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To Chris, Corey, Connor, and Cooper




PREFACE [image: ]

When I look at these photographs of Mrs. Kennedy as we traveled through Europe and Asia and South America, I realize now what a privilege it was to have been part of those private, joyful moments she experienced. There we were, all over the globe, in some of the most exotic countries in the world, sharing laughs, living through some crazy adventures. When you travel with someone—particularly in foreign countries—you experience things that can’t be fully appreciated by anyone who wasn’t there.

I hope you enjoy these travels with Mrs. Kennedy as much as she and I did.
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It all started with the discovery of the trunk.

Lisa McCubbin and I were standing in the garage of the home I had owned since 1967 at 1068 North Chambliss Street in Alexandria, Virginia. It was a crisp September afternoon in 2019, and we were into our third day of sorting through the mountains of stuff I had accumulated in my eighty-seven years of life. I hadn’t lived in the house for nearly a decade and had finally decided it was time to sell.

“What’s in here?” Lisa asked.

“I have no idea,” I said. “I haven’t opened it in more than fifty years.”

The oversized steamer trunk was barely visible, sitting on the cement floor of the dank garage, shoved against a shelf filled with rusty gardening tools, its white-stenciled block letters peering out beneath a box that claimed to have a Craftsman wet/dry vac in it.

Lisa lifted the bulky cardboard box that did indeed contain a lightweight vacuum, and as she put it aside, the black metal steamer trunk revealed itself. I stood over it, and without warning, a sudden wave of memories flooded my brain. India, Pakistan, Paris, Greece, Morocco, three glorious weeks on the Amalfi coast.

It was more impressive than I remembered. Trimmed in brass with a heavy lock to keep its contents safe, the two-inch white lettering on the lid boldly declared to whom it belonged.
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The trunk





CLINTON HILL

THE WHITE HOUSE

WASHINGTON D.C.



We both stood there, silent, staring at it for a moment, and then Lisa said, “It’s just as you always described it.” She paused, looked at me, and asked, “May I open it?”

“Let’s wait until tomorrow,” I said. “It’s getting late. And you better have some rubber gloves. Whatever is in there is more than likely covered with mold and God knows what else.”

I shuddered to think of the disgusting mess that must be inside. “Years ago, the garage flooded after a heavy rain. It was up to here,” I said, holding one hand at my waist. “It’s probably crawling with worms and big black spiders.”

“Oh God!” Lisa grimaced. “Did you have to say that? Now I’ll have nightmares. But you’re right. Let’s get back to the hotel and we’ll start fresh tomorrow. I can hardly wait.”

“Don’t get your hopes up,” I said. “If there’s anything salvageable, it’s probably just junk, like all the rest of the stuff in here.”



I had been procrastinating dealing with the house at 1068 because, frankly, the thought of cleaning it out was overwhelming. I had long since taken out everything I needed, or thought was of value, and I would have been happy to call 1-800-GOT-JUNK to go in and clear the place out.

“What about your medal?” Lisa had reminded me. “It must be there somewhere. You don’t want to see it on eBay or, worse, have it end up in a dumpster. It’s too important.”

On December 3, 1963, I had been honored with the U.S. Treasury Department’s highest civilian award for bravery. There were photos of the ceremony, even a video of it now on YouTube, but the medal had never meant anything to me. I never wanted it, never thought I deserved it. I didn’t see myself as brave. I was just doing my job. As a Secret Service agent on the White House Detail, I had trained for that moment. Trained to jump into the line of fire, to be a human shield for the president, the first lady, or whomever we were assigned to protect. But I would never get over the feeling that if only I had reacted a little bit quicker—one second, or maybe half a second—I wouldn’t be here, and there’d be no damn medal. After all these years, I honestly didn’t know where it was. But Lisa finally convinced me that it would be better for us to go through everything ourselves rather than have some strangers deciding what was trash and what was history. The medal was really the only thing we were looking for.



