of Internal Medicine in 2009.

Kennedy also often fell victim to abuse from his older brother Joseph Kennedy Jr., a relentless bully. Younger brother Bobby Kennedy recalled lying in bed at night as a boy and hearing “the sound of Joe banging Jack’s head against the wall.”

“It is said that famous men are usually the product of unhappy childhood,” wrote Winston Churchill in his biography of John Churchill, Marlborough, one of Kennedy’s favorite books. “The stern compression of circumstances, the twinges of adversity, the spur of slights and taunts in the early years, are needed to evoke that ruthless fixity of purpose and tenacious mother-wit without which great actions are seldom accomplished.” John Kennedy’s boyhood suffering was cushioned somewhat by his father’s increasingly spectacular wealth, which funded large family homes, chauffeur-driven Rolls-Royces, and trips in private railway cars. But amid the privilege, Kennedy also seemed to have felt a lack of maternal warmth. “My mother never hugged me, not once,” he once recalled. A family friend explained of the Kennedy children, “They really didn’t have a real home with their own rooms where they had pictures on the walls or memorabilia on the shelves but would rather come home for holidays from their boarding schools and find whatever room was available.” A youthful John Kennedy would ask his mother, Rose, “Which room do I have this time?”

While immobilized for endless days in hospitals and sick beds for tests, treatment, and recuperation, the young Kennedy escaped his physical torments by reading multitudes of books, through which he conjured up dreamscapes of adventure, heroism, history, and fantasy. As a boy he read tales of King Arthur and the Knights of the Round Table, the stories of Sir Walter Scott, the Billy Whiskers children’s book series about a globe-trotting goat, Kidnapped and Treasure Island by Robert Louis Stevenson, Lays of Ancient Rome, Ivanhoe, James Fenimore Cooper’s stories of the American frontier, Rudyard Kipling’s The Jungle Book, Peter Pan, Black Beauty, Pilgrim’s Progress, Arabian Nights, and Wonder Tales from East and West.

Family friend Kay Halle had a vivid memory of seeing a “very pale” fifteen-year-old Kennedy lying in a Palm Beach hospital bed “so surrounded by books I could hardly see him. I was very impressed because at this point this very young child was reading The World Crisis by Winston Churchill.” Kennedy’s wife, Jacqueline, recalled, “History made him what he was. You must think of this little boy, sick so much of the time, reading history, reading the Knights of the Round Table, reading Marlborough. For Jack, history was full of heroes.” She described JFK’s adult reading habits vividly: “He’d read in the strangest way. He’d read walking, he’d read at the table, at meals, he’d read after dinner; he’s read in the bathtub . . . he’d really read all times you don’t think you have time to read. He was always reading—practically while driving a car.” Jim Reed, a wartime buddy of Kennedy in the South Pacific, recalled, “He had read almost every book on the American presidents. He had read every word that Winston Churchill had ever published. He’d read T. E. Lawrence and was a devotee of Lord David Cecil’s racy account of Lord Byron and Lady Caroline Lamb in The Young Melbourne.” JFK biographer Nigel Hamilton speculated that Kennedy was attracted to combat on the eve of World War II by “the wayward urge to cut a figure—and be seen to do so—that would bind him to his latest hero, Lord Byron, the roguish star of David Cecil’s The Young Melbourne.”

In a passage from Kennedy’s favorite book as an adult, Pilgrim’s Way (1940), the aristocratic British politician and adventure novelist John Buchan wrote that the sea “was a wholesome emancipation” that “seemed to slacken the bonds of destiny and enlarge the horizon.” Describing the “debonair and brilliant and brave” English noble Raymond Asquith, who died in World War I, Buchan wrote a passage John F. Kennedy recited from memory for the rest of his life, perhaps because it reminded him of himself on the eve of World War II: “The War which found the measure of so many never got to the bottom of him. . . . He went to his fate cool, poised, resolute, matter-of-fact, debonair.” One of Kennedy’s best British friends, David Ormsby-Gore, who served as ambassador to the United States during Kennedy’s presidential years, theorized, “Whether Jack realized it or not, I think he paralleled himself after Asquith all the way, I really do.”

On the pages of his personal copy of Pilgrim’s Way, Kennedy marked up passages describing the famed British Arabist, narcissist, and World War I guerrilla chief T.E. Lawrence, a figure who clearly fascinated him: “His character has been a quarry for the analysts, and I would not add to their number. It is simplest to say that he was a mixture of contradictories which never were—perhaps could never have been—harmonized. His qualities lacked integration. He had moods of vanity and moods of abasement; immense self-confidence and immense diffidence. He had a fastidious taste which was often faulty. The gentlest and most lovable of beings with his chivalry and considerateness, he could also be ruthless.” In Lawrence, Kennedy might have seen reflections of his own self-image: the refined rebel, the charismatic loner, the sensitive young officer ready for battle.

Before the war, as well as after, Kennedy’s dreams of adventure and conquest found an outlet in sex, a sport he appeared to pursue with obsessive devotion. In the spring of 1943 Kennedy was only twenty-five years old, but he had already conducted affairs with a seeming multitude of women—so far their numbers included a fashion model, an actress, an heiress, students, and members of the European aristocracy. His adventures have variously been interpreted as evidence of compulsive risk taking and an obsessive search for the maternal intimacy that was withheld from him as a boy, or they may have simply been routine male promiscuity sharply magnified by near-unlimited wealth and mobility, and striking personal seductiveness. Kennedy’s physical magnetism was so powerful it led one female reporter to remember that Kennedy “didn’t have to lift a finger to attract women; they were drawn to him in battalions.”

Kennedy’s own father, whose influence on his life was near supreme, likely also inspired and encouraged his promiscuity. JFK once explained to Clare Boothe Luce, “Dad told all the boys to get laid as often as possible.” And he asserted, “I can’t get to sleep unless I’ve had a lay.”

