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A SAMPLER OF THE WIT AND WISDOM OF JOHN F. KENNEDY

ON POETRY—

“When power corrupts, poetry cleanses. For art establishes the basic human truths which must serve as the touchstone of our judgment.”

ON SECRECY—

“We are as a people inherently and historically opposed to secret societies, to secret oaths and to secret proceedings.”

ON BIG GOVERNMENT—

“The myth here is that big government is big and bad—and steadily getting bigger and worse. Obviously this myth has some excuse for existence.”

ON BEING A HERO—

“It was absolutely involuntary. They sank my boat.”

ON AMERICA’S FUTURE—

“I look forward to an America which commands respect throughout the world not only for its strength but for its civilization as well.”

ALEX AYRES, former editor at Running Times and Harvard Lampoon, has edited five previous titles in the successful “Wit and Wisdom” series. He also has to his credit the screenplays Marlowe and Search for Grace. He lives in Canyon Country, California.
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WHY READ THIS BOOK?

“It has recently been suggested that whether I serve one or two terms in the Presidency,” John F. Kennedy wrote in 1961, “I will find myself at the end of that period at what might be called the awkward age, too old to begin a new career and too young to write my memoirs.”

John F. Kennedy did not live long enough to write his memoirs or to be “too old” for anything. At 43, the youngest man elected President—and tragically assassinated at 46—he did not live long enough to write his magnum opus, the masterpiece of which he was clearly capable. Yet, as one of the leading spokespersons of the twentieth century and one of history’s most eloquent champions of the “freedom doctrine,” John F. Kennedy left behind a legacy of wit and wisdom—in his passionate speeches and stylish writings, in his vision of a great future and his observations on a great past, and in the flashes of his famous wit.

Young and old in one, John F. Kennedy combined in his being the thinker and the man of action. He embodied the youthfulness and agelessness of the American spirit and the American dream. John F. Kennedy was like the growing-up nation he represented, which he called “this old but youthful union.”

JFK’s memoirs would have made a memorable book, for he was a writer of distinction. He made his literary debut young, only 23 when his Harvard honors thesis was published as Why England Slept in 1940 and became an acclaimed bestseller. His historical compilation, Profiles in Courage, was also a bestseller and was awarded the Pulitzer Prize for Biography in 1957. A few of JFK’s word portraits are included in The Wit and Wisdom of John F. Kennedy.

What would John Kennedy have said if he had lived longer? Included in this book is the text of what President Kennedy was going to say in Dallas on November 22, 1963, released to the press minutes before the assassination.

The Kennedy inaugural address is included complete (see INAUGURAL ADDRESS). Other significant speeches are condensed and can be found alphabetically by topic, title, or name (see BERLIN ADDRESS, CIVIL RIGHTS ADDRESS, CUBAN MISSILE CRISIS, etc.).

You can find here not only what was said about JFK but also what JFK said. In The Wit and Wisdom of John F. Kennedy a voice that was silenced by assassination speaks for itself on a wide variety of topics. Not one word of John Kennedy’s has been changed; however, text has been edited, paragraphs shortened, and speeches abbreviated. The name John F. Kennedy is also abbreviated as JFK to save space.

The wit and wisdom of John F. Kennedy are a part of our American national heritage. I hope you will pick a topic and look it up to see what JFK had to say—and what he is saying to us today.

—A.A.


ON JOHN F. KENNEDY

There are moments in the cause of human freedom when his words move with a measured passion.

—Carl Sandburg, 1962

John Fitzgerald Kennedy . . . a great and good President, the friend of all people of goodwill; a believer in the dignity and equality of human beings; a fighter for justice; an apostle of peace.

—Earl Warren, Chief Justice of the Supreme Court, 1963

We, Kennedy’s godchildren, the baby-boom generation that believed his stirring words and handsome image, are like Hamlet in the first act, children of a slain leader, unaware of why he was killed or even that a false father figure inhabits the throne.

—Oliver Stone, director, 1993

His wisdom and eloquence will undoubtedly rank with that of Jefferson, Lincoln, Wilson, and Roosevelt, men whom Kennedy himself enjoyed quoting. Future generations will surely be quoting our late President.

—T. S. Settle, editor, 1965

When Cicero finished an oration, the people would say, “How well he spoke.” Ah, but when Demosthenes finished speaking, the people would say, “Let us march.”

—Adlai Stevenson on John F. Kennedy

The thing about him was the extraordinary sense he gave to being alive: This makes his death so grotesque and unbelievable. No one had such vitality of personality. . . . He was life-affirming, life-enhancing. When he entered the room, the temperature changed; and he quickened the sensibilities of everyone around him.

—Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., A Eulogy, 1963

This is part of the fundamental dichotomy in Kennedy’s character: half the “mick” politician, tough, earthy, bawdy, sentimental, and half the bright, graceful, intellectual Playboy of the Western World . . .

—Benjamin Bradlee, Conversations with Kennedy, 1975

He was, perhaps, a step or two ahead of the people at times. But as an American who understood America, who brought form to its amorphous yearnings, who gave direction to its efforts, John Kennedy walked with the people.

