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For all those who ask what they can do for their country


There is no present or future, only the past, happening over and over again, now.

—EUGENE O’NEILL, IRISH AMERICAN PLAYWRIGHT
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INTRODUCTION:

THE BIRTH OF A LEGACY

When John F. Kennedy entered the presidential limousine at Love Field, he began his ride into history. The journey continues, and we call it the Kennedy legacy.

At its core, a legacy is a bequest.1 Every president wants to hand down a dazzling record to posterity, and each occupant of the Oval Office dreams he will be elevated to the pantheon of “the greats.” But what presidents imagine their legacy to be usually differs from what cruel fate dictates.

Every president’s legacy is a strange, evolving thing. It transforms itself from year to year and generation to generation. Some memories fade while others come into sharper focus because of new circumstances, perhaps more revelations from the past or a transformation in the present that makes once-insignificant events loom large. A president’s legacy is a struggle in public relations, too. The former chief executive and his family and staff seek to enhance it, to airbrush away the blemishes while emphasizing the achievements, as they conceive of them. Opponents of the president rarely go into hibernation with his retirement or death; old grudges and fresh agendas can make a former president a continuing target. Democrats ran against Herbert Hoover for forty years. Republicans have targeted Jimmy Carter for over thirty. This sad destiny is usually spared public figures who exit through the brutality of assassination. Martyrdom’s blood and tears can wash away grievous sins—the martyr’s and our own.2

Long after a president has left Washington, journalists ferret out hidden secrets that affect his image for good or ill.3 Tidbits about their terms still dominate headlines with regularity. Far peskier and unrelenting than reporters are the historians and political scientists. For us, time stands still and there is never a final deadline. George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, and Abraham Lincoln are still being reevaluated virtually on an annual basis. There is value in such constant churning, in part because our society’s unceasing search for the right path can be guided by roads already taken, and our developing values can find new expression in past precedent. The scholar Merrill Peterson’s view of Jefferson, one of Kennedy’s favorite predecessors, applies just as well to JFK:

The guiding concept, the Jefferson image, may be defined as the composite representation of the historic personage and of the ideas and ideals, policies and sentiments, habitually identified with him. The image is highly complex and never stationary. It is a mixed product of memory and hope, fact and myth, love and hate, of the politician’s strategy, the patriot’s veneration, and the scholar’s quest … It is posterity’s configuration of Jefferson. Even more, however, it is a sensitive reflector, through several generations, of America’s troubled search for the image of itself.4

Not only is there a need for this presidential revisionism, there is—to judge by book sales—a popular appetite for statesmen’s modified biographies centuries after they departed the scene. Such a prospect is both comforting and frightening to modern presidents. They know they will not be completely forgotten, and the less successful among them hope for redemption. Yet they also recognize history’s unpredictability. Unforeseen circumstances may cause their administration’s high points to appear irrelevant and their decisions unwise. While breath remains in their body, they work directly or through associates to spin pundits and commentators for generous evaluations.5 Beyond the grave, former presidents will be unknowing, but their survivors often continue the effort.

Eventually, however, the public relations fog lifts. There are few or no people left with a personal stake in promoting or condemning long-past ex-presidents; this may be the first point of historical clarity. In the case of John Kennedy, we are almost at that moment. While JFK’s family continues to be prominent and ever-vigilant about the Kennedy image, the clan’s political power has waned enormously. With the death of Senator Edward Kennedy in 2009, the family’s last political powerhouse left the scene. Few JFK aides remain alive. In another quarter century only a relative handful of Americans will personally recall the Kennedy years.

A half century from John Kennedy’s death, we can finally see more plainly. We can separate fact from fiction and reality from myth. We can assess the true impact of a short presidency that has had a sharp silhouette. Has it really been fifty years? For those who lived during the Kennedy administration, the images of that brief epoch are still so vivid that time often seems to stand still. The vibrancy of those memories underscores this book’s focus: the legacy left by John Fitzgerald Kennedy, the thirty-fifth president of the United States, in this, the fiftieth year since his life ended in a hail of gunfire.

Kennedy served less than three years as chief executive before he was brutally slain in Dallas on November 22, 1963. Many presidents who stayed four or even eight years in the White House have been largely forgotten. Yet JFK regularly ranks as one of the best in surveys of the public, and his words are employed more often than those of all but a handful of other statesmen by officeholders and candidates today.

What has set Kennedy apart? Was it singular style, exceptional substance, or a special mix of the two that has made his short presidency such a touchstone for other politicians, academics, everyday Americans, and people around the world?

In an age of punishing political polarization, when the right and the left are constantly at each other’s throats, President Kennedy—a forceful partisan in his time—has become a standard exemplar of bipartisanship. For Democrats, he is in the permanent pantheon of party saints, the man who restored unto them the White House after an eight-year period of GOP control and whose popularity continued them in power even after his death. Of course, many modern Democrats have forgotten just how conservative many of JFK’s policies were; they have blurred the Kennedy picture, confusing John with his brothers Robert and Edward, whose politics became much more liberal after JFK’s assassination.

For Republicans, John Kennedy’s muscular foreign policy (after a shaky start), his strong anticommunism, and his enthusiastic backing of free-market capitalism and broad-based income tax cuts have made him a favored, or at least an acceptable, Democratic president—one frequently cited in speeches and television advertisements by GOP politicians. The goal of this partisan cross-dressing is obvious: to portray Republicans as closer to the Kennedy tradition than some current Democrats.

A political party borrows only the brightest stars from the other party’s firmament, so this establishes the standard: The legacy of John F. Kennedy has proven durable and popular, even in the face of many distasteful personal revelations about JFK. This book will explain how and why.

The initial focus here is Kennedy’s prepresidential career, followed by an examination of his precedent-setting 1960 effort to win the White House—in many ways, the first truly modern campaign for the presidency. A look at the highlights of his abbreviated term in office follows. And then the moment no one will ever forget, the tragedy in Dallas, which has become an ongoing murder mystery and a fascinating Rorschach test about one’s view of life, politics, and the nation’s path since 1963. I will offer some new perspectives on a fifty-year-old puzzle and take a balanced look at the charges and countercharges in the crime of the century. I have also been able to make significant progress in analyzing a key piece of evidence that sheds light on the events of November 22.

