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				For Hunt, whose smile lights my way 

				—AH

				

				For Mom, Betsy, and Emily, with love 

				—DB
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			From the Cradle

			Josie Fitzgerald was afraid her baby might not last the week.

			The summer of 1890 was brutally hot, and in the week following Rose Elizabeth Fitzgerald’s birth, 284 Bostonians would die—almost half under the age of one. But Rose was as hearty a girl as a mother could hope for. She not only survived that first week—she would live until 1995.

			She would marry a man named Joe Kennedy, who would become one of the richest men in the nation. She would have nine children between 1915 and 1932, and she’d raise them in homes in Boston, in New York, in Florida, and on Cape Cod. Traveling to Paris for shopping would become routine, just one of the many coping mechanisms she’d use as she learned to look the other way; her husband cheated on her with hundreds of women. She’d see politically ambitious Joe named ambassador to the United Kingdom in 1938 and live in England on the brink of World War II.She’d pray the rosary and attend mass with great devotion. She’d return to the United States, the family name in tatters, after her husband’s outspoken support of appeasement cost him the ambassadorship and seemingly any hope of a political future. 

			She’d write thank-you notes with scrupulous fidelity. She’d tragically lose two children to aviation disasters in the 1940s and see a third child institutionalized for life after a botched lobotomy. She’d hobnob with popes and drink tea with royalty. She’d see her remaining children marry, one by one, and watch as her three sons became a mid-twentieth-century political powerhouse. She’d see her Jack elected president of the United States, her Bobby named the country’s attorney general, her boy Teddy elected to the Senate. She’d advise world leaders and play hostess at the White House. She’d attend funerals for two sons, killed less than five years apart by assassins’ bullets, and a funeral for her husband, who died more than seven years after being immobilized by a stroke. She’d walk three miles a day and take bracing ocean swims. She’d stand by Teddy after a car accident off a bridge in Chappaquiddick left a young woman dead and his name splashed across the front of every tabloid in the world. 

			She’d write letters to her adult children about points of grammar. She’d watch one daughter marry a movie star and struggle with alcoholism. She’d watch another, inspired by the experience of having a special needs sister, found the Special Olympics. She’d watch her dozens of grandchildren struggle and achieve in politics, business, media, and philanthropy. She’d watch Teddy reach for the presidential nomination (and be relieved when he didn’t get it). She would bow her head and accept God’s will. She would become a writer, a media personality, a symbol throughout the world of grace and fortitude in the face of tragedy, an example of service to country and humanity. She would see her name become an indelible part of American history.

			In that stifling bedroom in North Boston, shy, pretty, sweet-natured Josie could not know it, but her daughter would see wonders. 
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			Between Joe and Honey Fitz

			As teenagers in the first decade of the twentieth century, Rose Fitzgerald and Joe Kennedy fell deeply in love. Rose’s father responded by sending her to a convent in Holland.

			The protective father in question was career politician John Francis “Honey Fitz” Fitzgerald. Born in 1863 in Boston to Irish immigrants, Honey Fitz would come to cover the waterfront of Massachusetts politics; he served on the Boston Common Council, in the state senate, then for two terms in the US House of Representatives, then for two (noncontinuous) terms as the mayor of Boston. A short, powerfully built man with intense blue eyes, he was a born politician who loved to work a crowd. He crooned “Sweet Adeline” at nearly every campaign stop, “was loud, brash, unrestrained on the stump, an indefatigable backslapper and handshaker.” He married the lovely but much more retiring Josie Hannon in 1889 and Rose, the eldest of their six children, was born on July 22 of the following year. Josie was a deeply devout Catholic, and she inculcated strict adherence to the religion in the children, as would Rose a generation later with her nine children.

			If daily mass and praying the rosary were habits Rose inherited from her mother, her father transmitted his love of campaigning. Shy Josie mostly abdicated her role as political wife in favor of raising her children. “Mother had a limited capacity for the official social swirl,” Rose would later write, and from an early age, the energetic, outgoing, articulate Rose served as her proxy. “I’ve been in the limelight since I was practically five years old,” she was fond of saying. As a teenager, she was covered by the local newspapers as she joined her father on many public appearances. 

			When not appearing at campaign stops with her flamboyant father, she was attending a series of Catholic schools, where the nuns further instilled in her the importance of personal, daily devotion to the faith.

			Rose’s upbringing was Victorian, an era and ethos that from our vantage seem archaic, restrictive, and conservative. Women actualized themselves, according to Victorian mores, in motherhood. The one progressive impulse in the Victorian era was the new insistence that girls should be well educated—that they be so in order to better raise educated sons was taken for granted. It seems that Rose never seriously questioned any of this. “As motherhood is the greatest and most natural God-given gift for women for posterity,” she would write in the 1960s, “it would seem that the birth and rearing of children in the way which to us seems most ideal, would be the most satisfying and the most rewarding career for a woman.” In motherhood, she believed, was real power: the power to mold a child. “Her words will influence him, not for a day or a month or a year, but for time and eternity and perhaps for future generations.”

			As a girl Rose’s intellectual verve was undeniable. Graduating from Dorchester High, south of Boston, at only age fifteen, she set her sights on Wellesley College, an elite, all-women’s liberal arts college outside of Boston. Her father vetoed the idea: Even after two years of additional convent schooling, he claimed she was too young. Wellesley was also a secular school, and it would not do for an Irish Catholic political figure to send his daughter to a non-Catholic institution. Instead, she took classes at the Sacred Heart Convent in Boston and improved her piano skills at the New England Conservatory of Music.

			It was around this time that Rose began dating the son of Patrick J. Kennedy, a banker, liquor importer, and a force in Boston’s ward politics. P. J., as he was known, was often at odds with, and occasionally a wary ally of, Honey Fitz. Fitzgerald didn’t like him, and he didn’t like the Kennedy boy either.

			The boy, Joseph Patrick Kennedy, was a couple of years older than Rose, a tall, athletic, handsome student at Boston Latin, a prestigious boys’ high school that was a feeder school to Harvard University. While not a star in the classroom, he excelled in athletics: a year-round athlete, he played football, basketball, and baseball and captained the tennis team. He was gregarious, charming, and well-liked, already popular with young ladies by the time he started dating Rose. Excluded from many Protestant economic and social institutions, Irish Catholic Boston was, at the time, a tight and interconnected population. The Kennedys and the Fitzgeralds had been vacationing in the same spot—Old Orchard Beach, Maine, a popular resort for Boston’s Irish Catholics—since Rose was eight. In 1906, Joe invited her to a high school dance. “He was a very good baseball player,” Rose later remembered. “He didn’t drink and he didn’t smoke . . . and then he was a very good polite Catholic.” Rose was sold. Her father, emphatically not. He refused to let her go. 