Among Kennedy’s conquests before he went overseas on his first combat assignment was the twice-married, Danish-born journalist Inga Arvad, who shared a VIP spectator box with Adolf Hitler at the 1936 Olympics in Berlin, befriended other top Nazis like Hermann Goering and Joseph Goebbels, and was suspected of being a Nazi sympathizer by FBI director J. Edgar Hoover, who put her under surveillance and authorized the bugging of her apartment and tapping of her telephone line. In early 1942, in the course of electronically surveilling Arvad, the FBI reportedly generated audiotapes of her lovemaking with John F. Kennedy, then a junior U.S. Navy officer.

While briefly attending Stanford University in 1940, Kennedy, who had previously attended mostly all-male classes at private eastern boarding schools and Harvard, wrote to a friend, “Still can’t get use to the co-eds but am taking them in my stride. Expect to cut one out of the herd and brand her shortly, but am taking it very slow as do not want to be known as the beast of the East.” The actor Robert Stack, later star of The Untouchables TV series, witnessed Kennedy in action on the Stanford campus, and recalled, “I’ve known many of the great Hollywood stars, and only a few of them seemed to hold the attraction for women that JFK did, even before he entered the political arena. He’d just look at them and they’d tumble.” Kennedy himself wasn’t quite sure why this happened. He once wrote to a college friend, “I can’t help it. It can’t be my good looks because I’m not much handsomer than anybody else. It must be my personality.”

That personality was highlighted by a relaxed, powerful charm, a genuine curiosity in other people and their opinions, a sharp, sardonic of humor, and a striking sense of confidence and optimism, all of which inspired powerful bonds of affection and loyalty with many of the people he met, female and male alike.

By his early-twenties, John F. Kennedy was living one of the most extraordinary young American lives of the twentieth century. He traveled in an orbit of unprecedented wealth, influence, global mobility, and power. As a student and as diplomatic assistant to his father, who served as U.S. ambassador to the United Kingdom from 1938 to 1940, Kennedy journeyed to England, Ireland, France, Moscow, Berlin, Beirut, Damascus, Athens, and Turkey, pausing briefly from a vacation on the French Riviera to sleep with the actress Marlene Dietrich. He met with top White House officials and traveled to Cuba, Rio de Janeiro, Buenos Aires, Santiago, Peru, and Ecuador. He gambled in a casino in Monte Carlo; visited Naples, Capri, Milan, Florence, Venice, and Rome; rode a camel at the Great Pyramid at Giza; attended the coronation of Pope Pius XII; and witnessed a rally for Italian dictator Benito Mussolini. He recalled of these momentous years, “It was a great opportunity to see a period of history which was one of the most significant.” In a visit to British-occupied Palestine, Kennedy recalled, “I saw the rock where our Lord ascended into heaven in a cloud, and [in] the same area, I saw the place where Mohammed was carried up to heaven on a white horse.”

In 1939, in an encounter that could have been written into a Merchant Ivory script, Kennedy, dressed in silk knee breeches, met the king and queen of England at a court levee. Spotting their dark-haired, thirteen-year-old daughter, Princess Elizabeth, Kennedy was soon chatting up the future queen over tea. “She is still pretty young but starting to look like a looker nonetheless,” he wrote to a friend. “I think she rather liked me and now I wouldn’t be surprised if she has a thing for me. The knee breeches are cut tight to show off my crotch at its best, and the uniform—worn by everyone but Dad at these court functions—seems to have caught the polite eye of the young heir.”

That summer, Kennedy attended a grand coming-out ball for seventeen-year-old Lady Sarah Spencer-Churchill at the mammoth Blenheim Palace, which he told a friend was “nearly as big as Versailles.” British politician Sir Henry Channon described the dazzling scene: “I have seen much, traveled far and am accustomed to splendor, but there has never been anything like tonight. The palace was floodlit, and its grand baroque beauty could be seen for miles. The lakes were floodlit too and, better still, the famous terraces, they were blue and green and Tyroleans walked about singing.” He added, “it was gay, young, brilliant, in short, perfection,” with “literally rivers of champagne” flowing. On one of the grand terraces, John Kennedy could see Anthony Eden smoking cigars and gossiping with the great man himself, Winston Churchill. It was the culmination of what many remembered as a fairy-tale summer of 1939 in England, a spell that was shattered on September 1, when Germany invaded Poland and World War II descended upon Europe.

Kennedy even hit the bestseller lists in 1940 with Why England Slept, an analysis of the British appeasement at Munich and the path to World War II. Adapted from his senior thesis at Harvard, Kennedy’s book relied on his insider’s perspective of events in England to take the contrarian view that the chief culprit in failing to block Hitler’s expansion was not Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain, but rather the system of British democracy itself, which was too slow to respond to the Nazi threat.

With American involvement in the conflicts in Europe and Asia growing increasingly inevitable, Kennedy enlisted in the military in 1941, along with millions of young men of his era. “I am rapidly reaching a point where every one of my peers will be in uniform,” he wrote to a friend, “and I do not intend to be the only one among them wearing coward’s tweeds. I am sure there is somewhere where I can make a contribution in all this, despite whatever glaring physical deficiencies might be in evidence on my illustrious person.” Given his lifelong connection to the sea, it was natural for Kennedy to be drawn to the Navy, and in September 1941, with the help of behind-the-scenes string-pulling by his father, he was appointed as an ensign in the U.S. Naval Reserve and put on the staff of the Office of Naval Intelligence at the Pentagon in October.