John Kennedy’s life and death were just the beginning of the legacy making. The notion of Camelot, invented shortly after the assassination by JFK’s widow, Jacqueline, took hold immediately. Practically the entire JFK agenda, which had been stalled in Congress, was passed as a tribute to the late president. The new president, Lyndon Johnson, effectively used public remorse over Kennedy’s killing to do far more than JFK had planned or even probably hoped for in a second term. This book traces not just LBJ’s use of JFK but the ways all nine of Kennedy’s White House successors have drawn from his record and image to support their own initiatives and to deflect criticism from their own performance.

The source of this long-lasting Kennedy influence is not hard to determine: It is public opinion. Americans had a positive view of JFK throughout his White House years, and the assassination solidified, elevated, and made inviolable the power of his name. For the first time ever, extensive polling and focus groups have been employed in the course of the research for this volume to study how adult Americans of all ages remember a U.S. president. I believe the methods used for this book will become the standard for judging presidents’ long-term influence. Conducted by the renowned polling firm of Hart Research Associates, and supervised by the firm’s chairman, Peter D. Hart, and president, Geoff Garin, the study is the most extensive ever done to assess a long-ago White House. A large sample (2,009) of American adults was surveyed about every major facet of President Kennedy’s record. The online poll included film clips of some critical moments in the Kennedy presidency. The sample was representative of the overall U.S. population and also big enough to allow for conclusions about change across generations. Hart and Garin separated out the people who had lived through (and presumably had some conscious memory of) the Kennedy years—those who were aged fifty-five and older at the time of the poll. The respondents younger than fifty-five perceive JFK in secondhand ways, from school textbooks, the media, older friends, and family members.

The quantitative survey was supplemented with six more qualitative, videotaped “focus groups” of fifteen to twenty people in each of three cities: Chicago, Los Angeles, and Richmond, Virginia. Focus group discussions can add depth to the barebones data yielded by a poll.6 The entire survey and the focus group findings can be viewed at this book’s website, TheKennedyHalfCentury.com. Only highlights are presented in the book, and I invite you to explore the rich trove of online information we have compiled about Kennedy. Supplementing the surveys are personal interviews with many individuals directly connected to the Kennedy administration, the assassination, and subsequent White House administrations.

This study of John F. Kennedy’s life and legacy is far from dusty history; it is less about Kennedy in his time than about Kennedy in our time. I believe it reveals a great deal about our country, and about what matters to us as a nation as we cope with the enormous problems confronting us. Leaders want to create a positive legacy, and citizens should encourage them to travel that path. At the end of the book, I identify some useful lessons that can be learned by presidents, and the rest of us, from the Kennedy example.

Political power is created in many ways, such as winning an election, facing down an enemy, or skillfully riding the waves of popular opinion. But lasting power is accorded to only a handful of presidents, especially after their death. There is no doubt that John Kennedy is one of the few. How did it happen? Why does his influence persist, and will it continue? What are the effects? These questions and more are answered in the pages of this book.


1

“President Kennedy Died at 1 P.M. Central Standard Time”

“We’re heading into nut country today. But Jackie, if somebody wants to shoot me from a window with a rifle, nobody can stop it, so why worry about it?”1

Her husband’s words brought little comfort to Mrs. Kennedy—she was still nervous about the trip to Dallas. The full-page ad she had just seen in the Dallas Morning News accused the president of supporting Communists and using the Justice Department to silence his critics. Were such extreme political views common in the city? If so, then perhaps they should cancel the final leg of the trip. She had even asked her primary Secret Service agent about it, but he replied that Dallas was probably no more dangerous than anyplace else. Plus, she knew that Jack would never agree to a last-minute change of plans. He had come to Texas to heal a rift between the liberal and conservative wings of the state’s Democratic Party, and both sides wanted him to motorcade through Dallas.2

Moreover, the president himself knew that he needed to cut his losses in Dallas, which had voted Republican in 1960 and 1962. When John Connally was elected governor of Texas in November 1962, Kennedy called him to chew over the election results. The president asked how Connally had fared in Dallas, and in light of events to occur a year later, Connally gave an eerie reply: “They went crazy up there … They’re in open rebellion … They just murdered all of us [in Dallas on election day].”3 “They’re … talking to me … about having that federal building down there and all the rest of that stuff,” Kennedy grumbled in response. “I don’t know why we do anything for Dallas.” Still, he did not want to cede the city to the GOP without a fight.4

Air Force One landed at Love Field at 11:40 A.M. The rain clouds that had hung in the sky earlier were gone, replaced by a warm southern sun that raised the temperature to a comfortable 63 degrees. With the change in the weather, the president and First Lady would be able to ride through downtown Dallas without the Plexiglas bubbletop attachment on their 1961 Lincoln Continental convertible. JFK was delighted. He wanted the locals to get a good look at Jackie. This was her first trip with her husband since the death of their premature son, Patrick, in August. Her public appearances energized voters and gave newspaper reporters something positive to write about—important considerations for a president facing a reelection campaign.5

The president made sure that the cameras caught Mrs. Kennedy stepping off the plane first. She wore a pink Chanel suit with navy trim and a matching pillbox hat. Ward Warren, a fifteen-year-old high school student, recorded the event with his 8-millimeter camera. Fifty years later, we can look at Warren’s film and see the Kennedys at the height of their power. Jackie looks stunning in her iconic outfit, and JFK appears tan, rested, and supremely confident.6 Even after so many years, a viewer’s first reaction is to wish someone on the scene had had an inkling of what was to come. We want a time tunnel to 1963 so we can shout, “Get back on Air Force One! Don’t climb into the limousine!”7 But the celluloid figures cannot hear a warning. The grief and tears will just have to flow.