We were staying at the Willard InterContinental in Washington, D.C., about a twenty-minute drive from the house in Alexandria. Lisa and I had been traveling almost constantly for the previous several years—whether conducting research for a book, promoting a book with media and speaking engagements, or, more rarely, traveling for pleasure. We made it a habit to visit the D.C. area three or four times a year. We’d have lunch with my two sons, Chris and Corey, and their families, who still lived nearby, and we’d catch up with friends—and it had become our routine to stay at the Willard. The historic hotel was centrally located to familiar restaurants where we’d meet friends—mostly other former Secret Service agents and their wives —and it was just across 15th Street from the White House complex where I attended an annual meeting of the Special Agents in Charge of Presidential Protection each December. At Christmastime, the hotel lobby was decorated with miles of festive garland and a towering Christmas tree covered in white lights, red bows, and an enviable selection of the collectible White House Christmas ornaments produced by the White House Historical Association.

The first time we stayed at the Willard, I was offered an upgrade to a suite, which I happily accepted. The bellman took us up to the fourth floor, and as we exited the elevators, he turned right and said, “Here you are. This is a very special suite, Mr. Hill. I think you’ll enjoy it.”

On the door was a brass plaque:


John F. Kennedy Suite

410



Lisa and I looked at each other but didn’t say anything as the bellman opened the door and led us into the spacious suite. Hanging on the wall in the entry was a painting of JFK—a reproduction of the Aaron Shikler painting of him with his head down, arms crossed, deep in thought. The same one that hangs in the White House.

At the end of our stay that first time, Lisa wrote a note to the general manager thanking him for the lovely hospitality and explained why the John F. Kennedy suite really was particularly meaningful to me. From that point on, whenever we were in Washington, we stayed at the Willard, and if it was available, they would put is in Room 410.



The following morning, we returned to the house at 1068 North Chambliss Street, armed with several pairs of rubber gloves and a fresh supply of Hefty garbage bags. Lisa could hardly contain her excitement to see what was inside the trunk.

“I want to videotape it,” she said. “I feel like we’re opening up Tutankhamun’s tomb.”

She slipped the purple rubber gloves over each hand, up to her elbows, and handed me her iPhone. “I’ll open the trunk, and you hold the camera,” she said.

“Yes, Madam Director,” I said. “Are you sure you trust me to record this?”

“Just push the red button and keep it focused on the trunk,” she said, laughing. “Okay, go.”

I pushed the red button and she slowly opened the lid.

It was packed to the brim, with just the top layer immediately visible: some manila envelopes stuffed full and closed with clasps, and dozens of boxes, all shapes and sizes. There looked to be bigger boxes underneath. Many of the items were covered with black, dusty mold, and an overpowering smell of mildew and mustiness wafted out like the trunk was exhaling after holding its breath for the last five decades, but overall, it was in much better shape than I had expected.

“Well, just start pulling things out,” I said. “Let’s see what we’ve got.”

One by one, she began opening the flimsy cardboard gift-type boxes to see what was inside. There were crystal paperweights; Air Force One playing cards still in their original plastic seals; dozens of individual boxes containing blue and gold tie bars, cuff link sets, and Zippo lighters emblazoned with the presidential seal.

“Presidential gifts,” I said. “We used to give those out like candy when we traveled. All different kinds of crap. Nothing of any consequence.”

There were dozens and dozens, perhaps more than a hundred little assorted boxes. Plastic, velvet, cardboard. Any one of them could contain the medal. Or not.

“Okay. Go ahead and turn off the video,” Lisa said. “I’ll stay out here and sort through everything. It’s going to take me a while to open all these boxes. Why don’t you go back inside and continue going through the stuff in your office?”

The task before us still seemed daunting to me, and I was grateful that Lisa was taking charge. “Sounds good to me,” I said.

I walked back through the door that led from the garage to the basement. My “office” was really just a corner of the basement where I had a big government-style desk, surrounded by filing cabinets and shelves overflowing with cardboard boxes—some labeled, most not. A stairway leading to the main level of the house cut the basement in half. At the far end of my corner office was a large laundry room with a washer and dryer, a utility sink, an old refrigerator that didn’t work, and half a dozen floor-to-ceiling shelving units stacked with more boxes and bags. So much stuff. Was my medal even down here? Where to even begin?