Weeks before, in the summer of 1941, as he sailed his personal sloop Victura from Hyannis Port to Martha’s Vineyard, Kennedy was struck by the sight of a strange-looking vessel at the Edgartown dock. It was a “motor torpedo boat,” or PT (patrol torpedo) boat, that the U.S. Navy had put on exhibition. PT boats were new fast-attack and patrol craft, sometimes called “mosquito boats,” that typically carried four torpedoes, ten depth charges, mounted machine guns, and a small crew of a dozen or more men. They were inspired by similar models already being used by Britain and Germany. President Franklin Delano Roosevelt and General Douglas MacArthur championed their development for use in defending the Philippines, where their speed and maneuverability made them ideal for patrolling labyrinthine coastal waters. Journalist Robert Donovan, who interviewed Kennedy about the Edgartown encounter, reported that “the trim lines and scrappy look” of the boat fascinated Kennedy: “when he inspected her he had an urge to climb behind the wheel and open the throttles wide.” Soon Kennedy learned the tiny new PT fleet offered naval officers the opportunity of being able to command their own boat very early in their career—an attractive draw for JFK and many other sailors, especially those such as himself with experience in handling small craft.

Kennedy later described the versatile capabilities of PT boats, which eventually saw wartime action across the Pacific, the Mediterranean, and the English Channel: “Small though they were, the PT boats played a key role. Like most naval ships, they could carry out numerous tasks with dispatch and versatility. In narrow waters or in fighting close to land they could deliver a powerful punch with torpedo or gun. On occasion they could lay mines or drop depth charges. They could speed through reefs and shark infested waters to rescue downed pilots or secretly close to the shore to make contacts with coast watchers and guerilla forces.” Kennedy added, “PT boats filled an important need in World War II in shallow waters, complementing the achievements of greater ships in greater seas.”

During the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, PT boat personnel were among the very first Americans to draw blood during World War II when Motor Torpedo Boat Squadron 1 Gunner’s Mate Joy van Zyll de Jong and Torpedoman’s Mate George B. Huffman, aboard the PT 23, opened fire with .50-caliber machine guns and shot down two Japanese Nakajima “Kate” torpedo bombers.

With United States’ formal entry into the war in the days that followed, Ensign John F. Kennedy yearned for an overseas combat assignment, but to his extreme frustration, he was condemned to eight months of dreary paper-pushing and office work stateside. At the end of July 1942, after passing two physical fitness tests, Kennedy finally maneuvered himself into the naval officer training course at Northwestern University, outside Chicago. If he passed the course, he hoped to be sent overseas on assignment to a combat zone.

The battlefield was where Kennedy’s heroes King Arthur, Winston Churchill, and T. E. Lawrence proved themselves, where they forged their reputations and tested their manhood. Now Kennedy was poised to join them.
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SUMMIT MEETING ON FIFTH AVENUE


THE PLAZA HOTEL

NEW YORK CITY, MID-SEPTEMBER 1942

Joseph P. Kennedy had a favor to ask.

The Kennedy patriarch decided his twenty-five-year-old, second-born son, John, had a chance of becoming president of the United States someday, and he had a long-range plan to make it happen. He was already maneuvering his eldest son, Joseph, Jr., toward national politics and a path into the White House, but Kennedy knew that having two strong cards in play would increase his odds of winning the ultimate prize in America.

Kennedy’s New York City operations usually revolved around his business headquarters at 30 Rockefeller Center, lunch spots like the Oyster Bar in Grand Central Station, and suites at the exclusive Carlyle hotel. But for a critical occasion like this, he chose the opulence of the centrally located Plaza hotel, an imposing French Renaissance–style “château” which boasted idyllic views of Central Park. It was the perfect setting to stage a seduction. He had a proposition to make, and he was not a man who took no for an answer. On this day, Kennedy thought he could change history by launching an American political dynasty.

The target of his scheme was the most popular American fighting man of the day, Lieutenant Commander John D. Bulkeley, the compact, blunt-talking, New York–born commander of Motor Torpedo Boat Squadron 3. Earlier that year, Bulkeley had staged a series of daring operations in the Philippines and helped orchestrate the escape by PT boat of General Douglas MacArthur and his family from capture by Japanese forces converging on the doomed American garrison at Corregidor. “Bulkeley, you’ve taken me out of the jaws of death,” a deeply grateful MacArthur told Bulkeley, “and I won’t forget it.” True to his word, MacArthur recommended him for the Silver Star and sent him back to the United States to publicize the morale-boosting exploits of PT boats, as well as to lobby for a fleet of two hundred of the vessels that could be dispatched to the Pacific Theater as fast as possible.

Bloodied by defeats at Pearl Harbor and the Philippines, America yearned for heroes at this early stage of the war, and Bulkeley, a modest, dark-haired thirty-one-year-old boat captain with an exotically beautiful wife and a young baby, fit the bill perfectly. He was showered with adoring publicity when he returned to the United States, and New York City rewarded Bulkeley with two rapturous celebrations, starting with a ticker-tape parade down Seventh Avenue on May 13, 1942, that drew some 250,000, spectators. Four days later, 1,250,000 people turned out to salute Bulkeley in and around Central Park. City officials estimated it was the biggest crowd ever gathered in American history. On August 4, 1942, Bulkeley had the nation’s highest military citation, the Medal of Honor, placed around his neck by President Roosevelt in the Oval Office.

Joseph Kennedy had never met Bulkeley, but he sent a telegram to the officer summoning him to a lunch meeting at his Plaza hotel suite. Bulkeley accepted, no doubt intrigued at the prospect of meeting one of the most wealthy and powerful men in America. The intensely charming, sandy-haired Joe Kennedy was, in the words of writer Jacob Heilbrunn, a “ruthless businessman and investor” who “capitalized on his wealth to become perhaps America’s premier social climber, an Irish-Catholic outsider who stormed the bastions of the WASP aristocracy.” The son of a solidly middle-class Boston tavern owner and Democratic Party activist and ward boss, Kennedy attended Harvard and became a banker and financier, propelled by a hunger for family prestige, wealth, financial manipulation, deal making, and social and political power.