As the Kennedys came down the plane’s stairway, a cheer went up from a crowd of spectators gathered behind a five-foot-high chain-link fence. They had been waiting all morning to catch a glimpse of the world’s most famous couple. Some of them waved placards that read HOORAY FOR JFK, WELCOME, MR. PRESIDENT, KENNEDY-JOHNSON, and NIXON GO HOME, a slap at the former vice president, who had left Dallas after his own visit earlier that morning. A few held signs that expressed contempt for Kennedy and his politics: YANKEE GO HOME, IN 1964, GOLDWATER AND FREEDOM, and YOU’RE A TRAITOR.8

The Kennedys shook hands with the official welcoming party waiting at the bottom of the stairs. It included Vice President Lyndon Johnson, Texas governor John Connally, and Earle Cabell, mayor of Dallas. Cabell’s wife, “Dearie,” handed Jackie a dozen red roses, which the First Lady happily accepted. JFK knew that his bodyguards wanted him to proceed directly to his car, but the soon-to-be candidate could not resist the adoring crowd on the other side of the fence. People were shouting, “Welcome to Dallas, Mr. President!” and “Jackie! Over here! Look over here!” He moved toward the fence. The spectators surged forward, desperate to clasp his outstretched hands. Jackie soon joined her husband, generating additional excitement. It was a dangerous moment, and a live TV announcer noted that the unscheduled, wide-open contact seemed to cause unease among the Secret Service agents.9 Anyone with a pistol could have fired through or over the fence at point-blank range. The Secret Service crew did all they could to keep the Kennedys safe. They watched “every hand as it was held out, ready to jump if they saw so much as a flicker of metal or a grasp that held on a second too long.”10 Nothing untoward happened. Nothing had happened in a hundred similar situations over the past three years.

The agents were relieved when the Kennedys finally climbed into the backseat of their convertible, even though the bubbletop was down and they were still exposed from the shoulders up. Jim Lehrer, afterward for many years the host of PBS’s NewsHour, remembers seeing the limousine with the bubbletop in place earlier that morning. At the time, Lehrer was a reporter for the Dallas Times Herald and had been assigned to cover the story at Love Field. When someone from his newsroom called to ask if the bubbletop would be on JFK’s car during the parade, Lehrer passed the question on to an acquaintance in the Secret Service waiting on the tarmac. “And so the agent looks up at the sky,” Lehrer recalls, “and he says, ‘Well, it’s clear here,’ and he yells at another agent, he’s got a two-way radio, and he says ‘What’s it like downtown?’ The guy goes ‘Clear downtown!’ So the agent turns to another agent and says words to this effect: ‘Take the bubbletop down.’”11

Texas governor John Connally and his wife, Nellie, sat in the jump seat right in front of the Kennedys, while two Secret Service agents, Bill Greer (the driver) and Roy Kellerman, rode up front. Most of the other agents piled into the follow car. Some rode on the car’s running boards while others relaxed a bit in its leather seats. One agent put an AR-15 assault rifle on the floor of the automobile. Dallas County sheriff Bill Decker rode in the lead car, ahead of the presidential limo, along with Jesse Curry, the city’s police chief, and two more Secret Service agents, Win Lawson and Forrest Sorrels.12

The president was scheduled to deliver a luncheon speech at the Dallas Trade Mart, a sprawling business complex that had opened its doors only five years earlier. The city’s most prestigious civic groups, business leaders, and government officials had purchased tickets for the event and would all be there. But the upcoming political campaign mandated that the average citizens of Dallas—those who toiled on construction sites and in office buildings, flower shops, newsstands, restaurants, and dozens of other small businesses—see Kennedy first, on the theory that one is a little less likely to vote against a president one has seen up close and personal. Despite having a Texan on the ticket, Kennedy had won the state by only 46,257 votes in 1960; this was not a battleground that could be taken for granted in 1964.

Ralph Dungan, one of JFK’s aides, remembers the president calling his staff together right before he departed for Dallas. “We had a little meeting in the cabinet room,” Dungan told us. “It was the first meeting of the next campaign. He talked about being able to do some of the things in the second term that he wasn’t able to do in the first, without specifying the kinds of things he had in mind. But he just felt that in the second term, he was going to be much freer to move.” But first Kennedy would have to win the second term, and one big step in that direction was for the president to heal the split in the Texas Democratic Party.

Kennedy’s motorcade left Love Field at 11:55 A.M for the 9.5-mile trip to the Trade Mart. Everyone in Dallas knew the precise details of the president’s route; it had been printed in the newspapers and discussed on local television during the week.13 The limo crawled along Mockingbird Lane for a few seconds before turning onto Lemmon Avenue. At the corner of Lemmon and Lomo Alto Drive (near Craddock Park), JFK spotted a group of schoolchildren frantically waving a sign that read MR. PRESIDENT, PLEASE STOP AND SHAKE OUR HANDS. He ordered the driver to pull over. The children, as well as giddy adults, squealed with delight and swarmed the convertible. “He shook my hand! The president shook my hand!” exclaimed one little boy. Dave Powers, JFK’s political adviser, knew a campaign commercial when he saw one and filmed the encounter from the follow car. After a few moments, the president said, “All right. Let’s travel on.” But he ordered his limo to halt a second time when he saw a nun with a group of Catholic schoolchildren. It was “an irresistible temptation for America’s first Catholic president.”14

Meanwhile, on the sixth floor of the Texas School Book Depository building, a twenty-year-old African American man named Bonnie Ray Williams was eating lunch and wondering where his friends could be; hadn’t they all agreed to meet on that floor to watch the presidential motorcade? The Kennedys would soon be passing underneath the large double windows facing Elm Street, but Williams was there by himself. He could hear pigeons cooing on the roof and someone moving around downstairs. He ignored the stacks of boxes in the southeast corner, knowing that they had been moved there by workers installing a new floor. He waited a few more minutes and then went to a lower floor to look for his colleagues, leaving behind a paper sack and an empty Dr Pepper bottle.15