As I glanced around the laundry room, my eyes landed on a glass casserole dish that appeared to be sitting on top of some framed pictures. I picked up the dish, and lying there staring up at me was President Harry S. Truman. A black-and-white photo of the thirty-third president of the United States in a silver frame, and it appeared to be autographed in blue ink. I pulled my glasses out of my chest pocket and put them on so I could read the inscription.


To Clint J. Hill

Harry Truman 3-13-68



I’d met President Truman a couple of times, but I couldn’t recall the occasion of him signing this photograph. Underneath the Truman photo was a framed photo of President Eisenhower.


For Clint Hill

With deep appreciation of his work at the White House—and with best wishes

Dwight D. Eisenhower



A larger frame, about eleven by fourteen, lay facedown underneath Ike’s. And who’s this? I flipped it over. And there she was.
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Dressed in an elegant strapless ball gown, white gloves up past her elbows, a tiara holding her thick brown hair back from her face accentuating her wide-set eyes. She stood in between her husband and France’s minister of culture, André Malraux, with Malraux’s wife barely visible behind. She was smiling with delight, like she’d just made eye contact with someone she adored and hadn’t seen in a long time. The black-and-white photo was in a beautiful sterling silver frame in desperate need of polishing, with a gold presidential seal at the top and my initials, C.J.H., engraved at the bottom.

This photo too was autographed.


For Clinton Hill—with memories of all you did to make the White House years all that they were for President Kennedy and for me.

With my deepest gratitude

Jacqueline Kennedy



It was an interesting photo because President John F. Kennedy and Malraux, dressed in tuxedos, and Mrs. Malraux, tucked behind her husband, were all looking away. Mrs. Kennedy was the only one looking right at you, with that dazzling smile, so all you really noticed was her.

I was lost in thought, holding the frame in my two hands, when Lisa came walking in from the garage.

“What’s that?” she asked. “Anything interesting?”

I waited for her to get close, to see for herself. She stood next to me, and as she read the inscription, she put her arm around me and gently caressed my back.

“What a beautiful gift. Do you remember when she gave this to you?”

“Yeah. I do.” I could see her standing there, her eyes glistening as I opened the box and read what she had written. “It was when I left her in November 1964.”

“So, going through all of this stuff must bring back a lot of memories.”

“Sure it does,” I replied. “Some good, some not so good. But lots of things I haven’t thought about for a long time.”

“What does this photo remind you of? Do you remember when it was taken?”

I looked down at the photograph in my hands and laughed. “Oh, I remember, all right,” I said. “That’s André Malraux, the French minister of culture. This was taken at the White House during a dinner held in honor of Malraux. Must have been in 1962. This was the night she convinced Malraux to loan the Mona Lisa to the United States. She had a special connection with Malraux, and boy did she use her feminine charm on him that night. It was the first time the French government had ever let the Mona Lisa leave France. And that was all her doing. It was remarkable, really.

“And it all started when we were in Paris.”
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Four months into her role as first lady, Mrs. Kennedy accompanied her husband on a historic European trip that began with three days in Paris.

I had flown to Paris a week ahead of the presidential party to do the advance, and as we worked through the millions of logistics, protocol, and security details, it was clear that the people of France were tremendously excited about welcoming the new American president on his first official trip to Europe and were intent on creating a grand impression. But what surprised me was the extraordinary interest there was in Mrs. Kennedy. The French officials insisted that the public would be extremely disappointed if there weren’t plenty of opportunities to see la belle Jacqui, along with the handsome président Américain. I could not recall such fascination with any previous first ladies.