[image: image]

PT boat recruiting poster featuring Lt. John Bulkeley. (USN)

In a brilliantly prescient financial maneuver, Kennedy cashed out most of his stock market holdings shortly before the Crash of 1929, protecting his family’s wealth through the Great Depression. “From the beginning, Joe knew what he wanted—money and status for his family,” said a close friend. “He had the progenitor’s sense; to him, his children were an extension of himself. Therefore, what he did, he did with them always in mind. He played the game differently than if he had been after something entirely for himself.” The elder Kennedy was capable of tremendous charm, with a confident, quick smile, a firm handshake, and a meticulous personal presentation, which featured a wardrobe that was hand-tailored (down to his underwear) in London and Paris.

In the 1920s and 1930s, Kennedy was well on his way toward amassing a personal fortune that the New York Times valued at $500 million at the time of his death in 1969. He earned his money through banking, real estate, corporate takeovers and consulting, liquor importing, and movie production, displaying a Machiavellian flair that left a trail of broken companies and smashed careers in his wake. Movie superstar Gloria Swanson, who was Kennedy’s mistress and management client before he double-crossed and abandoned her, recalled that Kennedy “operated just like Joe Stalin”; “their system was to write a letter to the files and then order the exact reverse on the phone.” When she met Kennedy, Frances Marion, America’s highest-paid screenwriter at the time, thought, “He’s a charmer. A typical Irish charmer. But he’s a rascal.” In a stunning four-year raid on Hollywood, Kennedy took over three movie studios and ran them each simultaneously, launched the talking-picture revolution, established the prototype of the modern motion-picture conglomerate, and cashed out with millions of dollars in his pocket. Betty Lasky, daughter of Paramount founder Jesse Lasky, observed, “Kennedy was the first and only outsider to fleece Hollywood.”

Joe Kennedy was, in short, a master manipulator of money and people. In the words of a January 1963 profile in Fortune magazine, he was “a smart, rough competitor who excelled in games without rules. A handsome six-footer exuding vitality and Irish charm, he also had a tight, dry mind that kept a running balance of hazards and advantages. Quick-tempered and mercurial, he could move from warmth to malice in the moment it took his blue eyes to turn the color of an icy lake. Friendships shattered under the sudden impact of brutal words and ruthless deeds, yet those who remained close to him were drawn into a fraternal bond.” Kennedy had, in the opinion of one colleague, a gift for speculation, based on “a passion for facts, a complete lack of sentiment, a marvelous sense of timing.” Another colleague attested to his magnetic personality, which pulled people into his orbit: “Joe led people into camp. It was the showman in him. You were riding with human destiny when this glamorous personality beckoned you to his side.” Biographer David Nasaw has written, “Those who had worked with him in the past marveled at the energy he expended, the impossibly long hours he kept, his ability to concentrate on several matters at once, and his capacity for juggling numbers, accounts, personalities, staffs, employees, and contracts as he flitted back and forth from office to office, city to city, coast to coast.”

Joe Kennedy did have one personality defect: he had a big mouth, a flaw which eventually sank his own political career. In two bursts of devilish humor, his friend Franklin D. Roosevelt appointed Kennedy to jobs for which he appeared grossly unsuited. First, in 1934, he tapped notorious inside trader and stock manipulator Kennedy to be the first chairman of the Securities and Exchange Commission, making him in effect the top cop of Wall Street. In private, FDR wisecracked, “It takes a thief to catch a thief!” Then, in 1938, Roosevelt appointed the highly opinionated, often blunt-talking and undiplomatic Irish-American Kennedy to the top diplomatic post in the U.S. foreign service: ambassador to the United Kingdom. Less than three years into the job, after being largely ignored and bypassed by both FDR and the British Foreign Office, and with the Nazis advancing virtually unopposed across Europe, a dispirited and increasingly isolationist Kennedy blurted to a reporter, “Democracy is finished in England.” With that remark and the firestorm of bad press it triggered, Kennedy’s career in public service was over by the end of November 1940. He resigned under pressure from FDR’s State Department and transferred his ambitions for political power to his male children Joseph Jr. and John, both of whom he could envision capturing the White House someday—with his help. In September 1942, securing Lieutenant Commander John Bulkeley’s help in placing John into the PT boat service was a key step in his plan.

At the appointed hour of 1 P.M., Bulkeley arrived at Joe Kennedy’s Plaza suite, accompanied by his wife, Alice. It would be a marathon meeting, stretching from lunch into the dinner hour, finally ending at 8 P.M. Fifty years later, Bulkeley described the Plaza summit: “Joe Kennedy had been fired as ambassador to England by his old friend Roosevelt, and he had a lot of bitter things to say about the president. Kennedy said that his son was a midshipman at Northwestern [University], and that he thought Jack had the potential to be the president of the United States. Joe said he wanted Jack to get into PT boats for the publicity and so forth, to get the veteran’s vote after the war.”

This impulse for shaping his family’s outward image through public relations was typical of Joe Kennedy, a shrewd student of the emerging business arts of advertising and media promotion. Among the mantras he ingrained in his children were “It’s not who you are that counts, it’s who they think you are,” and “Things don’t happen, they are made to happen in the public-relations field.”

According to Bulkeley, Joe Kennedy wanted to know if Bulkeley had “the clout to get Jack into PT boats.” Bulkeley assured Kennedy he did, and, if the son measured up, he said he would recommend his acceptance into the service. Kennedy was delighted, though asked that his son not be sent someplace “too deadly.”

Bulkeley would soon deliver the first part of the arrangement, by admitting John Kennedy into the PT boat service. He did not however, fulfill Joe Kennedy’s request to protect his son by stationing him out of harm’s way. JFK himself would soon sabotage that idea.