As the president’s limo drew closer to the downtown area, the crowds lining the road grew larger. On Turtle Creek Boulevard, people began spilling out into the street, forcing the police motorcycle escort to drop back. “[Secret Service agent] Clint Hill jumped off the left running board of the follow-up car, ran to the back of the limousine, and hopped onto the back foot stand,” where he crouched down “in an uncomfortable squat” and “scanned the crowd.”16

Hill and his fellow agents were part of the thinnest of thin blue lines, tasked with protecting the leader of the free world—an unenviable job that carried huge risks and a tiny paycheck. They knew that presidents had long been the preferred target of America’s madmen, and that one person armed with a gun could change the course of history. Three presidents (Abraham Lincoln in 1865, James A. Garfield in 1881, and William McKinley in 1901) had been assassinated, and half a dozen others had been physically attacked. President Kennedy had had more than his share of assassination threats since the 1960 election. Sooner or later, someone else was bound to make an attempt on the president’s life. Congress knew it and the Treasury Department (which supervised the Secret Service) knew it, and yet a mere handful of Secret Service agents formed the nucleus of the government’s response to the looming threat.17

On Main Street in Dallas, people were hanging out of open windows and throwing confetti at the motorcade. Buildings were festooned with red, white, and blue bunting. Men with crew cuts and women in cateye glasses stood on the streets and sidewalks, grinning and gawking at the sleek presidential auto. They shouted and clapped and whistled over the roar of the motorcycles.18

At one point, a teenaged boy emerged from the crowd and sprinted toward JFK’s car. “Slow down! Slow down!” he shouted. Agent Jack Ready jumped off the follow car and shoved the boy back into the crowd, causing several people to crash into each other.19 “The crowd appeared good natured and friendly and no other agents reported seeing pickets or unfriendly signs other than one … sign having something to do with Cuba.”20

When the motorcade, nearly at the end of its route, reached the intersection of Main and Houston Streets, it turned right onto Houston; looming directly ahead was the nondescript Texas School Book Depository. Proud of her fellow Texans for behaving themselves, Nellie Connally turned around in her seat and uttered one of history’s great ironic lines: “Well, Mr. President, you can’t say Dallas doesn’t love you.” A few seconds later, the motorcade slowed for an unusual hairpin left turn onto Elm Street. The crowds were noticeably thinner as downtown’s landmarks receded in the rearview mirror. A handful of people smiled and waved from the grassy strips inside Dealey Plaza. The giant Hertz Rent-a-Car clock on top of the Depository changed from 12:29 to 12:30. The Trade Mart was but five minutes away.

And then …

Shots.

Bone, blood, and brain matter flying through the air.

The First Lady crawling on the trunk of the convertible.

Mothers and fathers lying on top of their children.

Screams.

People running in all directions.

Drained faces.

Shock.

Horror.

Bewilderment and disbelief.

Fear.

Crying and grieving.

Bonnie Ray Williams, James Jarman, and Harold Norman saw it happen from the fifth floor of the School Book Depository. Williams had found his co-workers there at 12:20 P.M. He hadn’t paid much attention to the first shot because he “did not know what was happening.” But other shots sent a chill down his spine. The reverberations from a gun rattled the building, causing a fine layer of plaster dust to fall on Williams’s head. Harold Norman heard the cha-chuck! cha-chuckl of a fast-moving bolt action rifle and the ping! ping! ping! of brass cartridges falling on the floorboards above his head. After pausing a few minutes to assimilate what had happened, they went outside and found a policeman talking to a construction worker who had seen a man pointing a gun out of a window in their building. Williams and his co-workers told the officer their story.21

Another officer, Marrion L. Baker, also thought that the shots had come from the Depository. Was the assassin on the roof? Having recently returned from a hunting trip, Baker immediately recognized the sound of a high-powered rifle. He dashed into the lobby of the building and began searching for a way upstairs. Roy Truly, the building’s superintendent, showed him the way to the freight elevators, both of which were up on five. “Let’s take the stairs,” said Baker, knowing that he didn’t have a second to lose. He drew his revolver and followed Truly into the stairwell. On the second floor, through a small window in the stairwell door, he saw a man walking away from him into an employee lunchroom. Baker followed the man. “Come here,” he commanded. The man stopped dead in his tracks and turned around; he was not out of breath and didn’t appear ruffled to see an armed police officer. Truly, who up until this point had been a few steps ahead of Baker, bounded back down the stairs and stood behind the patrolman. “Do you know this man, does he work here?” Baker asked. “Yes,” said Truly, immediately recognizing Lee Harvey Oswald. Satisfied, Baker turned around and raced back up the stairs toward the roof.22

A minute later, Geraldine Reid passed Oswald in an office on the second floor. He was walking toward the front stairwell, carrying a full bottle of soda. Reid had been watching the parade from the sidewalk in front of the building and had dashed inside when she heard gunfire. “Oh, the president has been shot, but maybe they didn’t hit him,” she offered optimistically. Oswald mumbled an indecipherable response and continued toward the stairs and eventually the Depository’s front exit. The building had not yet been sealed off by police.23

At 12:39 P.M., Oswald banged on the side of a bus stopped in traffic seven blocks east of the Depository. The driver let him in. This particular bus happened to be traveling west on Elm in the direction of the crime scene at Dealey Plaza. Once it became clear that the commotion up ahead was blocking traffic and that the bus would not be moving anytime soon, Oswald asked for a transfer and stepped out into the street. He then proceeded to a bus station on the corner of Lamar and Jackson to catch a cab. “I wonder what the hell is the uproar,” said his driver. Police sirens were wailing in the background. Oswald kept his mouth shut.24

The cabbie dropped off his passenger in the Oak Cliff section of Dallas. Earlene Roberts, the housekeeper of a boarding house in Oak Cliff, was fiddling with the television in the living room when Oswald, one of her tenants, rushed in. “Oh, you are in a hurry,” she teased. Oswald did not respond and went straight to his small adjacent bedroom. Shortly afterward, he emerged from his room wearing a windbreaker. Roberts watched him go out the front door and walk a few feet to a bus stop for buses headed into downtown Dallas. She later recalled hearing a car horn honk, and said she saw a police cruiser near her house.25