One of the biggest concerns I had about the Paris trip was the tightness of the packed schedule. From arrival in Paris on May 31 to departure for Vienna on June 3, 1961, Mrs. Kennedy would constantly be on the go with little time for rest. In addition, time had to be allotted for her to “freshen up” and change clothes between events. Much had been made in the press about Mrs. Kennedy’s wardrobe—whether she would wear French or American designs—and she had taken great care to choose appropriate, but eye-catching, ensembles.

Fortunately, taking care of the many steamer trunks filled with daytime suits and dresses, evening gowns, and all the matching shoes, handbags, and hats was not my responsibility. But while the media was focused on every little nuance of her apparel, what they missed was the critical role she was playing in international diplomacy.

Hundreds of thousands of people lined the streets of Paris to witness President and Mrs. Kennedy’s arrival in a grand ceremonial parade. One hundred French motorcycle policemen led the motorcade into the heart of Paris, a 101-gun salute commenced as the procession entered the Porte D’Orléans at a cadence of six shots a minute, and then, as the motorcade traveled down Boulevard Saint-Michel, onto Rue de Rivoli and along the Tuileries Garden, the sounds of the motorcycles were overpowered by a vociferous chorus of attention-seeking screams. If you can imagine, all along the route, men dressed in suits, ladies in skirts and heels, even children wearing their Sunday best, yelling, whooping, and hollering at the tops of their lungs: “Vive le président Kennedy!” and “Vive Jac-qui! Vive Jac-qui!” The sheer joy and enthusiasm were staggering. As the parade entered the Place des Pyramides, the motorcycles parted and waiting, in perfect formation, were a hundred Republican Guards on horseback. Row after row of the beautiful mounts, with their riders in full ceremonial uniform, marching in unison leading the rest of the way to the Quai d’Orsay. It was a magnificent show of splendor, steeped in history and tradition—the kind of pageantry Mrs. Kennedy adored.

The French provided a new Citroën auto with a plexiglass roof, designed specifically for her so the public could see her as she rode through the city. Even though the interior was not as large as she was used to, she never made a complaint. From the moment she arrived, I could tell that she felt very much at home in Paris and was so happy to be there, speaking the language she loved. I knew of course that she spoke French and had spent a year in France during her college years, but when she began conversing effortlessly with both President and Mrs. de Gaulle, I realized how truly fluent she was. The U.S. State Department had supplied an excellent translator for President Kennedy, but oftentimes it was Mrs. Kennedy, on the spur of the moment, doing the interpreting. I couldn’t understand what she was saying, but it clearly was not just small talk. She was very knowledgeable about French politics, art, history, and culture, and you could tell by the reaction of her French hosts that they were captivated and impressed.



[image: Image]
President Kennedy had to rely on translators, while Mrs. Kennedy could speak directly with her hosts. Nicole Alphand, Mrs. de Gaulle, President Kennedy, President de Gaulle, Mrs. Kennedy, and an unknown woman on arrival in Paris.
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It was clear that Mrs. de Gaulle enjoyed being able to converse with Mrs. Kennedy in French, and as she led her by the arm, I walked behind, not understanding a word that was being said.




[image: Image]
President de Gaulle spent much more time talking with Mrs. Kennedy than with President Kennedy, not only because they could communicate easily in French but because he was mesmerized by her.




She literally beamed with delight as she interacted with the Parisians. Wherever we went, they screamed with admiration and respect. “OUI!! Vive Jac-qui! Vive Jac-qui!” Her eyes sparkling, Mrs. Kennedy would wave a gloved hand in acknowledgment, repeating “Merci, merci,” over and over. When a crowd broke through a police line and a French reporter stuck a microphone in front of her, she politely responded to their questions for several minutes. This was something she had never done in the States. Mrs. Kennedy viewed this trip not as political but as an international event benefiting both countries. And on a personal level it was, in many ways, a homecoming. She had lived in Paris with a French family while studying at the Sorbonne during her college years and had returned the summer of 1951, when she was twenty-two, with her sister Lee. Now, just ten years later, the city for which she had so much affection had fallen head over heels in love with her too.