			And so Rose invited Joe to a dance at Dorchester High. What followed was a furtive courtship, enabled by many friends and even Honey Fitz’s chauffeur. “It took teamwork and conspiracy, because we needed reliable allies,” she would remember. “During that last year at Dorchester High, and the following year, when I was commuting to Sacred Heart, Joe and I managed to see each other rather often. Less often than we would have liked, but more often than my father was aware of.” Though she risked incurring her father’s wrath, her early relationship with Joe was remarkably innocent, in keeping with the time for a respectable, Catholic girl. They attended lectures together, met each other at friends’ gatherings, and took walks, which were almost always chaperoned.

			But in 1908, Honey Fitz, wounded by losing reelection to the mayor’s office, separated the couple by sending Rose to the aforementioned Dutch convent. He took Josie, Rose, and her younger sister Agnes to Europe “for what Rose presumed was a brief vacation.” The family toured Europe for more than two months, seeing England, France, Switzerland, and Germany in rapid succession. It’s unclear exactly when Honey Fitz told the girls that they’d be left at Blumenthal, a Sacred Heart convent school near Belgium. In her memoirs, Rose would only write, suggestively in the passive voice, that “toward the end of that summer, it was decided Agnes and I would stay on for a year of school.”

			Despite the abruptness with which they found themselves enrolled, Rose and Agnes adjusted to life at the international school. The atmosphere was Spartan and severe, but the education topflight. Rose sharpened her German and French by conversing with the many native speakers of each among her classmates. She stifled her intense feelings of homesickness and hit the books, all the while keeping Joe’s photo on her writing table. Rose was allowed to return to the States in 1909, when her father decided to run again for mayor of Boston. 

			After more than a year away, her passion for Joe was as intense as ever, as was Honey Fitz’s disapproval. Not yet realizing the hopelessness of his efforts to snuff out the romance, he again sent her to a convent school, this time in New York City, and then on to Manhattanville College. At Manhattanville she studied without ever receiving a degree, as the school wouldn’t have the state certification to award degrees until years later. It was very different from the Wellesley that she had so ardently hoped to attend.

			“Rose’s gender clearly fettered her education,” wrote Rose Kennedy biographer Barbara Perry. “She possessed an inquiring intellect, a facility for languages, and a prodigious academic work ethic, but her father confined her to stultifying convents and Catholic finishing schools.” Although Manhattanville was not Wellesley, Rose nevertheless developed an abiding affection for it, and she found it perfectly suitable years later for her own daughters, Jean and Eunice.

			Rose also showed her intellectual energy, not to mention her frenetic, find-a-way enthusiasm, in her establishment of the Lenox Avenue Club (later the Ace of Clubs) in 1910. Barred as a Catholic from WASP social clubs like the Junior League, Rose simply started her own, and she insisted on giving it intellectual heft. The meetings usually featured a guest speaker on some political or social issue, and a premium was placed on knowledge of current events, as it would later be at the Kennedy dinner table. Rose was decidedly not a feminist: She would hold, throughout her life, the belief that a woman’s most natural fulfillment was found in the raising of children. But she believed fully in the ability of women to engage their minds with—and form educated opinions on—issues facing the larger world.

			The same year, 1910, as Joe Kennedy was toiling at Harvard, Honey Fitz narrowly recaptured the mayor’s office and Rose prepared for her society debut. Since she was the daughter of the mayor, her debut reception, attended by more than five hundred people, was covered by the Boston newspapers. Joe and his parents were in attendance, though Honey Fitz still had not accepted Rose’s choice of a beau. When Joe invited Rose to Harvard’s junior prom in 1911, Honey Fitz forbade her to accept, despite the fact that she was almost twenty-one years old. And he employed his usual strategy for keeping the two apart: He got his daughter out of town. He sent her to Palm Beach, Florida. Then he sent her to Europe for six weeks. He prevailed upon her to accompany him on visits to Chicago, Indiana, New Jersey, and all over Massachusetts. He took her to Central and South America. He did everything in his power to keep Rose separated from Joe Kennedy.

			Joe graduated from Harvard in June 1912 and, after a stint as a bank examiner for the state, became, at age twenty-five, the youngest bank president in the United States. He ably took the helm of Columbia Trust, the small East Boston bank his father had founded. In the meantime he continued to see other women. According to Joe Kennedy biographer David Nasaw: “At Harvard and after graduation, Joe remained faithful to Rose in the way that men of his generation and class remained faithful to their best girls. He did not court other marriageable women, but neither did he remain chaste awaiting his wedding day.” He dated chorus girls and was remembered by contemporaries as “a ladies’ man.” 

			If Rose knew about Joe’s proclivities, she most likely wasn’t overly bothered. Despite the piety of her upbringing, she was raised in a home where a husband’s infidelity was more or less normalized. As a teenager, Rose knew perfectly well what it meant that her father was away so often, and why it angered her mother. In 1914, as Fitzgerald commenced yet another reelection campaign, his rival, James Michael Curley, threatened to release details of mayoral corruption and of Honey Fitz’s affair with a cigarette girl named “Tootles” Ryan, who at twenty-three was the same age as his daughter. Fitz had no choice but to drop out of the race.

			It was around this time that Rose decided that she would marry Joe, Honey Fitz be damned. “I had read all these books about [how] your heart should rule your head,” she later wrote. “I was very romantic and no two ways about it.” On October 7, 1914, the two married in the private chapel of Cardinal William Henry O’Connell. The reception, a relatively small affair with only seventy-five guests, took place at the Fitzgerald home in Dorchester.

			Their three-week honeymoon, bookended by brief stays in New York, included seeing the 1914 World Series in Philadelphia followed by ten days of horseback riding, golf, and tennis at the Greenbrier Hotel in White Sulphur Springs, West Virginia, and a short trip to Atlantic City. At the end of October, they returned to Boston and moved into their new home at 83 Beals Street, in the suburb of Brookline.
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			Nine Little Helpless Infants 

			“They did come rather rapidly,” she later said, typically dry. “And there were a good many of them.” 

			Her first five children were born within six years. “When I look back now, I wonder at the size of the job,” she’d write much later. “And I think that when we stood as a blushing, radiant, gay young bride and groom, we were not able to look ahead and see nine little helpless infants with our responsibility to turn them into men and women who were mentally, morally and physically perfect.” Perfection is a tall order, but it never would have occurred to Rose to try for anything less.

			By the time their first child, Joe Jr., was born, on July 25, 1915, Rose and Joe had settled into their Beals Street house. “It was a nice old wooden-frame house with clapboard siding,” she’d remember. “Seven rooms, plus two small ones in the converted attic . . . only about 25 minutes from the center of the city by trolley, the usual means of transportation in those days. There was a sense of openness in the neighborhood . . . fine big shade trees lining the sidewalks.”