In the meantime, the news from Dallas had begun to rocket around the nation and the world. “Here is a bulletin from CBS News,” said a tense announcer. Viewers who had been watching the soap opera As the World Turns suddenly saw letters flash across their screens at 12:40 P.M.:

CBS NEWS BULLETIN

“In Dallas, Texas, three shots were fired at President Kennedy’s motorcade in downtown Dallas,” the announcer continued. “The first reports say that President Kennedy has been seriously wounded by this shooting.” The voice belonged to the veteran correspondent and anchorman Walter Cronkite. Viewers could hear Cronkite in the studio fumbling with a piece of paper. “More details just arrived,” he continued. “These details about the same as previously. President Kennedy shot today just as his motorcade left downtown Dallas. Mrs. Kennedy jumped up and grabbed Mr. Kennedy. She called, ‘Oh no!’ The motorcade sped on. United Press International reports that the wounds perhaps could be fatal.”26 Remarkably—in part because the primitive TV cameras of the day needed time to warm up—CBS returned to As the World Turns after the shocking announcement. A short time later, however, all three networks canceled their regular programming to focus on the story in Dallas, which obliterated all other news—including the deaths later that day of the famous novelists Aldous Huxley and C. S. Lewis.27

The early reports were confusing, making it difficult to separate fact from rumor. At one point, viewers were told that the president was still alive, in critical condition and receiving blood transfusions at a local hospital. Live footage from the Trade Mart showed stunned guests, an empty presidential podium, and an African American waiter dabbing at his eyes with a handkerchief.28

The scene at Parkland Hospital was chaotic and frightening. At the emergency room entrance, the First Lady sat motionless in the limo, surrounded by a puddle of blood and brain matter, clinging to her husband’s limp body. A large piece of hair-covered skull lay on the seat beside her. “Mrs. Kennedy, let us get the president,” said Agent Emory Roberts in a soothing tone. Still in shock, unable to absorb the enormity of events, Jackie refused to let go. Roberts gently lifted her arm and looked at the president’s wounds; he knew no one could survive such massive head trauma. Turning toward Agent Roy Kellerman, he said, “You stay with Kennedy. I’m taking some of my men for Johnson.” Agent Clint Hill realized that Jackie didn’t want the press and public to see her husband in his awful state, so he covered the president’s head with his suit coat. Mrs. Kennedy yielded. Kellerman helped a grieving Dave Powers and two other agents hoist the president’s body onto a stretcher. “When Agent Paul Landis helped Mrs. Kennedy out of the car he saw a bullet fragment in the back where the top would [normally] be secured. He picked it up and put it on the seat, thinking that if the car were moved, it might be blown off.” Dallas officer H. B. McLain, whose motorcycle had accompanied the motorcade, also helped Jackie get out of the Lincoln and into Trauma Room One.29

Shortly after he escorted Jackie into the hospital, “an unnamed Secret Service agent asked Parkland personnel to clean the limo interior.” Photos from the period show a slop bucket lying next to the presidential car. Gary Mack, curator of the Sixth Floor Museum at Dealey Plaza, which is located in the former Book Depository building and is dedicated to preserving the history of November 22, 1963, calls it “one of the really strange stories about Parkland Hospital… The car, of course, was a crime scene, and here’s someone altering the crime scene! Is he sweeping up evidence? What’s he doing? We don’t know.”30 The cleanup removed vital, precise proof of the spray pattern of blood that could have helped determine the direction of the bullets. Afterward, Secret Service agents attached the bubbletop, drove the car back to Love Field, and loaded it onto an Air Force cargo plane for a flight to Washington.31

The president was received in Trauma Room One by a twenty-eight-year-old resident physician, Charles Carrico. After checking Kennedy’s vital signs, Carrico ordered his assistants to make a small incision in the patient’s ankle as an entry point for fluids, blood, and medicine. Carrico then checked for additional wounds by sliding his hands along the president’s back; he did not find any more injuries using this method, but neither he nor anyone else at Parkland made a visual inspection of JFK’s back. He also inserted a tube down Kennedy’s throat to help him breathe. Other physicians soon arrived to lend a hand. Drs. Charles Baxter, Malcolm Perry, and Robert McClelland performed a tracheotomy and inserted a tube into the president’s chest cavity “since there was obvious tracheal and chest damage.” The tracheotomy widened the bullet hole in JFK’s neck. Had the doctors cut through an entrance wound or an exit wound? It wasn’t immediately obvious. Dr. Kemp Clark pumped the president’s chest with the heel of his hand, but he knew that he was fighting a losing battle. John Kennedy’s spirit was leaving—or had left—his body.32

Mrs. Kennedy had only reluctantly agreed to leave Trauma Room One to make space for the doctors trying to save her husband. She sat in the hallway with a blank expression, flanked by two Secret Service agents. She refused a nurse’s offer to help her tidy up. “Absolutely not,” said the First Lady. “I want the world to see what Dallas has done to my husband.”33

At the same time, in another part of the hospital, Lyndon Johnson was wondering what his next move should be. Agents Emory Roberts and Rufus Youngblood, the latter LBJ’s chief bodyguard, urged him to return quickly to Air Force One. “We should evacuate this hospital right away, get on that plane and get back to Washington,” said Youngblood. “We don’t know whether this is one man, two men, a gang or an army. The White House is the safest place to conduct the nation’s business.” Johnson knew that Youngblood was right. What was happening in Washington? Who was running the government? Was a nuclear attack imminent? Still, he did not know the full extent of JFK’s injuries, and there were a number of important political factors to consider. What would the American people say if he fled Parkland while JFK was fighting for his life? What would they think if he abandoned Jackie during her hour of need? How would Kennedy loyalists interpret a decision to fly back to the White House before anything certain was known about the president? Some might see it as evidence of Johnson’s overweening ambition. He had long coveted the presidency, had run against JFK in 1960 and planned to try for the White House again in 1968. Now he had the prize but couldn’t look pleased or eager.