A few weeks after the meeting at the Plaza, John Bulkeley and his deputy Lieutenant John Harllee were at Northwestern University, looking for PT officer candidates. Bulkeley was at the zenith of his popularity—a bestselling book had been written about him, They Were Expendable. Bulkeley dazzled Ensign John Kennedy and hundreds of his classmates with a rip-roaring speech about the PT boat’s alleged exploits. “The PT boat is a great weapon,” declared Bulkeley. “The enemy has not yet won a brush with one. Our little half squadron sank one Jap cruiser, one plane tender and one loaded transport, badly damaged another cruiser, set a tanker on fire and shot down four planes.” After the war, when Japanese naval loss records were examined by U.S. Naval Intelligence experts, it was learned that these claims were inaccurate and exaggerated.

“Those of you who want to come back after the war and raise families need not apply,” Bulkeley declared. “PT boat skippers are not coming back!” The audience loved it. Alvin Cluster, who later became Kennedy’s squadron commander, remembered, “America desperately needed heroes after Pearl Harbor, and they would seize on any exploit or any battle to show how great we were. The only reason PT boats ever got the attention they did was that we had nothing else! They really didn’t do a lot of damage. But Roosevelt had to point to somebody, and that’s why Bulkeley and PT boats got all that attention.” With his superstardom and barnstorming tour of parades and motivational speeches, John Bulkeley was, claimed Cluster, “a joke to a lot of officers.”

Years later, Bulkeley’s assistant Lieutenant Harllee recalled encountering the young John F. Kennedy on their visit to Northwestern: “He was selling himself hard and expressed a great desire to get in close combat with the enemy as soon as possible. This was one of the main reasons why both John Bulkeley and I voted to select him. The other reasons were that he was an intercollegiate sailing champion, had graduated from Harvard cum laude and made a favorable impression with relation to his appearance and personality. He did not have to take a physical for PTs.” Also in Kennedy’s favor were the stellar marks he had earned at naval officer-training school.

Even if he hadn’t been the son of powerful man, Kennedy appeared to be an excellent candidate to command a PT boat, given his intellect and experience piloting small craft. What almost no one else knew was that by now Kennedy’s back troubles were so severe he had spent almost two months earlier that year in hospitals. His doctors recommended corrective surgery. He was sleeping on top of a hard plywood board to try to relieve the pain. Bulkeley later said he had “no idea Kennedy had any trouble with his back. And if I had known, it wouldn’t probably have made a blind bit of difference, ’cause I had no idea what a dislocation of the spine was. I was looking for men who would fight!”

In keeping with his promise to Joe Kennedy, an impressed Bulkeley endorsed John F. Kennedy’s application to be a PT boat officer, and recommended him for the eight-week PT training course at the Motor Torpedo Boat Squadron Training Center (MTBSTC) at Melville, Rhode Island, which was close to the Kennedy family summer home at Hyannis Port. On entering the school, JFK was promoted from ensign to lieutenant, junior grade, or “jg.” He performed well at Melville in subjects like boat handling and maintenance, communications, attack tactics, and torpedo firing—so well that when the course ended in November 1942, Lieutenant Harllee, who was the senior instructor at the facility, assigned Kennedy to stay on as a training instructor, rather than immediately ship out for an overseas post. On December 7, 1942, Kennedy earned his first assignment to command a boat of his own, the PT 101, a 78-foot training boat built by the Huckins Yacht Corporation.

[image: image]

A rare photo of John F. Kennedy (center) at the U.S. Navy PT boat training facility at Melville, Rhode Island. (Frank J. Andruss Sr.)
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JFK’s Navy ID card, c. 1943.

(Frank J. Andruss Sr.)

Once more, Kennedy was thwarted in his quest to enter combat. Weeks later he was bitterly disappointed to learn he was going to be sent with PT Squadron 14 to Jacksonville, Florida, and then on to Central America to help guard the Panama Canal. He complained “I got shafted!” so often to his colleagues that they took to calling him “Shafty.”

Then abruptly, on February 20, 1943, Lieutenant Kennedy’s formal change-of-assignment request seeking to be “reassigned to a Motor Torpedo Squadron now operating in the South Pacific” was approved by the Navy’s Bureau of Personnel in Washington.

Lieutenant Harllee was surprised to hear Kennedy was being sent to the combat zone, and assumed powerful strings had been pulled. “This suspicion was later confirmed when I had occasion to review his record in the Bureau of Naval Personnel in 1947,” remembered Harllee years later. He uncovered a paper trail revealing that “tremendous effort had been brought to get him into the combat zone.” Spotting a “smoking gun” letter signed by Kennedy family crony and U.S. senator from Massachusetts David I. Walsh, chairman of the Senate Naval Affairs Committee and the most powerful member of Congress on naval affairs, Harllee realized an invisible hand had indeed been at work.

In fact, John F. Kennedy had bypassed his own father and instead contacted Walsh through his maternal grandfather, John “Honey Fitz” Fitzgerald, former mayor of Boston. Having later learned of Kennedy’s debilitating health problems, Harllee remembered, “Jack Kennedy’s pulling strings to get into combat, was, of course, one of the most vivid examples of his stubborn, indomitable courage. But the military’s standards of physical fitness for men going into combat are set not so much for the sake of the man himself as for others who might depend on his physical capabilities in a tight situation. It could be said, then, that he was also reckless and irresponsible and somewhat selfish in this act. It must also be said that he was not alone in taking such an action, and that that sort of action was generally admired in that war.”

On March 15, 1943, Kennedy shipped off from San Francisco aboard the transport ship USS Rochambeau bound for the South Pacific, to take up assignment as a replacement officer for Motor Torpedo Boat Squadron 2, based in the Solomon Islands.
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INTO THE LABYRINTH


OFF THE COAST OF GUADALCANAL

APRIL 7, 1943, 3:10 P.M.

Lieutenant John F. Kennedy looked to the sky from the deck of the American landing ship LST 449, and watched the terrifying spectacle of the largest Japanese air attack since Pearl Harbor.