			Having grown up with a maid and a cook, it was important to Rose to hire help immediately, and they employed a housekeeper who cooked and cleaned and lived in the attic space. As soon as Joe was born, they hired a nurse to care for him. Rose only occasionally breast-fed; as a society woman out and about, she didn’t want to be home every three hours, and the immunological benefits of breast milk were not yet known.

			The second child, John Fitzgerald Kennedy, was born on May 29, 1917, and her first girl, Rosemary, on September 13, 1918. Both would challenge Rose’s ideas about the perfectibility of her children and her sense of control. Jack was sickly and underweight nearly from the beginning, and at the age of two and a half he nearly died from scarlet fever. (It would be the first of four times in his life that he would receive last rites.) Rosemary, it would gradually dawn on Rose and Joe, was developmentally disabled, or “retarded,” as it was called then. Efforts to create a normal life for Rosemary, to help her keep pace with her siblings and to make her feel included, would be one of the central focuses—and ultimately, heartbreaks­—of Rose’s motherhood.

			As the brood grew, Rose’s motherhood took on a managerial quality. With nurses and nannies, Rose employed a team approach. Decades later, when the Beals Street house was opened as a historic site in 1967, she remembered: 

			 

			I conceived the idea of having a card catalog which I bought up the street here, and I put their names and the dates of their birth and their weight and the time they had a Schick inoculation for diphtheria or scarlet fever, whatever it was, when their tonsils were taken out . . . whether there were any complications. Anyone could look up and find out that Jack had his tonsils out in New Haven when he was at school there . . . 

			 

			The data she kept on her notecards was exacting. “I used to weigh them every week,” she later said, “and keep track and then give them more nourishment if they were losing weight, give them an extra glass of milk or cream in their milk.” When Joe became ambassador to the United Kingdom in the 1930s, she took the card catalog along with her. “When I got to England I showed it to some reporters, and they thought it was American efficiency,” she said. “But I just said it was Kennedy desperation because I couldn’t possibly keep track of all of them.”

			While Rose toiled as coordinator and troubleshooter at the Kennedy home, Joe’s career and fortune evolved. He left the presidency of Columbia Trust in 1917 to become assistant general manager at the Fore River Bethlehem Shipbuilding Corporation’s plant; his position there, overseeing the production of naval vessels, kept him out of uniform in World War I. “Joseph P. Kennedy was not a shipbuilder,” wrote Nasaw. “But he was young, smart, ambitious, disciplined, and well connected; he knew how to negotiate a contract, read a balance sheet, and get things done in Boston.” 

			It was an enormous project, employing thousands of people and bringing in millions of dollars in government contracts. To cite one example of Kennedy’s get-rich ingenuity: One of his responsibilities as assistant manager was to award the contract for the plant cafeteria, which would serve the tens of thousands of plant employees. Kennedy quietly formed a privately held company, the Fore River Lunch Company, and awarded the lucrative contract to himself. 

			The sixty-five-hour workweeks that his ambitions required strained the young marriage. It wasn’t so much that Rose needed or expected his help with the children: “I ran the house. I ran the children,” she insisted. It seems that she simply missed her husband, resenting his long hours away, both at work and, she almost certainly knew, unwinding with the attentions of other women. In 1920, while pregnant with her fourth child, Kathleen, she even briefly moved back to her parents’ Dorchester home. The time away lasted only a few weeks. Honey Fitz, though certainly no fan of Joseph P. Kennedy, was a steadfast believer that a woman’s role in marriage was to put up with whatever the husband did; he’d certainly asked his own wife to put up with quite a bit. He convinced Rose to return to Beals Street to resume her responsibilities as wife and mother. She would never acknowledge their break publicly or, for that matter, that there was ever any friction in the marriage at all. Throughout her life, she would show an amazing ability to present her family as she wanted it seen. She did this with great confidence, even when asserting something that would strike the most casual observer as patently suspect. “You never heard a cross word,” she said of her marriage. “We always understood one another and trusted one another and that’s it.” 

			After the war, Joe went to work as a stockbroker and manager for the Boston office of Hayden, Stone, a Wall Street brokerage firm. It was here that he’d begin playing the stock market in earnest, using his considerable wits—and a great deal of inside knowledge—to grow his fortune. He also dealt in real estate on the side, buying theaters all across New England, and began his ventures into the film industry, enterprises that would gather force as the 1920s continued. It was around this time that he hired Edward Moore as his assistant. Moore would become his right-hand man, secretary, and confidante; in fact, in 1932, Rose and Joe would name their youngest child after him. His wife, Mary, similarly became Rose’s closest friend, and the childless couple became as familiar to the Kennedy children as their own parents.

			After Kathleen was born on February 20, 1920, the Beals Street house became cramped. The Kennedys moved to a larger home, just a few blocks away, in 1921, and Eunice was born there on July 10. Their household also expanded with the addition of more manpower: “In addition to maids, cooks, and nurses for the new babies, Rose hired governesses to assist with the older children.”  The Moores were also frequent helpers, allowing Rose to travel. She needed the time away, as Joe was rarely around.

			It developed that the two usually vacationed separately. Joe almost always wanted to golf in Palm Beach in the winter, and Rose had other ideas. “I thought that was a terrible waste of money, to be always coming to the same place,” Rose later wrote, “but he used to say that he worked hard during the year and he wanted to come and rest someplace. He didn’t want to be coming to Europe where he’d have to wait around for customs and changing planes . . . ” In 1923, for example, Joe took his two-week Palm Beach vacation in January. In April, Rose and her sister Agnes took a two-month trip to California. When she was on her way out the door for this trip, an almost six-year-old Jack famously cracked, “Gee, you’re a great mother to go away and leave your children all alone.” It’s not clear whether young JFK ever castigated his father for his much more frequent absences.

			Young Jack was puckish, a lanky instigator. Throughout his youth, he was a source of both frustration and amusement to Rose. “He was a very active, very lively little elf,” she would remember, 

			 

			full of energy when he wasn’t ill and full of charm and imagination. And surprises—for he thought his own thoughts, did things his own way, and somehow just didn’t fit any pattern. Now and then, fairly often in fact, that distressed me, since I thought I knew what was best. But at the same time I was taken aback. I was enchanted and amused. He was a funny little boy, and he said things in such an original way.

			 

			“In looking over my old diary,” she wrote to Jack in 1962, “I found that you were urged on one occasion, when you were five years old, to wish for a happy death. But you turned down this suggestion and said that you would like to wish for two dogs instead.”