More important, the process of succession was unclear. Although Article II, Section 1 of the U.S. Constitution states that “In case of the removal of the President from office, or of his death, resignation, or inability to discharge the powers and duties of the said office, the same shall devolve on the Vice President,” the clause had always been viewed as a loose set of guidelines rather than an ironclad contract. What was the vice president supposed to do if the president was temporarily or permanently disabled? First Lady Edith Wilson had run the White House for several months in 1919 after her husband suffered a debilitating stroke. During the early days of the Kennedy administration, Johnson and JFK had agreed that if the president was alive but had become incapacitated, the vice president would consult with the cabinet, and especially the attorney general, before assuming the powers of the presidency.34 And that would mean negotiating a truce with Attorney General Robert F. Kennedy, LBJ’s archnemesis.35

What no one at the time realized was that Johnson was already president of the United States. The transfer had occurred on Elm Street at precisely 12:30 P.M., when JFK had an estimated one third of his brain blasted away. JFK was brain-dead before he left Dealey Plaza. Dr. Robert McClelland, one of the last surviving physicians who treated Kennedy in Trauma Room One, agrees Kennedy effectively died instantly, at least as we conceive of life and death today.36

At any rate, McClelland and his colleagues at Parkland soon resolved any lingering succession questions. Dr. Baxter broke the news as gently as he could: “Mrs. Kennedy … your husband is dead.” Her brown eyes were filled with grief, terror, and bewilderment. Trying his best to comfort her, Baxter added, “We will not pronounce him dead until he has had the last rites.” Catholic clergy were soon on hand to administer the sacrament of extreme unction.37

In a hallway near the hospital’s main elevators, Darrell Tomlinson, Parkland’s senior engineer, heard a metallic clink when he pushed a stretcher out of the way. He was surprised to see a bullet lying on the gurney and reported his discovery to O. P. Wright, the hospital’s personnel officer. Wright in turn gave the projectile to a Secret Service agent named Richard Johnsen. Did the bullet drop from Kennedy’s stretcher, or Connally’s—or, as some would later insist, was it deliberately planted to be found there?38

A little over an hour after the shooting, CBS viewers watched as Walter Cronkite, hunched over a microphone and wearing a pair of thickrimmed glasses, solemnly announced, “From Dallas, Texas, the flash, apparently official, President Kennedy died at one P.M. Central Standard Time, two o’clock Eastern Standard Time, some thirty-eight minutes ago.”39 Cronkite removed his glasses and choked back tears. “Vice President Johnson has left the hospital in Dallas,” he continued, “but we do not know to where he has proceeded. Presumably, he will be taking the oath of office shortly and become the thirty-sixth president of the United States.”40 America—indeed, most of the world—was frozen in place, unbelieving, uncomprehending, and unsure of the moment, much less the future.

In the blink of an eye, America had changed forever. The youngest elected chief executive in U.S. history became the youngest to die. A vigorous administration of 1,036 eventful days turned to dust in six seconds.41 A beautiful wife was widowed in a savage way in front of her eyes. Two young children were made fatherless in an instant. The tragedy overwhelmed the public’s senses and raised a host of painful questions. How could it happen? Why did it happen? Who did it? Was it a conspiracy? Were America’s enemies plotting a takeover? Could war be imminent? Was Lyndon Johnson a fit successor?

People could not absorb the news, too shocked to make sense of the nonsensical and find a way forward. There is film of unknowing passersby on the streets, drawn to the crowds around car radios and TVs in storefronts; as they listened, some jumped in adrenaline-spiked horror, their mouths agape. Americans hurried to surround themselves with friends and family for comfort and reassurance. Spouses were called in a panic and phone lines were jammed. Parents rushed to schools that closed early, eager to embrace their children. Pastors were flooded with requests for spiritual guidance, and churches were as crowded as for a Christmas mass, with parishioners weeping openly in the pews. The lives of people, the business of a nation, simply—stopped. For the first time ever, all-day television became the nation’s communal town hall. In ways that we have become accustomed to in times of great tragedy, viewers hesitated to break away from their TV sets. For four long days, they soaked up every word, every image, in the vain hope of solace.

Lyndon Johnson did not have time to watch television that afternoon. He needed to speak with Bobby Kennedy from the parked Air Force One at Love Field. Years later, the former attorney general remembered their conversation:

First [Johnson] expressed his condolences. Then he said … this might be part of a worldwide plot, which I didn’t understand, and he said a lot of people down here [in Dallas] think I should be sworn in right away. Do you have any objection to it? And—well, I was sort of taken aback at the moment because it was just an hour after … the president had been shot and I didn’t … see what the rush was. And … at the time, at least, I thought it would be nice if [President Kennedy] came back to Washington [as president] … But I suppose that was all personal … He said, who could swear me in? I said, I’d be glad to find out and I’ll call you back.42

After checking with his staff, RFK told Johnson that anyone who administered oaths, including a district court judge, could perform the ceremony. In a sad comedy that could be excused under the circumstances, neither the new president nor the incumbent attorney general could recall the presidential oath or knew where to find it. Johnson had one of his aides phone Nicholas Katzenbach, the deputy attorney general.43 “Katzenbach walked over to his bookcase and pulled out a copy of the Constitution and read the relevant sections of Article II.”44

Johnson then contacted federal district court judge Sarah Hughes of Dallas and asked her to administer the presidential oath aboard Air Force One. She declined his offer to send a government car for her—it would be quicker if she drove herself, Hughes explained. Her car sped onto Love Field at around 2:30 P.M. LBJ met her at the door to the president’s stateroom. “Thank you for coming, judge. We’ll be ready in a minute,” he remarked to the first woman who would swear in a president. He then told Larry O’Brien, JFK’s chief political strategist, to find a Bible and ask Mrs. Kennedy, who was already on board with her husband’s casket, if she would be willing to join them for the brief ceremony. Even though she was deep in grief, Jackie agreed, saying she owed it to her husband. Her bloody clothes, which she was determined to wear all the way back to Washington, caused some people to avert their eyes.45