More than 250 Japanese and Allied aircraft were pitted in aerial combat, with sixty-seven Aichi D3A2 “Val” dive bombers screened by 110 Zero fighters pitted against a pack of seventy-six American fighter planes, including P-38s, Corsairs, Wildcats, P-40 Warhawks, and P-39 Airacobras.

Nine Japanese planes were focused keenly on Kennedy’s ship, the 4,000-ton “Landing Ship, Tank, 449,” gliding and diving toward it and the nearby destroyer USS Aaron Ward (DD-483), which was trying to protect the LST as it zigzagged frantically to evade Japanese bombing runs. One 500-pound bomb exploded close enough to the LST 449 that it threw the ship’s captain across the bridge, fracturing his neck. Two more bombs detonated near the starboard bow, soaking the deck with geysers of salt water. One massive blast pushed the ship’s stern out of the ocean and forced it into a 20-degree list. These were Kennedy’s first moments in combat: “a hell of an attack,” he later remembered.

“I happened to be looking back at Kennedy’s ship while four dive bombers were attacking it,” recalled a sailor on a nearby American ship. “There were so many exploding bombs along with the resulting water spouts that I could not see the LST.” The ship was loaded with fuel oil and ammunition, and a direct hit would have almost certainly destroyed the vessel in an immense fireball.

The twenty-five-year-old Kennedy was at the end of a month-long sea journey from the United States to Guadalcanal to take up his first command in the southern Pacific Theater, as skipper of an as-yet-to-be-assigned PT boat. Kennedy was transfixed by the spectacle of scores of warplanes locked in dogfights overhead, and although he was only a passenger aboard the LST, along with nearly two hundred other servicemen, he scrambled to join the fight.

The battle was unfolding over “Ironbottom Sound,” the name given by Allied sailors to the Savo Sound because of the many ships and aircraft sunk there during the long Battle of Guadalcanal, before the Allies fully captured the island in January 1943. While Japanese forces still occupied many South Pacific islands to the north and west, the Savo Sound—off the Solomon Islands of Guadalcanal, Savo Island, and Florida Island—was now dominated by ships of the U.S. fleet. “A gallant sight at that hour,” wrote historian Samuel Eliot Morison of the American combat squadron steaming into Savo Sound that summer, “the cruisers so proud and handsome with their curling bow waves and frothy wakes, the destroyers thrusting and turning, now golden with the sun, now dark shadows against the sea; and this is a gorgeous afternoon, with bright cumulus clouds under a thin layer of cirrus and Ironbottom Sound blue as the Gulf of Maine.”

Earlier that day, April 7, 650 miles northwest of Kennedy’s ship, at the Lakunai airdrome at the huge Japanese naval and air base at Rabaul, Admiral of the Fleet Isoroku Yamamoto stood in his gold-braided, snow-white dress uniform and waved at his warplanes taking off for battle, into a sunrise so beautiful it seemed an omen of victory. The diminutive sixty-year-old Yamamoto was the visionary and charismatic star admiral of the Japanese fleet, architect of the stunning Pearl Harbor attack; he was among the first naval strategists to realize how the new age of airpower was eclipsing the role of battleships.

Although he was suffering from fatigue and beriberi exacerbated by jungle heat, on this day he insisted on personally meeting and saluting his pilots. Yamamoto was directly overseeing the multipronged series of air attacks on Kennedy’s vessel and other American targets around Guadalcanal, the Solomon Islands, and New Guinea in a counteroffensive dubbed I-Go Sakusen, or Operation A, which lasted from April 1 to April 16, 1943. The attacks were a desperate attempt to blunt Allied forces from island-hopping north and west from Guadalcanal to capture Japanese-held territory in the Solomon Islands and beyond and extending the reach of Allied airpower. Days earlier, Yamamoto stood atop a platform, bowed to a portrait of Japanese emperor Hirohito, and spoke to his fliers. “Now we are approaching the difficult battle,” he announced. “However difficult a time we are having, the enemy also has to be suffering. Now we must attack his precious carriers with Rabaul’s great air strength, and cut them down so they cannot escape. Our hopes go with you. Do your best.”

As the LST 449 was being strafed and bombarded by Yamamoto’s planes, Kennedy pitched into the fight by passing shells to the ship’s 40 mm antiaircraft gun station. “I was only sixteen years old and scared to death,” recalled a nearby sailor from the hills of South Carolina named Ted Guthrie; “our ship had just been straddled by bombs and our gun tub [antiaircraft station] was knee deep in water. I wanted to run, but gained strength from the courage shown by Mr. Kennedy.” Earlier on the voyage of the LST, Guthrie had heard Kennedy was “a rich man’s son,” and dismissed him as “a sissy.” But as Guthrie later wrote to Kennedy, “When you stood there and helped pass those shells to our tub, I gained a new perspective in life.”

In a letter to a friend in the United States, Kennedy described how a Japanese pilot parachuted into the water and the LST 449 went to rescue him as he bobbed in the water. At first, Kennedy was struck by how young the pilot looked, with his powerful build and close-cropped, jet-black hair. But Kennedy was stunned by what happened next. When the LST got to within twenty yards, the pilot abruptly pulled out a revolver and opened fire at the bridge of the American craft. “I had been praising the Lord and passing the ammunition right alongside,” Kennedy later explained, “but that slowed me a bit, the thought of him sitting in the water battling an entire ship.” The Americans replied with so much gunfire it seemed to Kennedy the water was boiling with bullets, but everyone was too surprised to shoot straight. “Finally an old soldier standing next to me picked up his rifle, fired once, and blew the top of his head off,” recalled Kennedy. “He threw his arms up, plunged forward and sank, and we hauled our ass out of there.”