			The family continued to grow, but 1923 would also be a year of loss. That summer, Rose became pregnant with her sixth child. The two eldest boys—Joe Jr. and Jack—were now in elementary school at Dexter, a private, nonsectarian school within walking distance of their new house. Rose had originally wanted to send her boys to Catholic schools, but Joe argued that they needed to expand beyond their Irish Catholic social circle if they ever hoped to surpass a certain level of political and financial success in the wider WASP world. In September of that year, Rose’s younger sister Eunice died of tuberculosis at the age of twenty-three. Rose would grieve deeply, if very privately, this loss, while Joe’s work kept him in New York more and more of the time. He was trying to break into the film industry, and the wheeling and dealing leading up to his 1926 purchase of the Film Booking Offices of America (a deal six years in the making) meant that he was rarely at home.

			That autumn, little Rosemary went to kindergarten with other children her age at the Edward Devotion School, only blocks from the Kennedy house. Though her teacher, Margaret McQuaid, was delighted by the little girl’s grace and manners, Rosemary simply could not keep up with the other children. “As time went on, I realized she was slow at school,” Rose later wrote. Even before that, Rose had noticed that Rosemary lacked the basic physical coordination of her siblings. She could not steer a sled, play tennis, row a boat, or roller skate. “I was puzzled by what this might mean, as I had never heard of a retarded child and I did not know where to send her to school or how to cope with the situation.” Rosemary would repeat kindergarten the next year, after which it would be clear that she would never be going on to the first grade.

			While this was no doubt upsetting for a mother who believed her responsibility was to raise perfect children, it also brought out the tender side of the strong team culture she fostered within the family. The other Kennedy children “were told that she was a little slow and that they all should help her, which they did do and tried to encourage her.” The trouble that they often went to is touching. In 1934 Rose would write to the Choate School, where Jack was attending high school. “Would it be possible for Jack to go to a tea-dance in Providence on Friday, January 19th?” she wondered. 

			 

			The reason I am making this seemingly absurd request is because the young lady who is inviting him is his sister, and she has an inferiority complex. I know it would help if he went with her. She is fifteen years old, and trying to adjust to herself. I am sure you understand my point of view. It is not tremendously important, but we do all we can to help her. 

			 

			As we regard Rose’s euphemism today—she has an inferiority complex—it’s easy to read it as Rose being ashamed of having a child with a developmental disability. But that would be a facile reading, only partly true. Rosemary was born into an era when respected voices in the scientific community were claiming that “morons”—as those with IQs between sixty and seventy were newly designated—were a danger to society. It was expected that many of these “morons” would become thieves, drunkards, and prostitutes. Not only did their existence reflect poorly on the genes of their parents, but the females were being forcibly sterilized in many states. There’s little doubt that Rose and Joe wouldn’t have wanted the stigma that having sired a “moron” would have earned them. But it’s also true that they wanted to protect a vulnerable girl from a world that was openly hostile and bigoted toward her.

			Sixth child Patricia was born on May 6, 1924, and Bobby the following year on November 11. By this time, Rose’s household staff could take over most of the basic feeding and care of the children. Underlining her approach to parenting as the management of an enterprise, she would later write of her firm belief that mothers should spend at least one day a week with their children, 

			 

			to see what methods the nurse is using, what her routine is with them, whether the meals are adequate, or is she giving them the same kind of soup each day so she does not have to think of meal planning, is she putting them to bed too early just [to] be rid of them, etc. If a mother never takes care of her children, she really has no first-hand knowledge of what the nurse is doing. 

			 

			A mother inculcated values, beliefs, and habits in a child, but much of the daily care could be outsourced, as it were, given the proper amount of quality assurance.
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			Leaving Boston

			As a parent, Rose had the unenviable job of being the task­master, the disciplinarian, the one who most often said no.

			Their mother “was the disciplinarian of all our headstrong impulses, and was sometimes strict,” Teddy would later write. “Spankings and whacks with a coat hanger were in her arsenal, as were banishments to the closet.”

			Their father, on the other hand, got to return to a house that was always ecstatic to see him. “He would sweep them into his arms and hug them, and grin at them, and talk to them, and perhaps carry them around,” Rose later wrote. “Also, as each one became old enough to talk . . . he would want that child in bed with him for a little while each morning. And the two of them would be there propped up on pillows, with perhaps the child’s head cuddling on his shoulder, and he would talk or read a story or they would have conversations.” At least at home, Joe had the easier job: He was a cheerleader to the children, a booster, the parent whose job it was to say yes. 

			It was a contrast Rose only sharpened by withholding physical affection. “Rose touched her children when she spanked them,” wrote Laurence Leamer. “She touched them when she adjusted their collars or rubbed a spot of dirt off their cheek before they headed to school. But she did not touch them when she loved them. She did not grasp Joe or Jack, Rosemary or Kathleen or Eunice to her bosom, holding them and telling the child ‘I love you.’ ” In behaving this way toward her children, she was very much in line with Irish American mothers of that time. “These children were Rose’s masterwork, and to her mind it was too serious a business to indulge in the excesses of affection.” The sole exception was Rosemary, who, because of her disability, got the majority of Rose’s physical affection. 

			Though not outlandish for its time, Rose’s parenting style did lead to a strangeness and distance in her relationships with most of her children that lasted throughout their lifetimes. Jack’s attitude toward her, generally one of irritation, would never change. Interviewed in 1972, Jack’s lifelong best friend, Lem Billings, said that Joe Kennedy’s “great warmth and outgoing affection” toward his children “led kids naturally to love as well as honor” their father. “They loved their mother too but in a rather detached way, as she did them.” In later life, Jack came to have a “good working relationship” with his mother, characterized by “filial love, but never devotion, and continued feelings of irritation. He really didn’t want her around much.” From an early age, Jack’s personality prickled at formality, reveled in the sloppy yes-ness of life, bridled at no. Often, his disposition naturally placed him at odds with Rose, who preached the virtue of restraint.

			But despite her strictness—or, more accurately, through her strictness—she showed the children what they were capable of. “She was a great believer in opening up many opportunities for all of us,” Eunice would write. “And though some of those things were difficult, she would compensate by saying you ought to try them.”

			[image: ]

			Rose hoped to make Joe more of a constant presence in their lives by agreeing to move the family to New York. They rented a mansion in the neighborhood of Riverdale in the Bronx, where they lived for two years before buying an estate in Bronxville, in Westchester County, fifteen miles north of midtown Manhattan. Leaving Boston couldn’t have been an easy or happy choice for a woman so identified with her hometown, but Rose deemed it worth the trouble to be closer to Joe. Unfortunately, Joe’s escalating involvement in the film industry meant that, almost immediately upon his family’s arrival in Riverdale in 1927, he started spending most of his time in Hollywood, as he would until 1930.

			Joe’s business dealings in Hollywood were typically diverse and complicated, but the focus of his work was running FBO, a film studio that he bought in 1926 on behalf of a consortium of investors that he organized. Moving pictures were still in their youth, and there was money to be made. One of the ways Joe did this was to root out inefficiencies in the filmmaking process on both coasts. He centralized the accounting practices of FBO in New York and fired several overpaid studio execs in New York and Los Angeles.