[image: Image]
Coming out of the Hotel de Ville, Jacqueline Kennedy greets the press with a smile. She loved the pageantry of the bands and parades staged by the Parisians.




[image: Image]
Mrs. Kennedy rarely spoke to the press at home, but in Paris, she happily answered reporters’ questions in French.




There was a lavish dinner each evening, and while all the guests clamored to get close to the American guests of honor, President de Gaulle seemed absolutely transfixed by Mrs. Kennedy, often cornering her in conversation.


[image: Image]
President de Gaulle was captivated by Mrs. Kennedy’s beauty, charm, and knowledge of French history.




[image: Image]
President Kennedy beams with pride as he and Mrs. Kennedy depart the Élysée Palace after a dinner in their honor. No one could take their eyes off her.




[image: Image]
Mrs. Kennedy had chosen her attire with great care, knowing that all eyes would be on her. She looked absolutely regal and seemed completely at ease as President de Gaulle escorted her through the corridors of Versailles. Mrs. de Gaulle walks behind with an interpreter and President Kennedy (obscured from view).




[image: Image]
The dinner in the Hall of Mirrors at Versailles left a great impression on Mrs. Kennedy. An interpreter sits between President Kennedy and President de Gaulle, while Mrs. Kennedy speaks in French with Prime Minister Michel Debré.



[image: Image]
President de Gaulle and Mrs. Kennedy are engrossed in conversation prior to the playing of the French and American national anthems at the Louis XV theater at Versailles. Madame de Gaulle and President Kennedy are at left.




The highlight of the three-day visit was a white-tie candlelight dinner at Versailles in the Hall of Mirrors, followed by a ballet performance.

President and Mrs. Kennedy were the epitome of glamour as they stepped out of the car and walked up the steps at the entrance of Versailles. But there was also a sense of wonder and delight in their eyes, like they could hardly believe all of this was being done in their honor. Throughout the evening, it was interesting to watch as both men and women kept one eye on her in an effort to seize any opportunity for a moment of polite conversation. Mrs. Kennedy had a permanent smile on her face all evening as she moved effortlessly between French and English, soaking in the magical surroundings, without any hint of realization that she was, without a doubt, the center of all attention. President de Gaulle barely took his eyes off her the entire night, and no one was prouder than her husband.

One of Mrs. Kennedy’s friends, Nicole Alphand, was the wife of France’s ambassador to the United States, Hervé Alphand. Nicole had offered to arrange anything Mrs. Kennedy wanted to do during the brief visit to Paris, but Mrs. Kennedy had just one request: She wanted to meet André Malraux. Malraux was de Gaulle’s minister of culture, but it was his background as an art historian, World War II hero, and novelist that intrigued Mrs. Kennedy. She had read his books in French and shared his belief that the arts were important influential forces on society and culture.

Tragically, Malraux’s two sons were killed in an automobile crash just a few days prior to the Kennedys’ arrival in Paris. Mrs. Kennedy immediately sent her condolences and made it clear that she certainly didn’t expect Malraux to attend any of the functions that had been arranged. But despite his profound and sudden loss, Malraux insisted on keeping his commitments, which included a private luncheon with Mrs. Kennedy the day after the Versailles dinner, at Château de Malmaison, a home that had been restored by Napoleon’s Empress Joséphine.

A last-minute addition to the schedule was made when Malraux offered to take Mrs. Kennedy on a private tour of the Impressionist paintings at the Musée du Jeu de Paume prior to the luncheon. Malraux arranged to close the museum temporarily to the public, which left a crowd of somewhat irritated tourists waiting outside in the drizzling rain.



[image: Image]
That’s me at right in the trench coat, as Mrs. Kennedy and André Malraux arrive at the Musée du Jeu de Paume.




[image: Image]
Agent Jim Jeffries (behind Mrs. Kennedy) tries to clear space for Mrs. Kennedy as she speaks to French reporters. You can see the glass-top Citroën the French made especially for her visit so the Parisians could see her from all sides and above.




