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				INTRODUCTION

				Joseph P. Kennedy was a man of boundless talents, magnetic charm, relentless energy, and unbridled ambition. His life was punctuated by meteoric rises, catastrophic falls, and numerous rebirths, by cascading joys and blinding sorrows, and by a tragic ending near Shakespearean in its pathos. An Irish Catholic from East Boston, he was proud of his heritage but refused to be defined by it. He fought to open doors that were closed to him, then having forced his way inside, he refused to play by the rules. He spoke his mind—when he should not have. Too often, he let his fears speak for him. He was distrustful, often contemptuous of those in power—and did not disguise it. His anger and his hatreds were legendary, especially at those whom he believed had betrayed him.

				For the last thirty years of his life—and for more than four decades since his death—Joseph P. Kennedy has been vilified and dismissed as an appeaser, an isolationist, an anti-Semite, a Nazi sympathizer, an unprincipled womanizer, a treacherous and vengeful scoundrel who made millions as a bootlegger and Wall Street swindler, then used those millions to steal elections for his son. Tales of his immoralities, his mischiefs, and his criminal associations have multiplied, one on top of the other, until they have pushed into the background every other aspect of his and his family’s remarkable story. That there is some truth to these allegations is indisputable, but they tell only part of a larger, grander, more complicated history.

				

				—

				Joseph P. Kennedy grew up the pampered son of a powerful and respected East Boston ward leader and businessman, then crossed the Inner Harbor to Boston Latin, where he led a near charmed life as a star athlete, class president, and boyfriend of the mayor’s very pretty daughter. On graduation, he crossed another body of water, to Cambridge and Harvard College, where, as an Irish Catholic, he found himself for the first time in his life the odd man out.

				There were no tortuous journeys of self-exploration. By the time Joe Kennedy left college, he knew who he was: the smartest man in the room, the one who would come out ahead in every negotiation he entered into. His ambition was to secure a place in a major Boston bank or financial house, but such positions, he discovered on graduation from Harvard, were reserved for “proper Bostonians,” not the sons of East Boston Irish Catholic ward leaders. He made the best of the situation by getting a civil service job as an assistant bank examiner. At age twenty-five, he was named president of the East Boston bank his father had helped found. He could have remained there and made a healthy living for himself and his rapidly growing family, but he wanted more and had to leave Boston to find it.

				During the 1920s, he was a major player in the nation’s fastest-growing industry, moving pictures, and one of the few Irish Catholics to own or run a studio. The Hollywood he encountered was not a dream factory. It was a town and an industry focused on raising money to finance the transition to sound and organizing itself to repel attempts at censorship. Kennedy arrived as the head of a minor debt-ridden studio and positioned himself as a non-Jewish white knight who would rescue the industry from those who questioned its taste and its morals. He promised to apply a banker’s good sense to making pictures: to cut production costs, raise studio profits, and boost share prices. His rise was meteoric, but he reached too far and traveled too fast. After only a few years in the industry, he retired—with Gloria Swanson as his mistress and millions of dollars in stock options.

				Trusting no one, with no allegiance to any industry or firm or individual or place, he made a fortune in Hollywood, then in New York, buying and selling options, stocks, and bonds in the companies he managed or with which he was associated. Recognizing that the market was overbought, he anticipated the crash of October 1929, shifted the bulk of his fortune into safe havens, then made millions more by selling short into a falling market.

				A multimillionaire by the age of forty, his outlook on the world was transformed in the early years of the Depression from one of hopeful expectation to an almost unshakeable pessimism. His fears for the future of capitalism should the Depression deepen prompted him to abandon the private sector in 1932 to campaign for Franklin Roosevelt’s election as president. A conservative banker and stock trader with no experience in national politics, he was the odd man out on the campaign trail and, later, in New Deal Washington. But he forced his way inside. Few government appointments have been as universally condemned as was President Roosevelt’s choice of Joseph P. Kennedy, a Wall Street operator, to be the first chairman of the Securities and Exchange Commission in 1934. And few were as universally acclaimed as Kennedy’s was within months of his assuming his post. His years in Washington as chairman of the SEC, then chairman of the Maritime Commission, were marked by triumph, his reputation as a nonpartisan, truth-telling miracle worker enhanced to the point where he was prominently mentioned as a possible presidential candidate.