			Joe was not indulging previously latent artistic urges; he was muscling in on a new and rapidly expanding market. “He was interested not in making artful or even good pictures at FBO,” wrote David Nasaw, “but in making a profit by producing cut-rate ‘program pictures,’ low-budget westerns, stunt thrillers, and action melodramas and distributing them to independently owned and operated small-town theaters that could not afford to pay premium prices for expensive pictures.”

			In Los Angeles, Joe avidly pursued his business interests and, just as passionately, pursued actress Gloria Swanson, becoming both her manager and lover. A huge star of the silent era, Swanson was struggling to make the transition to the talkies. Kennedy hoped to manage this transition, and he did so with only limited success. Their coproduction of the epic Queen Kelly would be a disaster—one of the most famous uncompleted films of all time—and Swanson’s career would subside to regular TV and theater work until 1950, when she would again rocket to fame (and become a camp icon) with her scenery-chewing turn as Norma Desmond in Billy Wilder’s Sunset Boulevard. Swanson became familiar to the entire Kennedy family during the late 1920s, visiting them in Hyannis Port and at their new home in Bronxville. Joe’s ardor for her was ultimately short-lived but flagrant; if Rose knew, her feelings about the affair, like her feelings about so much else, would never be available for public consumption. Rose visited Joe in Hollywood exactly once, in the late spring of 1927. She returned to Riverdale pregnant with Jean.

			With Jean’s birth on February 20, 1928, Rose now had eight children, ranging from newborn to twelve years old. She instituted a new dining schedule. “Up to age six, [the children] ate an hour earlier than the rest of the family. Rose sat with them and discussed simple topics of interest to toddlers and preschoolers. Then the older children dined together, and she would chat with them about more complicated subjects.”

			Rose and Joe would always see the family dinner table as a prime location for education and intellectual stimulation. They expected the older children to read the newspaper and have not only knowledge of, but opinions about, current events. Rose “posted articles or documents on a bulletin board, expecting older children to read them and discuss the content at dinner. . . . On Sundays and Holy Days she posed questions about the priest’s sermon and Catholic symbolism.” According to Rose, the Sunday dinner interrogations ensured that “if they didn’t pay attention one Sunday they’d pay attention the next.”

			When Joe dined with the family, Rose took an auxiliary role. This happened more frequently after 1928, when Joe bought the vacation home in Hyannis Port, Massachusetts, that would, in later years, become the nucleus of the cluster of homes that came to be known as the Kennedy compound. “It was really quite a lot of fun to be at the dinner table with them,” remembered nurse Luella Hennessey, who would join the family in 1937 and serve the wider family off and on in some capacity for decades.

			 

			Mr. Kennedy was the chairman or moderator of the discussions . . .Mrs. Kennedy sort of led the discussion on feminine and cultural things. Both Mr. and Mrs. Kennedy wanted the children to have a well rounded education, and she often discussed fashion and music and literature, and left it to her husband to handle the diplomatic and government discussions.

			 

			Eunice, noting Rose’s deference when Joe was at home, put it succinctly: “My mother was more articulate with everything when he wasn’t there.”

			Arriving in 1929, the Kennedys found Bronxville hospitable. Their mansion sat on six acres, walking distance from the Bronxville School the daughters attended; Joe Jr., Jack, and eventually Bobby could ride the bus to the Riverdale Country Day school. The nearby golf course was open to Catholics, and Joe and Rose both enjoyed playing. In the summertime, the family would decamp to Hyannis Port, as they would for much of the rest of the decade.

			Joe Jr. and Jack both spent much of the 1930s away at school, and Rose did her best to monitor their health and grades from Bronxville. She was not a mother who hesitated to be in touch with principals and teachers. “The fact has come to my attention that some of the boys at Choate do not seem to know how to write a letter correctly or how to address it,” Rose wrote to one of Jack’s teachers in 1932. “It seems to me it would be a very practical idea and a very useful one if a short period could be given to demonstrating the different forms.” 

			On another occasion, the same teacher heard from Rose, 

			 

			I understood from Jack’s letter than he is much better and he also said something about eating in the Tuck Shop in order to get “built up.” I was a lot worried at that suggestion because the Tuck Shop usually means sweets to me, and Jack has no discretion, in fact he has never eaten enough vegetables to satisfy me. I do not want to bother you, but will someone please investigate this matter a little?

			 

			At the age of forty-one, Rose had her last child. Edward Moore Kennedy, nicknamed Teddy, was born on February 22, 1932. Of all the Kennedy men, he would come to most openly express his affection for and admiration of his mother. As the youngest child of the family, he would benefit from more one-on-one time with Rose than any of the older children: His returns home from boarding school would be to Rose the empty nester, rather than to a household bustling with children and household staff. He called Rose “our Pied Piper into the world of ideas,” citing her leadership of their dinner conversations: “geography one night, the front-page headlines the next.”

			By the end of 1931, Joe Kennedy was out of the movie business and no longer trading stocks. He’d been perspicacious enough to recognize, as early as 1923, that the market was overvalued, and in the wake of the 1929 crash, he actually made money via short sales. As a result, the Great Depression was something the Kennedys read about in the newspapers, rather than experienced as much of a daily reality. In 1933, at the depth of the Depression, Joe even bought a third home, this time in Palm Beach. He bought the mansion, a white Spanish-style villa with red tile roof, pool, tennis courts, and large stretch of private beach, for $100,000. Even in 1933 dollars, it was a steal. 

			Joe’s money was safe, but the pessimist in him suspected that the sun might be setting on capitalism. If financial power was about to lose its meaning, he figured, the future lay in political power, and those who wielded it. He became one of Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s biggest fund-raisers, hoping that by helping Roosevelt gain the presidency, he might secure for himself a post of some power and prestige. Kennedy had his eye on the Secretary of the Treasury, but he was passed over twice for the position. He fumed privately while waiting for Roosevelt’s call. 

			In 1934, that call finally came when Roosevelt asked Kennedy, despite great public and private opposition, to become the first chairman of the newly created Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC). Politicians and newspaper editors across the country argued that putting one of Wall Street’s most notorious manipulators in charge of reforming Wall Street was tantamount to having the fox guard the henhouse, but Roosevelt argued that it took a thief to catch a thief. It turns out that he was correct. By most estimations, Kennedy did an excellent job as the first head of the SEC. And he did it by systematically criminalizing many of the manipulations he had used to build his own fortune. When he resigned in September of the next year, the agency was up and running, having been called by Time magazine “the most ably administered New Deal agency in Washington.”