—Senator Hubert Humphrey, 1963

More than any President before him, he committed the Presidency to achieving full civil rights for every American. He opposed prejudice of every kind. There was no trace of meanness in this man. There was only compassion for the frailties of others. If there is a supreme lesson we can draw from the life of John Kennedy, it is a lesson of tolerance, a lesson of conscience, courage, and compassion.

—Senator Abraham Ribicoff, 1963

His last speech on race relations was the most earnest, human and profound appeal for understanding and justice that any President has uttered since the first days of the Republic. Uniting his flair for leadership with a program of social progress, he was at his death undergoing a transformation . . .

—Martin Luther King, Jr., 1963

So we are free to wonder, having been given not only the Presidential models over the last three decades of Johnson, Nixon, Ford, Carter, Reagan, and Bush, but also the secondary examples of Humphrey, McGovern, Mondale, and Dukakis, whether any protagonist as innovative, flexible, daring, ironic, witty, and as ready to grow as Jack Kennedy ever did have a chance to change the shape of our place.

—Norman Mailer, 1992

A man who can inspire intensely bitter enemies as well as intensely devoted followers is best judged after many years pass, enough years to permit the sediment of political and legislative battles to settle, so that we can assess our times more clearly.

—John F. Kennedy, Profiles in Courage
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ACTION

“History and our own conscience will judge us more harshly if we do not make every effort to test our hopes by action,” President Kennedy said in announcing the Nuclear Test Ban Treaty on July 26, 1963, “and this is the place to begin.”

ADAMS, JOHN

John F. Kennedy concluded his Pulitzer Prize—winning book, Profiles in Courage (1956), with the story of John Adams.


To close our stories of American political courage, we would do well to recall an act of courage which preceded the founding of this nation, and which set a standard for all to follow. On the night of March 5, 1770, when an abusive and disorderly mob on State Street in Boston was rashly fired upon by British sentries, John Adams of Massachusetts was already a leader in the protests against British indifference to colonist grievances.

But this militant foe of the Crown was asked to serve as a counsel for the accused soldiers, and did not even hesitate to accept. The case, he later noted in his autobiography, was one of the “most exhausting and fatiguing cases I ever tried, hazarding a popularity very hardly earned, and incurring popular suspicions and prejudices which are not yet worn out.” Yet the man who would later be a bold President—and father of an independent Senator and President—not only remained as counsel, but acquitted his clients of the murder charge, demonstrating to a packed courtroom that no evidence was at hand to show that the firing was malicious and without provocation:




Gentlemen of the Jury—I am for the prisoners at the bar; and shall apologize for it only in the words of the Marquis Beccaria: “If I can but be the instrument of preserving one life, his blessings and tears shall be sufficient consolation to me for the contempt of mankind!”



Asked how he wanted to be remembered, President Kennedy cited John Adams: “All I want them to say about me is what they said about John Adams, ‘He kept the peace.’”

ALASKA

John F. Kennedy campaigned hard in Alaska and lost there in 1960. He never visited Hawaii at all and won handily.

A thinker as well as a man of action, JFK remarked, “Just think what my margin might have been if I had never left home!”

ALL OR NOTHING

We have rejected any all-or-nothing posture which would leave no choice but inglorious retreat or unlimited retaliation.

—State of the Union message, January 11, 1962

ALLIES

We are not alone. We have friends and allies all over the world who share our devotion to freedom.

—message to Congress, May 25, 1961

AMERICA

For the first time we have the capacity to strike off the remaining bonds of poverty and ignorance, to free our people for the spiritual and intellectual fulfillment which has always been the goal of our civilization.

Yet at this very moment of maximum opportunity, we confront the same forces which have imperiled America throughout its history, the alien forces which once again seek to impose the despotisms of the old world on the people of the new.

—address to Latin-American diplomats, March 13, 1961

AMERICAN FUTURE

I look forward to a great future for America, a future in which our country will match its military strength with our moral restraint, its wealth with our wisdom, its power with our purpose.

I look forward to an America which will not be afraid of grace and beauty, which will protect the beauty of our natural environment, which will preserve the great old American houses and squares and parks of our national past, and which will build handsome and balanced cities for our future.

I look forward to an America which will reward achievement in the arts as we reward achievement in business or statecraft.

And I look forward to an America which commands respect throughout the world not only for its strength but for its civilization as well.

—Amherst College, Massachusetts, October 26, 1963 (see ARTIST, FUTURE, UNITED STATES)

AMERICAN REVOLUTION

Let us once again awaken our American Revolution until it guides the struggles of peoples everywhere—not with an imperialism of force or fear, but through the rule of courage and freedom and hope for the future of man.

—address to Latin-American diplomats, March 13, 1961

AMERICANS

Americans have always believed in progress—Americans have always kept their eyes fixed on far horizons and new frontiers. If we are faithful to our past, we cannot be fearful of our future.