Agent Jim Jeffries was the lead agent on the First Lady’s Detail at that time, so he accompanied her in the Citroën bubbletop. I was waiting outside the front entrance of the museum when Mrs. Kennedy arrived with Mr. Malraux. As she exited the car, she appeared somewhat unsure of where to go or how to proceed, and Malraux seemed to sense that. He immediately came to her side and suggested she pose for a few photographs for the tourists who had been told the opening of the museum would be delayed due to their impromptu visit. Malraux beamed, obviously delighted and proud to be able to share the visiting American first lady with the general public, as she smiled graciously for the cameras of the surprised museumgoers. He was a perfect gentleman but also undeniably enamored of her.

Inside the museum, they walked leisurely through the gallery of works by Degas, Renoir, Monet, Manet, and Seurat. I kept a reasonable distance away, but I remember them standing for quite some time in front of a large painting of a nude woman reclining on a sofa or bed. I couldn’t understand what they were saying because they were conversing entirely in French, but it was clear that they were enjoying each other’s company and on the verge of flirting. There was definitely admiration on both sides. I think that for her, it was intellectually stimulating to be speaking in French with someone who was as interested in art and culture as she was, and he was undoubtedly impressed with her vast knowledge and appreciation of the French masters.

I could tell Mrs. Kennedy would have liked to have stayed much longer touring the exhibits with Malraux, but there was a schedule that had to be kept.

Word had spread that Mrs. Kennedy was in the museum, and the crowd had grown substantially during the hour she was inside. As she headed for the door of the car, a French radio reporter lunged past the police, shoved a microphone toward her, and started rattling off questions in French.

Agent Jeffries put out his arms to keep the reporter away from Mrs. Kennedy, but she calmly intervened and said, “Perhaps I had better talk to the journalists.”

She walked past the car and directly into the crowd, clearly inviting them to fire away with questions. It was surprising to me because I’d never seen her do anything like this before in Washington. She was always requesting me to keep the press away. But here in Paris, I think she was so eager to make a good impression for the sake of her husband and the fact that she was representing the United States, that she wanted to appear as accessible as possible.

When she was asked, “How did you like the museum?” she replied with all sincerity, “I have just seen the most beautiful paintings in the world. It was a great privilege for me to visit it and especially to have Mr. Malraux conduct me.”

“What was your favorite painting?”

Without hesitation, she answered, “I’d have to say it was Manet’s Olympia,” referring to the reclining nude.

What she took away from this short visit to Paris had a tremendous influence on her and how she saw her role as first lady over the next two and a half years. I don’t think Mrs. Kennedy fully realized the impact she had made—it wasn’t natural for her to focus on her own importance—but over the course of those three dazzling days, I knew I was witnessing the beginning of diplomatic magic.

After Paris, she and André Malraux became sort of pen pals, corresponding regularly, and in May 1962, Malraux and his wife accepted an invitation to the White House.

Mrs. Kennedy took Monsieur and Madame Malraux on a tour of the National Gallery to see some of our country’s most celebrated artworks, and, as I recall, this is when she proposed the idea of bringing some of France’s masterpieces, like Leonardo da Vinci’s Mona Lisa, to the United States for a special exhibit.

That evening, May 11, 1962, there was a black-tie dinner at the White House to honor Malraux. Mrs. Kennedy had toiled over the details of this event for weeks. She wanted it to be just perfect. By this point, more than a year into the administration, she had gained a tremendous amount of confidence. She spent the evening at Malraux’s side, introducing him to the interesting people she’d invited, whispering in his ear, using all her charms, so that by the end of the evening, he had melted like butter and promised her the Mona Lisa.



[image: Image]
Mrs. Kennedy and André Malraux had an intellectually flirtatious relationship. On this night at the White House, she convinced him to loan the Mona Lisa to the United States.




[image: Image]
French minister of culture André Malraux and Mrs. Kennedy pose together next to Leonardo da Vinci’s Mona Lisa at its unveiling at the National Gallery in Washington, D.C., January 8, 1963.
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