			[image: ]

			Even by Kennedy standards, the 1930s were a frenetic decade for the clan. Joe flew between New York, Hyannis, Palm Beach, and Washington, DC. Rose learned to transfer her entire household—nine kids and a large staff—between three houses while also traveling tirelessly herself. At Hyannis, Rose found a balance between packed, kinetic family life and her need for solitude and reflection. She ordered a prefab cottage, complete with front porch and outfitted with a writing table, and stuck it on the beach. In her little shack, she could read, write, and get some peace away from the bustling household. After one cottage was washed away by a storm, a second was ordered. After the second was wrecked, Rose said, “I started going to Europe, and I didn’t need it.”

			She went to Europe at least seventeen times during the decade, often by herself; this included the trip that Joe gave her in the fall of 1934 for their twentieth anniversary, which tellingly she went on without him. At other times, though, she traveled in the company of the older children, who were learning to travel in the Kennedy fashion: often and lavishly.

			It wasn’t all shopping and beaches, though. In 1936 Rose and Kathleen (nicknamed “Kick” by the family) went to Russia, or “The Soviet,” as Rose referred to it. In Moscow, they visited Lenin’s tomb and the czars’ palace; they sampled Russian ballet and theater and toured its art museums. Joe Jr. had visited the previous year, and his descriptions had fired her curiosity.

			After FDR’s 1936 reelection, the president convinced Joe to tackle another administration role, this time as the head of the United States Maritime Commission. After performing the job ably, Joe felt he was in line for something more exalted. The call came late in 1937: Roosevelt appointed Joe as the United States Ambassador to the Court of St. James, the official title for the integral role of US ambassador to the United Kingdom. It was time, after almost twenty-five years of marriage, to move the whole family to London.
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			Ambassadress

			In July 1937, thirteen-year-old Patricia was rushed to St. ­Elizabeth’s Hospital in Boston for an emergency appendectomy. She was cared for by a nurse named Luella Hennessey; the Kennedys liked Hennessey so much, they asked her to care for Pat in Hyannis for the rest of the summer. There, Rose thought she fit in nicely: Aside from taking care of Pat, Luella was adaptable enough to pick up a tennis racket, go swimming with the kids, even act as crew in the family sailboat races. She stayed with the Kennedys until September, when she returned to her post in Boston.

			In an odd coincidence, Rose had her own attack of appendicitis while visiting her parents in Boston the following February and was rushed to St. Elizabeth’s for her own emergency appendectomy. “Her doctor called me and said that she would not be operated on unless I was there!” Hennessey remembered. That evening, when Joe visited Rose in her room at St. Elizabeth’s, he asked Hennessey if she would accompany the Kennedys to London, to act as the family nurse and help with the children as they settled in over the first six weeks. She agreed, and would remain with the Kennedys not only for six weeks, nor just through their sojourn in England, but for years afterward.

			Sworn in as ambassador at the White House on February 18, 1938, Joe headed to England while Rose took two weeks to recuperate in Palm Beach before organizing the transport of the Kennedy troops. From Florida, she sent Hennessey a note. It read: Do you understand the art of packing?

			“I wondered why she did that,” Hennessey said. “But I certainly learned in London, when we went to the south of France, or went to Switzerland for winter sports; there would be forty-five and fifty trunks and boxes packed for eleven, twelve of us to move.” Rose confronted a logistical nightmare anytime she had to move the family en masse; her can-do temperament, along with a sizable household staff, made it possible. 

			Joe’s media profile was at its zenith. By now a multimillionaire with a beautiful wife and nine photogenic children, and fresh from successful stints at both the SEC and US Maritime Commission, he was a press darling. Roosevelt, correctly sensing that Kennedy represented a potential rival should the president try for a third term in 1940, was all too happy to send him across the ocean. Roosevelt also took great delight in putting a plainspoken, even brusque, Irish Catholic into the role of ambassador to England, a spot previously reserved for Anglo Protestants. “Almost invariably they have been chosen for the Englishness of their background and manner,” reported the New York Times. Joe’s appointment was a move designed to create a stir, and it did. Newspapers and film crews covered his New York departure and his arrival in England.

			Rose’s role, as wife of the United States ambassador, was critical. Representing America at the Court of St. James would require tact, diplomacy, and impeccable manners. It would mean exquisite attention to detail in dress and comportment. It would require minute observance of obscure protocols and an almost archaic level of formality. And all of that under the watchful gaze of the papers and the newsreels. It was, in short, what Rose had been preparing for her entire life.

			In March of 1938, Rose crossed the ocean with Kick, Pat, Bobby, Jean, and Teddy; Luella Hennessey, governess Elizabeth Dunn, and all that luggage came, too. Expecting a media circus awaiting the family’s arrival, Rose had Eunice and Rosemary wait five weeks to make the trip in order to shield Rosemary from the media glare. Joe Jr. and Jack, both at Harvard, stayed behind for the time being, but they were to join the family that summer.
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			The ambassador’s residence at 14 Prince’s Gate was a six-story, fifty-two-room mansion. Donated to the US government in 1920 by banker and philanthropist J. Pierpont Morgan, it was within walking distance of the embassy and just off of Hyde Park, where Joe went horseback riding almost every morning before work. It had its own elevator, which Bobby and Teddy used as their personal amusement-park ride until Rose put a stop to it. She redesigned the mansion to suit their needs. It would cost Joe a fortune to renovate the residence for a family of eleven; he was able to make peace with that more easily than with his office at the embassy. “I have a beautiful blue silk room and all I need to make it perfect as a Mother Hubbard dress and a wreath to make me Queen of the May,” he sneered in a letter to a friend. “If a fairy didn’t design this room, I never saw one in my life.”

			The children were all soon settled into local schools. Eunice, Pat, and Jean were enrolled in the Sacred Heart Convent in Roehampton; Bobby and Teddy went to the Sloane School for Boys, a day school that allowed them to live at the residence with Joe, Rose, and Kick. Kick had decided not to start college in London, opting instead to embrace the London social scene. Rosemary went to the Convent of the Assumption School in Kensington Square, a training center for Montessori teachers. When Joe Jr. arrived in June, freshly graduated from Harvard, the ambassador hired him as his private secretary.

			Rose took to life in upper-crust London immediately. Early in their visit, Rose and Joe were invited by the king and queen for a weekend at Windsor Castle. They were lodged high in the castle’s tower, in high-ceilinged chambers with sweeping views of the park below. Upon their arrival, Joe looked out the window, around the room, and at his wife. “Rose,” he said, “this is a helluva long way from East Boston.”

			They dined and socialized with the king and queen throughout the weekend, joined by Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain, foreign secretary Lord Halifax, and their wives. Discussions ranged from their children and families to the future of Europe. With war in the air, there’s no doubt that Chamberlain and Halifax were eager to get a sense of the opinions and temperament of the man who would serve as the primary intermediary between Britain and the United States. Rose would remember it, decades later, as “one of the most fabulous, fascinating experiences of my life.”