As the attack ended, Kennedy was hit with a powerful realization: it was going to take a very long time to finish the war. Fearing further attacks from Japanese aircraft over Guadalcanal, Kennedy’s ship retreated three hundred miles southeast back to its port of embarkation, the island of Espiritu Santo.

[image: image]

A United States Marine Corps map of the Solomon Islands theater as it stood when Kennedy arrived.

Admiral Yamamoto was delighted to hear his returning pilots’ reports of overwhelming successes, claims that were so exaggerated they led him to end the air assault operation on April 18 believing he’d achieved victory. Emperor Hirohito cabled his congratulations. But in fact, Allied losses were relatively light. In the April 7 attack, twenty Allied personnel were killed, seven more listed as missing, and three ships were sunk: the destroyer USS Aaron Ward, the oil tanker USS Kanawha, and the Royal New Zealand Navy minesweeper corvette HMNZS Moa. More than twenty Japanese planes were shot down, while the Allies lost only seven. As tragic as the losses were, Operation A had little effect on Allied strength.

Eleven days after Kennedy’s first combat experience aboard the LST 449, on April 18, 1943, American P-38 Lightning aircraft, acting on intelligence gained by decoded Japanese military transmissions, ambushed and shot down a transport plane carrying Admiral Yamamoto over the island of Bougainville. He had been on his way to congratulate aircrews who took part in Operation A.

One of the pilots who was credited with firing into Yamamoto’s plane, Captain Thomas G. Lanphier, did a victory roll as he returned to Henderson Airfield on Guadalcanal. Among the Americans who witnessed the P-38’s salute was John F. Kennedy, who on April 13 had joined his assigned PT boat unit, Squadron 2, at its base on the tiny island of Tulagi, the U.S. Navy’s regional PT boat headquarters located on the north end of Iron Bottom Sound, directly across from Guadalcanal. He had arrived at the front lines of the Solomon Islands campaign, a turning point in the greatest armed conflict the world had ever seen. Not for the last time, Kennedy’s life and world events seemed to turn on the same axis.

Later that month, on April 25, 1943, Kennedy took command of Motor Torpedo Boat 109, or “PT 109.”




4

THE FRONT LINE


U.S. NAVY PT BOAT BASE

TULAGI, THE SOLOMON ISLANDS

APRIL 25, 1943

I wish I could tell you about the South Pacific. The way it actually was. The endless ocean. The infinite specks of coral we called islands. Coconut palms nodding gracefully toward the ocean. Reefs upon which waves broke into spray, and inner lagoons, lovely beyond description. I wish I could tell you about the sweating jungle, the full moon rising behind the volcanoes, and the waiting. The waiting. The timeless, repetitive waiting.

JAMES MICHENER, Tales of the South Pacific

John F. Kennedy’s boat, the PT 109, was an 80-foot long, 56-ton, giant weaponized speedboat that was built by the Electric Boat Company (or “Elco”) factory in Bayonne, New Jersey, in June 1942. It was sturdy and maneuverable, constructed on a framework of one-inch planks of mahogany. Its three 12-cylinder Packard 4M-2500 engines guzzled 3,000 gallons of aviation gasoline and could generate 1,350 horsepower each, achieving a top speed of more than 40 knots.

The PT 109 was designed for a crew of nine or ten enlisted crewmen and two or three officers. PT boats typically included a radio operator, quartermaster, torpedoman’s mates, gunner’s mates, motor machinist’s mates (or “motormacs,” also called engineers), and a cook. Each man on a PT boat was cross-trained for many of these duties, in order to pitch in when injury or crisis struck a specialist.

The PT 109 carried a 20 mm Oerlikon antiaircraft gun mounted on the rear of the boat, two twin .50-caliber machine gun turrets, four 21-inch torpedo tubes, an assortment of small arms, a voice radio with a maximum 75-mile range, a blinker light for communication, and a smoke generator at the rear of the boat. Under two previous skippers, as part of Motor Torpedo Boat Squadron 2, the PT 109 had conducted twenty-two combat patrols in and around Ironbottom Sound between November 1942 and February 1943, clashing with Japanese forces on six occasions.

“We learned that a PT boat had three engines, each operating its own screw,” explained Kennedy’s friend Dick Keresey Jr., then the skipper of the PT 105. “This was most important in maneuverability. It meant that we could have one or two engines going forward and one going astern or vice-versa, giving the ability to turn on a dime.” Keresey recalled being intrigued by the craft’s “graceful, almost delicate profile” as it skimmed across the top of the water at speeds over 40 knots under ideal conditions. “Dead in the water, a PT is squat and beamy,” wrote Navy Captain Robert J. Bulkley. “It was designed for speed, and in speed lies its beauty. As a PT gains momentum, its bow lifts clear of the water and it planes gracefully over the surface, throwing out a great wave from the chine on either side and a rooster tail of white water astern. The men who rode PTs cursed them for their pounding and discomfort, but loved them for the beauty that is born of their speed.”

John Kennedy soon discovered for himself that life aboard a PT boat in the combat zone of the South Pacific could be a wretched existence. The mountainous Solomon Islands, while scenically beautiful, were rich with cockroaches, rats, lizards, sand crabs, black flies, mosquitos, malaria, dengue, dysentery, trench foot, tropical fever, elephantiasis, and periods of unrelenting rainfall. Crews often slept aboard the boats, where clothes and mattresses were drenched in sweat and stink from the stifling tropical heat and humidity. As naval historian Charles W. Koburger wrote, “Even before one ripe corpse rotted in the jungle, the Solomons stank. The miasma they gave off was a queasy mixture of too lush vegetation, swift to rot, growing on a bed of primeval slime humming with malarial mosquitos, black with flies, and breeding nameless bacteria. They were hot. They were rich only in mud and coconuts. They were wet from May to October, rainy from November to April, and humid all the time.” Amid the misery, PT boat crews occasionally savored flashes of tropical beauty: a sandy cove flanked by lush vegetation, a sun-drenched vision of deep, crystal-clear water, a passing breeze with a honeysuckle scent.