—remarks, Wheeling, West Virginia, September 27, 1962 (see NEW FRONTIER)

ANCHORS AWEIGH

“I want to thank that band,” JFK cut in in Akron, Ohio. “One more chorus of ‘Anchors Aweigh’ and we will just float this building right out.”

ANNOYMENT

Asked whether the books and recordings poking fun at the Kennedy family produced more enjoyment or annoyment, the President answered, “Annoyment. Yes, I have read them and listened to Mr. Meader’s record, but I thought it sounded more like Teddy than it did me, so he’s annoyed.”

(see KENNEDY, TED)

ANTIQUES

At their tenth wedding anniversary celebration, Jack Kennedy’s present to his wife was a letter from J. J. Klejman, the New York antiquities dealer, listing all the most unique antiques he had in stock, with a description and a price for each, none less than $1,000.

Jackie could have any one she wanted, he said. JFK read aloud to the crowd the descriptions, but not the prices. However, as JFK read the descriptions of the most expensive ones he would whisper aside, “Got to steer her away from that one.”

Ultimately the First Lady chose a coiled serpent bracelet.

(see KENNEDY, JACQUELINE)

APPLAUSE

“I appreciate your welcome,” JFK acknowledged the applause at a campaign stop in Los Angeles in 1960. “As the cow said to the Maine farmer, ‘Thank you for a warm hand on a cold morning.’”

ARISTOCRACY

This country reserves its highest honors for only one kind of aristocracy—that which the Founding Fathers called “an aristocracy of achievement arising out of a democracy of opportunity.”

—message to Congress, June 6, 1963 (see JEFFERSON, THOMAS)

ARMS

Our arms must be subject to ultimate civilian control and command at all times, in war as well as peace.

—message to Congress, March 28, 1961

Each increase in tension has produced an increase in arms; each increase of arms has produced an increase of tension.

—address to the American people, July 26, 1963

The primary purpose of our arms is peace, not war: to make certain that they will never have to be used; to deter all wars, general or limited, nuclear or conventional, large or small; to convince all potential aggressors that any attack would be futile. . . . The basic problems facing the world today are not susceptible to military solution.

—message to Congress, March 28, 1961 (see DEFENSE, NUCLEAR WEAPONS, WAR)

ARTIST

“You have to be a free man to be a great artist,” declared President Kennedy at the dedication of the marker at the grave of Ignacy Jan Paderewski in Arlington National Cemetery.

“We must never forget that art is not a form of propaganda; it is a form of truth,” affirmed JFK at Amherst College on October 26, 1963, a month before his assassination.

The President delivered a eulogy in memory of the poet Robert Frost, taking this occasion to stress the importance of art and the artist to the life and greatness of the nation.


The artist, however faithful to his personal vision of reality, becomes the last champion of the individual mind and sensibility against an intrusive society and an officious state.

I see little of more importance to the future of our country and our civilization than full recognition of the place of the artist.

If art is to nourish the roots of our culture, society must set the artist free to follow his vision wherever it takes him. We must never forget that art is not a form of propaganda; it is a form of truth.

In free society art is not a weapon and it does not belong to the sphere of polemics and ideology. Artists are not engineers of the soul. It may be different elsewhere. But democratic society—in it, the highest duty of the writer, the composer, the artist is to remain true to himself and let the chips fall where they may. In serving his vision of the truth, the artist best serves his nation. And the nation which disdains the mission of art invites the fate of Robert Frost’s hired man, the fate of having “nothing to look backward to with pride, and nothing to look forward to with hope.”

I look forward to an America which will steadily raise the standards of artistic accomplishment and which will steadily enlarge cultural opportunities for all our citizens.

And I look forward to a world which will be safe not only for democracy and diversity but also for personal distinction.

(see TRUTH)



ARTISTS

The Kennedy White House hosted many literary and artistic notables.

“It’s becoming a sort of eating place for artists,” JFK was heard to say. “But they never ask us out.”

ASSET

We . . . have no greater asset than the willingness of a free and determined people . . . to face all problems frankly and meet all dangers free from panic or fear.

—State of the Union message, January 29, 1961

ASSUMPTIONS

Among the assumptions to be invalidated will be the following ten, which probably are most fundamental to our thinking of the twentieth century:


	American arms and science are superior to any others in the world.

	American efforts for world-wide disarmament are a selfless sacrifice for peace.

	Our bargaining power at any international conference table is always more vast and flexible than that of our enemy.

	Peace is a normal relation among states; and aggression is the exception—direct and unambiguous.

	We should enter every military conflict as a moral crusade requiring the unconditional surrender of the enemy.

	A free and peace-loving nation has nothing to fear in a world where right and justice inevitably prevail.

	Americans live far behind the lines, protected by time, space and a host of allies from attack.

	We shall have time to mobilize our superior economic resources after a war begins.

	Our advanced weapons and continental defense systems, established at tremendous cost and effort, will protect us.

	Victory ultimately goes to the nation with the highest national income, gross national product, and standard of living.



All of these concepts will be altered or questioned in but a few years.

—in the Senate, August 14, 1958
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