			Rose’s engagements were more or less constant; as the wife of the ambassador, it was her duty to socialize. She threw society debuts for Rosemary, Kick, and Eunice, and, following custom, the young women were presented to the king and queen. Rose spent hours working with Rosemary on perfecting her curtsy, and she was proud to see her eldest daughter show impeccable form when she met the queen. She and Joe went to Ascot, Private View day at the Royal Academy, Founder’s Day at Eton, and any number of teas, parties, and balls. She hosted dinners and parties at the embassy, the details of which she agonized over. Rose’s sense of correctness—in manners and dress—stood her in good stead on these occasions, and where she didn’t know the proper protocol, she wasn’t afraid to ask: At one point, she contacted officials at Buckingham Palace to ask when and where it was appropriate for her to wear a tiara. She was informed that a tiara should be worn at any dinner at which a member of the royal family was present.

			Not surprisingly, Rose had special admiration for the royals; they confirmed every instinct and opinion she had about what was ideal in public life. “Disciplined, stoical, eternally gracious, they went through life wearing impenetrable masks of civility,” wrote Laurence Leamer. “The routine was a matter not of sentiment, deeply felt emotion, but of training, deeply ingrained habits.” In the English aristocracy, she found her ideas about child rearing, class, and so much else affirmed.

			March of 1939 brought Rose another peak experience when Joe, with the family accompanying him, was sent to the coronation of Pope Pius XII in Vatican City as FDR’s personal representative. Pius met privately with the family and presented Rose with a silver rosary. A few days later, seven-year-old Teddy received his first communion from the new pope.

			Another bright spot of their term in England concerned Rosemary. Her time at the Montessori school was going exceptionally well; by 1939 the twenty-one-year-old’s cognitive impairment remained but the mood swings she had experienced increasingly throughout her adolescence had calmed and she seemed happy, content, and fulfilled. Several factors seemed to be at work. First, Rosemary was told the white lie that if she worked hard enough, she would get a diploma certifying her as a Montessori teacher; this was plain fiction, but it seemed to give her a sense of purpose and satisfaction. Secondly, the nun who worked most closely with Rosemary, Mother Isabel, had a rare connection with the young woman. Finally, perhaps not coincidentally, Rosemary had never had such frequent contact with, or affection from, her father. She brought out in both parents a directness of affection that the other children never saw, and in England she was given healthy doses of it. “You have worked very hard and I am very proud of you and I love you a lot,” Joe told Rosemary in a letter. It was a sentence nearly impossible to imagine him writing to any of the other children.

			[image: ]

			Rose and the children used their residence in London as a base for further European forays. Joe Jr. traveled to Spain, Rosemary to Ireland, and Rose to Egypt, the Holy Land, and Greece. In 1939, Jack took a leave of absence from Harvard and saw firsthand the state of Europe as it eddied into war: He traveled to Romania, Russia, Turkey, Egypt, Palestine, Lebanon, and Greece. After a brief respite with the family in Cannes, he road tripped with Harvard roommate Torb Macdonald through France, Germany, and Italy.

			Despite the initial warm reception the Kennedys received, Joe’s ultimately mistaken support of appeasement—that if Hitler were allowed to annex large parts of Europe, he would not turn to bloodshed—along with his pessimism about Britain’s chances in the event of a war against Germany, soured the British to him. His private clashes with FDR discredited him both to the president and the diplomatic corps, and they made his ambassadorship increasingly untenable. “Try as he might,” Nasaw wrote, “he could not quite do what was expected of him. He was simply unfitted by temperament for the position of impartial, impassive listener and reporter, especially at moments of crisis.”

			By the second half of 1939, Ambassador Kennedy was effectively sidelined and watched in impotent horror as Europe moved inexorably toward war. In the end, Joe’s conviction that, no matter what Europe’s troubles, they were worth not one drop of American blood, placed him on the wrong side of history. His own political fortunes would never recover.

			On September 1, 1939, Hitler invaded Poland; two days later Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain declared war on Germany. Rose, Kick, Bobby, and Eunice boarded the USS Washington bound for New York on September 12. Pat, Jean, and Teddy followed on a separate ship. Later that month, Joe Jr. sailed home on the RMS Mauretania, and Jack flew home on a Pan Am “flying clipper.”

			Only Rosemary stayed behind with her father. She was doing so well at the Montessori school that it was decided it would be best if she evacuated with the nuns and her classmates to the Hertfordshire countryside rather than return to the States. Her father spent his weekends at a nearby estate owned by J. P. Morgan and was able to see her often. In spite of Joe’s crumbling ambassadorship and the incipient war, they delighted in their time together. She remained in England until June 1940. Joe would stay until the middle of October.

			Another member of the Kennedy party had wanted to stay behind in September when the rest evacuated. Luella Hennessey recounted in her 1991 oral history that, while in England, she had fallen in love with a young man and informed Joe that she intended to stay. “We expected to get married,” she said.

			Joe explained that “it was going to be a long, hard war . . . He gave me quite a bleak picture of the future there, but I still thought that love would take care of everything.” After some argument, Joe finally convinced her to sail with the family back to New York, after which, if she wanted to return to London, that was her affair. “You can wait for the boat to turn around and come right back again,” he told her, “or you can stay in America.”

			“I came back with the family,” Hennessey continued. “And I was so glad; I knew he was right, because when I arrived in New York, I knew this was my home, and I had no idea of going back again.”

			“And you had no regrets?” her interlocutor asked fifty years later.

			“No,” she replied.

			“Whatever happened to the young man? Did you ever follow through?”

			“He was killed in the war,” she explained. “He was a pilot.”
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			Rosemary

			The last of many nails in Joe’s political coffin were the comments he made—off the record, he thought—to Boston Globe reporter Louis M. Lyon in November of 1940, shortly after tendering his resignation as ambassador.

			“Democracy is finished in England,” he said. “It may be here, too.” Given Joe’s aspirations to higher office and the patriotic sensitivities of the body politic as the United States stood at the brink of war, it was a mind-bogglingly reckless thing for Joe to say to a reporter, on the record or not.

			Over the next several months, Joe tried to back off these remarks and paint himself as a supporter of the president and neither an appeaser nor defeatist with regard to England’s troubles—through radio addresses, interviews, and, most importantly, in disastrously muddled congressional testimony in ambivalent favor of Roosevelt’s Lend-Lease proposal. Lend-Lease sought to arm our allies in their fight against Hitler—to provide planes, tanks, guns, and freighters­—without committing a single American troop. Kennedy agreed to support the proposal in a radio address and congressional testimony but did so, according to David Nasaw, “in such a desultory, confused, conflicted manner that it was near impossible to know whether he opposed or supported it.” The press savaged him, and when they were done, stopped covering what he said and did. His public life was over.