The monotonous food largely came out of cans containing Spam, Vienna sausage, powdered eggs, and baked beans. In a letter to his family, William Barrett Jr., skipper of the PT 107, described the “quite poor” food situation: “We eat entirely out of cans, mostly corned willie [beef], cheese and stew. We also eat Aircraft Emergency rations in between times. They are rich, but quite good. Coffee and cigarettes are the main staples (and our only luxuries). Aspirin gets quite a play, and we take vitamin A pills all the time, as they are supposed to improve our night vision, which latter is extremely important, in fact is almost everything.”

On the PT 109, seaman Edman Edgar Mauer was deputized by Kennedy to act as the cook, though he had little culinary experience; his repertoire revolved largely around variations on Spam. Whenever he could, Lieutenant Kennedy scrounged, begged, and traded with cargo boats or Army PX stations in the region for delicacies like Oh Henry! candy bars, real eggs, powdered ice cream that could be reconstituted with ice in the boat’s small refrigerator, and bread and cheese for his treasured cheese sandwiches.

If life aboard a PT boat could be miserable, conditions at the PT bases onshore were equally squalid. Fresh water to drink and bathe in was scarce, and insomnia, bad nutrition, and weight loss sapped the health of many sailors. At least one sailor resorted to stripping naked and soaping up at the first drop of rain, hoping the shower would last long enough for him to rinse off. “PT sailors thought of themselves as having rugged duty,” wrote Robert Bulkley. “And so they had. When patrols were not dangerous, they were tedious. Officers and men alike had few comforts, and besides the obvious enemy, they had to contend with such hazards and discomforts as heat, rains, uncharted reefs, dysentery, malaria, and a variety of tropical skin diseases known collectively as ‘the crud.’”

As for the strategic outlook for Allied forces in the region, victory was far from preordained. At this point in the conflict, U.S. war planners had every reason to expect that pushing Japanese forces out of the Solomons and back toward the Japanese home islands would be a long, intensely bloody business, costing tens or even hundreds of thousands of American lives. The Guadalcanal campaign alone took longer than six months to complete, and sacrificed more than seven thousand American lives by the time it was over in February 1943. Torpedo boats like Kennedy’s PT 109 were intended to supplement Allied air and naval power by harassing Japanese supply ships, serving as patrol and rescue boats, and, it was hoped, sinking Japanese capital ships including destroyers.
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PT boats docked at Tulagi. (PT Boats, Inc.)

In the spring of 1943, Japanese aircraft flying out of Rabaul, Vila, and Bougainville were attacking Allied targets on a regular basis, probing for fuel depots and engineering shacks, the loss of which could then shut down a base. After a week of such terrifying bombing, one PT boat crewman was shipped off in what his skipper called a “catatonic trance.”

In the Solomons, Lieutenant Kennedy and his comrades were subjected to frequent sudden air attacks by Japanese planes. One day, at a temporary posting at M’Banika Island, Kennedy and several colleagues were lounging in their quarters, a tin-roofed plantation house. The skipper of the PT 47, George S. Wright, recalled that Kennedy was in his bunk, reading, his favorite pastime, surrounded by mosquito netting. “A Jap plane came out of nowhere,” remembered Wright, “and started dropping bombs near us. Suddenly there was a terrifying rain of shrapnel on that tin roof.” While his colleagues dived into a slit trench outside, Kennedy, in haste to escape his bunk, got snared in netting. “He had a hell of a time,” according to Wright, “then he finally broke loose and dived in with us.”

In the unlikely event that any of the Americans stationed at Tulagi managed to forget why they were there, a large sign posted on the hillside gave them a stark reminder. Placed there on the order of Admiral William E. “Bull” Halsey, the notice declared, “KILL JAPS. KILL JAPS. KILL MORE JAPS. You will help to kill the yellow bastards if you do your job well.” Years later, Kennedy described the visceral impact of seeing the sign: “it went right through you.”

In the weeks between April 25 and July 20, 1943, the final crew of the PT 109 took shape. Kennedy’s executive officer and second-in-command aboard the PT 109 was a former football star from Sandusky, Ohio, named Ensign Leonard Jay Thom, a strapping blond who resembled a Viking. In a letter to his parents, Kennedy quipped, “Have my own boat now, and have an executive officer, a 220-pound tackle from Ohio State—so when the next big drive comes—will be protected.” Thom was a holdover from the previous skipper and had been a former student of Kennedy at the Motor Torpedo Boat Squadron Training Center in the Melville, Rhode Island, training facility. “Lennie wrote me that he really liked Jack the minute they met,” recalled his wife. “Their personalities meshed immediately. He would write me jokes about Jack’s money. Jack never had any cash, it seemed. He was always borrowing money from Lennie at the PX.” Kennedy, in turn, was highly impressed by Thom and quickly formed a close working partnership with him.

On April 25, the day Kennedy became commander of the PT 109, Gunner’s Mate Second Class Charles Albert “Bucky” Harris also reported for duty. He was twenty years old and a former tire factory worker from Watertown, Massachusetts. On May 1, a quiet, friendly twenty-five-year-old from Georgia named Andrew Jackson Kirksey joined the crew as torpedoman second class. He was married, with a three-year-old son named Jack and a five-year-old stepson named Hoyt. “He was a very strong and nice guy,” recalled Hoyt in an interview more than seventy years later. “I used to go down to the ice plant and watch him make ice. Even though I was his stepson, he took great pride in introducing me to his coworkers as his son.” Early on, Kennedy grew fond of Kirksey, and enjoyed looking at his family pictures as Kirksey told him stories about his sons.

On May 5, John Edward Maguire, twenty-six, joined the PT 109 crew as radioman second class. A native of Dobbs Ferry, New
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