				He was rewarded for his service in Washington with appointment as ambassador to the Court of St. James’s. The first Irish American to be named to London, with no experience whatsoever to prepare him for the post, he was an outsider again, but this time he reveled in it. His grand successes in business and in government had boosted his already considerable confidence in his own judgment and his understanding of global economics. He would speak the truth as he saw it—and be saluted for it. He would, he was sure, triumph in London, as he had in Hollywood, on Wall Street, and in Washington. He was wrong. Driven, nearly obsessed, by fears that the war on the horizon would, if not prevented, deepen the depression, weaken capitalism and democracy, endanger the fortune he hoped to hand over to his children, and threaten the lives of a generation of young men, including his older boys, and convinced that no one in Washington understood the extent of the danger or how to deal with it, he set his own diplomatic agenda, violated State Department directives with impunity, and dedicated himself to preserving the peace—single-handedly, if necessary.

				Already an outlier, he courted new criticism in Washington and London, first as a toady for Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain and the Cliveden set, then as a defeatist, a loud-mouthed Cassandra who believed the Nazis would easily conquer Europe and Great Britain. He returned to Washington in disgrace. He tried to be of service to his country after Pearl Harbor, but there was no place for him in the Roosevelt administration that he believed worthy of his talents.

				He took little joy at the cessation of hostilities—his family’s sacrifices had been too great. In the postwar period, his pessimism became more corrosive still, as did his conviction that he had been right all along to oppose the war against the dictators. He stridently, proudly, renewed his calls for appeasement, this time of the Soviet Union, and for isolation from rather than engagement in the world outside the western hemisphere, and did all he could to provoke a “great debate” on the wisdom of fighting a cold war that, he feared, might turn hot at any moment.

				

				—

				Had Joseph P. Kennedy not been the patriarch of America’s first family, his story would be worth telling. That he was only adds to its drama and historical significance. His primary goal, as a younger man, was to make so much money that his children would not have to make any and could devote their lives to public service. He accomplished that much before he was forty. He took his role as the parent of nine seriously. He was an active, loving, attentive, sometimes intrusive father. He pushed his children forward, gave them advice whether they solicited it or not, gently chided them to do better, taught them to rely on one another, that family was sacred. He raised them to be as confident and as stubborn as he was, and as relentlessly optimistic as he was pessimistic—and, for the most part, they were. They understood his virtues and his vices, adored him for who he was. And they learned to push back, to make their own decisions, including ones he disagreed with.

				The Kennedy children would complete the journey from Dunganstown, Ireland, to East Boston to the pinnacle of American political power and social prominence that their father had begun. He would glory in their political and personal triumphs. But the sorrows he endured as a father were as intense as the joys. All his life, he feared for his son Jack, who nearly died of scarlet fever at age two, was continually ill as a child and young man, and was debilitated by pain as an adult. And he feared for his eldest daughter, Rosemary, who, despite the best care his money could buy, never found her way. In the fall of 1940, recognizing that there was no cure for her retardation but advised that a simple operation might make it easier for her to live with it, he arranged a lobotomy that went horribly wrong. In August 1944, almost four years after Rosemary’s operation, he suffered the greatest tragedy of his life when his eldest son and namesake, Joseph P. Kennedy, Jr., was incinerated in a bombing mission off the coast of England. In the spring of 1948, his second daughter, Kick, was killed in a plane crash in France. A decade and a half later, after he had been rendered speechless by stroke, he lost two more sons, this time to assassins’ bullets.

				

				—

				When Ambassador Jean Kennedy Smith and Senator Edward Kennedy, on behalf of their family, asked me to write a biography of their father, I agreed to do so, but only if I was granted full cooperation, unfettered access to Joseph P. Kennedy’s papers in the John F. Kennedy Presidential Library, including those closed to researchers, and unrestricted permission to cite any document I came across. The family accepted my conditions. No attempts were made to withhold information or to censor this book in any way.

				I have spent six years in libraries, archives, and private homes in New York, Boston, Washington, Chicago, London, Los Angeles, Austin, Palm Beach, and Hyannis Port, studying thousands of documents, many of them never seen before by any researcher: unpublished diaries, telephone transcripts, diplomatic dispatches, interviews, oral histories, letters and cables, business memoranda, balance sheets, financial reports, FBI investigations, German diplomatic records, and the secret British Foreign Office “Kennedyiana” files. Research assistants located additional materials for me in Rome, in the Central Zionist Archives in Jerusalem, and at dozens of libraries and archives on three continents. I interviewed Joseph P. Kennedy’s children, grandchildren, relatives, friends, employees, and business associates.