The human tragedy was gripping, but the assassination’s political implications were far graver. In this dangerous moment, America was in the throes of a major constitutional crisis. The bullet that had shattered Kennedy’s skull had also scrambled the U.S. chain of command. “Officials at the Pentagon were calling the White House switchboard at the Dallas-Sheraton Hotel asking who was now in charge. An officer grabbed the phone and assured the Pentagon that Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara and the Joint Chiefs of Staff ‘are now the President.’ ”46 Moreover, in the confusion of the moment, LBJ had gotten separated from Warrant Officer Ira Gearhart, the man who carried the “football” containing the ciphers needed to launch a nuclear strike. In 1963 the football was “a locked metal suitcase jammed with thirty pounds of codes and equipment” that allowed the president to initiate atomic war instantly. If November 22 had been a Soviet plot, or if the Communists had decided to capitalize on the disarray following the assassination, the United States would have been at a deadly disadvantage.47

Cecil Stoughton, JFK’s official photographer, snapped the historic photograph of LBJ taking the oath in the crowded airplane stateroom. “He was the only photographer onboard Air Force One, swiftly reloading to black-and-white film, then struck with horror as the shutter jammed. After much jiggling, he obtained 20 shots of the swearing-in ceremony, [most of them] carefully cropped to cut out the bloodstains still showing on Jackie Kennedy’s skirt and stockings.” Johnson raised his right hand and placed his left hand on a Catholic missal that O’Brien had mistaken for a Bible. “I do solemnly swear,” he said, repeating after Judge Hughes, “that I will faithfully execute the office of President of the United States and will, to the best of my ability, preserve, protect, and defend the Constitution of the United States, so help me God.” Air Force One climbed into the sky a few moments later.48

While Air Force One had been grounded in Dallas, Officer J. D. Tippit was on patrol in the Oak Cliff neighborhood. At 12:45, 12:48, and 12:55 P.M., an announcement came over police channel 1 for all units to be on the lookout for a “white male, approximately thirty, slender build, height five foot ten inches, weight one hundred sixty-five pounds.”49 As he cruised past the intersection of Tenth Street and Patton Avenue, Tippit spotted a man who generally fitted the description. The patrolman pulled his car to the curb and exchanged a few words with the man through the passenger’s side window. Tippit then climbed out of his car and started toward the sidewalk. A split second later, gunshots sounded and Officer Tippit fell dead, his body riddled with bullets. While the conclusion is not universally accepted—nothing much would ever be about the events of this day—eyewitnesses identified the shooter as Lee Harvey Oswald.50

Johnny Brewer, the acting manager of a Hardy’s shoe store, saw Oswald nervously loitering outside of his business on Jefferson Boulevard. The former Marine kept his back to the street and peered anxiously over his shoulder as police sirens screamed in the background. Brewer remembered, “His hair was sort of messed up and [it] looked like he had been running, and he looked scared.” Brewer watched as Oswald made the short walk to the Texas Theatre, which was showing a double feature about the ultimate form of violence, war. Cry of Battle, starring Van Heflin and James MacArthur, told the story of two Americans “caught in the wilds of the Philippines at the outbreak of World War II”; War Is Hell focused on the Korean conflict and a glory-seeking sergeant who refused to tell his men that there had been a cease-fire. The commotion of the police sirens prodded Julia Postal, the theater’s ticket taker, to walk out to the curb. While she was distracted, Oswald ducked behind her into the theater. Brewer asked Postal if the man he had just seen going inside had purchased a ticket. “No, by golly, he didn’t,” she replied. At Postal’s behest, Brewer and the concessionaire, Butch Burroughs, secured the exits while she telephoned police.51

At 1:45 P.M., a voice crackled over the Dallas police radio: “Have information a suspect just went in the Texas Theatre on West Jefferson.” Every cop in the area immediately converged on the movie house. This was more than just a routine homicide case—one of their own had been gunned down. Officers M. N. “Nick” McDonald, Ray Hawkins, Thomas Hutson, and C. T. Walker entered the theater through the rear exits. “Put your hands up and don’t make a move,” Hutson demanded. “I’m not the one,” Brewer replied tensely. “I just came back to open the door for you. I work up the street. There’s a guy inside that I was suspicious of.” “Is he still there?” asked Hutson. “Yes, I just seen him.” Brewer led the officers into the theater and pointed at a man sitting near the doors to the lobby. Nick McDonald cautiously advanced up the left center aisle. In order to keep the suspect calm, he questioned a few of the other people in the theater. “Get on your feet,” he snapped as he reached Oswald’s row. The suspect stood up and raised his hands; the officer moved in to frisk him for weapons. “Well, it’s all over now,” Oswald announced before unexpectedly punching McDonald in the face. A mad scramble ensued. “He’s got a gun!” someone shouted. As several officers piled on top of Oswald, McDonald heard the chilling sound of a clicking gun hammer. Detective Bob Carroll managed to wrest the weapon from Oswald’s hand. “Don’t hit me anymore. I am not resisting arrest!” Oswald screamed. “I want to complain of police brutality!”52

By this time, word had spread that a suspect in the president’s slaying had been cornered; an angry, jeering crowd had gathered outside the theater. As the doors burst open, a freelance photographer, Jim MacCammon, snapped a picture that has become one of the memorable images of the assassination weekend. It shows a visibly agitated Oswald being dragged from the theater in handcuffs, flanked by Officer McDonald and Detective Paul Bentley. During the scuffle inside the theater, Bentley punched Oswald in the forehead with his Masonic ring. The blow left a nasty wound, which is visible in subsequent photographs of Oswald.53 When asked about it by reporters later at police headquarters, Oswald huffed, “A policeman hit me.”