			He and Rose settled into their version of a retirement. Not wanting to worry about three estates, Joe put the Bronxville mansion on the market in late 1941. Ever after, he and Rose would split their time between Hyannis Port and Palm Beach. Rose allowed herself a moment of wistfulness, remembering the happy locus of her children’s childhoods, before her pragmatic side took over. “I am relieved too to have one less house to worry about,” she wrote in a round-robin letter to the kids. “With none of you there, the house was no longer a necessity.”  The round-robin letters were one of Rose’s signatures: she’d write a letter and send it to one of the children; he or she would add a response and send it on to one of the others until it made its way back to Rose.

			All of the children were either away at school, working, or in the service. Despite his strong antiwar sentiment, Joe accepted his two eldest sons’ desire to join the military. Joe Jr., just finishing his second year of Harvard Law School, enlisted in a special unit of the US Naval Air Corps that recruited straight from Harvard. Knowing that Jack wanted to follow his brother, the perennial golden boy, into the service, Joe pulled strings with a military contact to see that Jack would pass the physical. Given Jack’s raft of ailments, from his incipient back trouble to his stomach problems to his yet undiagnosed Addison’s disease, passing the physical would have been an impossibility without his father’s intervention. Jack was ordered to report to the Office of Naval Intelligence, in Washington, that fall.

			Rose, now an empty nester and seemingly uninterested in sitting around in Palm Beach while Joe played golf, planned another trip. In the late spring of 1941, she and Eunice took a five-week trip through South America, including Brazil, Argentina, Chile, Peru, and Ecuador.

			With Rose away, Joe continued as the primary parent of Rosemary. Unfortunately, the gains she had made in England seemed to be evaporating, and the war prevented her return to Mother Isabel’s convent. She was placed in St. Gertrude’s School of Arts and Crafts, in Washington, DC, a school for “retarded” girls that was staffed by Benedictine nuns.

			“In the year or so following her return from England,” Rose later wrote in her memoirs, 

			

			disquieting symptoms began to develop. Not only was there noticeable retrogression in the mental skills she had worked so hard to attain, but her customary good nature gave way increasingly to tension and irritability. She was upset easily and unpredictable. Some of these upsets became tantrums, or rages, during which she broke things or hit out at people. Since she was quite strong, her blows were hard. Also there were convulsive episodes.

			

			Further, Rosemary was frequently wandering away from St. Gertrude’s, which was located in the heart of urban Washington. The nuns had trouble keeping track of her, especially at night, and the Kennedys were terrified that she would make an easy target for predators. Both Joe and Rose were becoming convinced that Rosemary’s problems went beyond simple cognitive deficits; they feared that her behavior was being affected by some other neurological degeneration.

			Joe consulted with experts in the field about a promising new procedure, developed by Portuguese physician António Egas Moniz and performed in the United States at George Washington University Hospital by Dr. Walter Freeman and Dr. James Watts. The procedure was never promoted as a cure for cognitive disabilities or even mental illness; it was seen as a last resort that would relieve the agitating symptoms of certain psychiatric disorders by severing neural connections between the brain’s prefrontal lobes. It was seen as groundbreaking, and would be for years to come: In fact, Moniz received a Nobel Prize for its invention in 1949. For Joe Kennedy, it promised to flatten Rosemary’s affect, take away the anger and frustration that tormented her, and offer her some hope of contentment.

			Sometime in November, apparently without the approval of Rose, Joe had the procedure—commonly known as a prefrontal lobotomy—performed on Rosemary. She emerged from the operation unable to walk or speak and was moved to Craig House, a private psychiatric hospital in New York, to recuperate. She recovered some of her motor skills at Craig House, but never her ability to speak or her memory. In 1948 Joe moved her to the St. Coletta School in Jefferson, Wisconsin, and never saw her again. Rose and the children wouldn’t visit her there either, until after Joe’s 1961 stroke left him confined to a wheelchair; even then, they visited without his knowledge.

			It’s unknown what Joe told Rose or the other children, but it would be twenty years before Rose again used Rosemary’s name in a letter to the kids. Reflecting on the time in undated diary notes, Rose wrote of Rosemary’s “deteriorating”: “It was then we decided that she would be better off for her own sake and for ours if she went to a home where she would be with people of her own mental capacity.” 

			She makes no mention there of the botched lobotomy, but by the time she wrote her memoirs in the 1970s, she was able to speak less euphemistically about what happened to her daughter. She would write: 

			

			The operation eliminated the violence and seizures, but it also had the effect of leaving Rosemary permanently incapacitated. She lost everything that had been gained during the years by her own gallant efforts and our loving efforts for her. She had no possibility of ever again being able to function in a viable way in the world at large.

			

			Sometime after Joe’s death, Rose addressed the other major issue regarding Rosemary: Joe’s unilateral decision to have her lobotomized. “I will never forgive Joe for that awful operation he had performed on Rosemary,” Rose confided to historian Doris Kearns Goodwin. “It is the only thing I have ever felt bitter toward him about.”

			While Rose was the undisputed ruler of her domestic domain, Joe had always made the larger medical decisions for the children, starting with Jack’s hospitalization for scarlet fever at age two. His sense of responsibility for Rosemary in particular had only increased since the fall of 1938, when she had been the only child to remain in England with her father. Rose took his single-minded decision as a betrayal, but it was not out of character with their marriage’s already established division of labor. 

			The betrayal, for Rose, was not that Joe acted without letting her weigh in. It was that he had acted, as he had so many times before, on one of their children’s behalf, and for the first time the results had been disastrous.

			It was only the first tragedy in what would be a very tragic decade.
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			The Marchioness and the War Heroes

			As the United States entered the war, Rose became the hub of family correspondence, writing round-robin letters to Kennedy children scattered across the country and the globe. From her perch in Palm Beach or Hyannis Port, she could worry after Jack’s stomach, Bobby’s grades, Eunice’s health, Joe Jr.’s prayer life, and Kathleen’s grammar. Since returning from England, Kick had worked her way up from a secretarial position to society columnist at the Washington Times-Herald, and Rose sent her qualified congratulations: “I can see improvement in your column,” Rose wrote her in 1942, unable to resist noting that the columns contained errors. “Probably typographical,” Rose granted.

			American soldiers were fighting and dying, both in Europe and in the South Pacific; three of the Kennedy children were called overseas. Jack went from training in Charleston, South Carolina, to commanding a PT boat in the South Pacific in mid-1943; Kathleen sailed to England around the same time as a volunteer for the Red Cross; and Joe Jr., after a post in Puerto Rico, was sent to London in September. 

			Wisecracking slacker Jack Kennedy showed a valor few would have expected late that summer when he helped save the lives of eleven men in the aftermath of an ill-advised naval battle in the Solomon Islands. His vessel, PT 109, was part of a squadron sent in pitch-blackness to intercept a convoy of Japanese supply ships on August 1. The attack was a disaster, and Kennedy’s
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