Captain Will Fritz, chief of Dallas police’s homicide bureau, returned to headquarters at 2:15 P.M. after investigating the whereabouts of a missing Book Depository employee. Fritz told Sergeant Gerald Hill to “get a search warrant, go to an address on Fifth Street in Irving, and pickup a man named Lee Oswald.” When Hill asked why, Fritz said, “Well, he was employed down at the … Depository and he [was not] present for a roll call of employees.” “Captain, we will save you a trip,” replied Hill. “There he sits.”54

When word leaked that the police had nabbed a possible suspect in the Kennedy murder, hundreds of journalists crammed into the narrow hallways and small offices of Dallas police headquarters. Security was loose. People without press credentials roamed freely through a main hallway. Captain Fritz actually invited Lonnie Hudkins, a reporter for the Houston Post, to attend one of Oswald’s interrogation sessions. Hudkins asked Oswald, “ ‘Why did you kill Officer Tippit?’ And he threw the question right back at me and said, ‘Someone get killed? Policeman get killed?’ And at that time he had this little smirk on him and I wanted to hit him, but I didn’t. And all of a sudden it dawned on me that he wasn’t sweating; not a drop of sweat on him. He was cooler than all of the people around him—Secret Service, police, FBI, district attorney … everybody was in that office.”55

Surprisingly, authorities acquiesced to reporters’ requests to make Oswald available for what was then called a “showing.” Although told they were not allowed to ask questions of the suspect, reporters did so after Oswald started talking to them. When one reporter asked if he had been in the Depository at the time of the shooting, Oswald said, “Naturally, if I work in that building, yes, sir.” “Did you shoot the president?” asked another reporter. Oswald answered, “No. They’ve taken me in because of the fact that I lived in the Soviet Union. I’m just a patsy.”a

Jim Lehrer was one of the reporters crammed into police headquarters, standing outside a door waiting for news. When the door opened, the Secret Service agent with whom he had had the conversation about the bubbletop at Love Field that Friday morning emerged. “He comes over to me and says, ‘Oh, Jim, if I just hadn’t taken the bubbletop down.’ Of course I’m thinking to myself, ‘Shoot, if I just hadn’t asked the question.’ ”56

Oswald was allowed to talk to a large press contingent in a crowded room late on Friday. When asked if he had assassinated the president, the suspect said, “No, I have not been charged with that. In fact, nobody has said that to me yet. The first thing I heard about it was when the newspaper reporters in the hall asked me that question.” “You have been charged,” insisted a reporter, incorrectly. Oswald looked confused. “Sir?” he asked. “You have been charged,” the reporter said a second time.57 The police broke up the session before Oswald could respond.58

It is doubtful that Oswald noticed a man in the back of the room wearing sunglasses. But some Dallas police probably knew who he was and would not have been surprised to see him there. Jack Ruby usually showed up when something big was going on. Some officers had even been to Ruby’s strip club on Commerce Street, which featured attractive performers with names like Tammi True (the “Teacher Turned Stripper”), Kathy Kay, and Joy Dale. Ruby treated cops well, wanting to ensure that he never crossed the legal “decency line,” and he was constantly “promoting some inane product, chasing fire trucks, pushing himself into public displays or passing out his Carousel Club calling cards at the fights, in the bars, or on downtown streets.” On this particular historic night in Dallas, Ruby would later insist, all he could think about was Oswald’s smirk.59

Lyndon Johnson Held a much different kind of press conference when he landed at Andrews Air Force Base outside Washington, D.C., at approximately 5:58 P.M. EST. With his presidency barely five hours old, Johnson stood with his wife, Lady Bird, in front of a clutch of microphones and offered brief remarks that had been drafted for him during the flight: “This is a sad time for all people. We have suffered a loss that cannot be weighed. For me, it is a deep personal tragedy. I know that the world shares the sorrow that Mrs. Kennedy and her family bear. I will do my best. That is all I can do. I ask for your help—and God’s.”60 Johnson was sincere, but his Southern drawl and unimpressive rhetoric probably caused many at home to say or think, “He’s no John F. Kennedy”61

Professor James Robertson, a nationally renowned Civil War historian, was at home in northern Virginia glued to his TV screen when he heard the phone ring. “My wife came in, her eyes as big as two cue balls, and she said, ‘It’s the White House.’ ” The First Lady needed Robertson’s help, said the caller. She had already begun planning her husband’s funeral and wanted the White House to look the same way it had during Lincoln’s funeral. Could he come to the executive mansion right away? Robertson said he could. In the meantime, he instructed, someone should gather as much black bunting as possible. Robertson then drove straight to the Library of Congress where he and a colleague, armed with flashlights, explored the bowels of the library until they found two newspapers—Harper’s Weekly and Frank Leslie’s Illustrated—that featured “woodcuts of the Lincoln coffin in the East Room.” Next, Robertson made the quick trip to the White House and was waved in through the northwest gate. “It was driving rain, which seemed appropriate,” Robertson recalls, “And there was a massive crowd just standing in the rain in Lafayette Square, staring at the White House seemingly helpless of what to do and where to go.”62 Security escorted him to the president’s office. “Quite frankly that’s when it all got to me. It was very touching to see the two white sofas and the rocking chair. All of the decorations, the murals and bric-a-brac were still up as if the president would be back.”63 He spread the newspapers out on the floor and began to discuss the details of the funeral with the president’s staff. Robertson was then taken to the East Room and was stunned to see that a group of carpenters had already been assembled. They were awaiting his instructions amid a sea of black bunting, more than Robertson had ever seen in his life. In addition, Lincoln’s catafalque—the wooden platform that had held the sixteenth president’s coffin—had been retrieved from a subterranean storage room in the U.S. Capitol.64 Robertson and his team worked through the night to prepare for the arrival of the thirty-fifth president’s body. Unstated in this hurricane’s eye of activity was the cool, shrewd decision by an anguished First Lady to link her husband to America’s most beloved chief executive.65 She wanted JFK’s death to mean something, and civil rights, not just assassination, would connect the Lincoln and Kennedy legacies.

The assassination of a president in the nuclear age came with an especially dark underbelly. Without public notice, those in military authority had to consider the possibility of attack by a hostile power, as well as the need
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