				After reading newspaper and magazine accounts and the secondary literature on Joseph P. Kennedy and his family, I put it all aside, and started over again, taking nothing for granted, dissecting every tale and rumor, discarding anecdotal second- and thirdhand observations that I could not substantiate. Because this is the first biography based entirely on the historical evidence and because much of the material that was opened to me has been seen by no one else, the portrait I paint may bear slight resemblance to the ones that have appeared up to now in print or on film.

				My goal in The Patriarch has been to narrate the life story of a remarkable man and the history of the turbulent times he lived through, the events he participated in, the men and women with whom he came into contact. We too often write our histories from the viewpoint of the insiders, of the winners. In consigning to the dustbin the views, the ideas, the sorrows, hopes, and fears of those who were forced or chose to remain on the outside, we diminish our pasts, robbing history of its density, its richness, its vitality. In reexamining the life of Joseph P. Kennedy, we relive our recent past and discover in it much we did not know was there.

				This is the story of an outsider who forced his way into the halls of power and became both a witness and participant to the major events of the past century: booms, busts, wars and cold war, and the birth of a new frontier. Every biography is at one and the same time the portrait of an individual and of an era. In telling the story of Joseph P. Kennedy, we retell the history of the twentieth century.

			

		

	
		
			
				PART I

				East Boston to Cambridge to Brookline

			

		

	
		
			
				One

				DUNGANSTOWN TO EAST BOSTON

				The Kennedy saga, like that of so many American families, begins with an ancestor’s escape from poverty and oppression. Sometime in 1848 or 1849—we are not sure when—Joseph P. Kennedy’s grandfather Patrick emigrated from Dunganstown in County Wexford, in flight from crop failure, famine, and the near genocidal effects of British colonialism.

				The potato had been both the salvation and the curse of the Irish. By the 1840s, some million and a half survived on potatoes alone; for another three and a half million (out of a population of eight million), the potato constituted the major source of nourishment. When the harvest was late or the previous year’s crop eaten up—as it often was by late summer—people went hungry. When the harvest failed, people died.

				Had the British authorities been more attentive or humane, the potato blight of the 1840s might not have led to such devastation. But Parliament provided insufficient relief for a distant and despised people and then, in June 1847, passed the Irish Poor Law Extension Act, which mandated that already destitute communities raise their own tax moneys for poor relief, not one farthing of which was to go to heads of household renting a quarter acre or more of land. To qualify for relief, starving tenants had to abandon their farms. Those who remained were evicted for failure to pay their taxes. The newly landless who could afford passage off the island emigrated. Large numbers of those who remained behind perished. From 1845 through the early 1850s, more than a million died and two million more, about one quarter of the population, departed for North America.

				

				—

				Mass migrations are made up of individual journeys, and while Patrick Kennedy carried with him many of the same scars as did his compatriots, he differed from them in significant ways. The Kennedys were from County Wexford, on the southeast coast of Ireland, a region “well served,” Irish historian David Doyle has written, “by banks and trade networks . . . and by schools.” Population densities were relatively low, land more fertile, agriculture somewhat diversified, landholdings larger and costlier, and the percentage who emigrated smaller than that from other Irish counties. While in the poorer north and west small farmers divided their land among their sons, in the southeast the family farms were held intact and passed on from father to oldest son.1

				As the third son and fourth child in his family, Patrick would have no inheritance—and he knew it. The Kennedy leasehold would be passed on to his older brother; additional resources would go toward a dowry for his older sister and a second leasehold for brother number two. Patrick could, had he chosen, have remained on the family leasehold as a landless laborer. Instead, he left the family farm at Dunganstown and walked the six and a half kilometers north along the River Barrow to New Ross, the nearby, still thriving port town, where he found employment at a cooperage.

				There was a decent living to be made as a cooper, or barrel maker. As the commercialization of Irish agriculture proceeded apace in the 1830s and 1840s, more land had been dedicated to the production of wheat and barley for export off the island or to local breweries and distilleries. Whatever form it took, grain or liquor, the barley and wheat were transported in wooden barrels, which were handcrafted by New Ross coopers.

				In good times, there had been more than enough work for coopers like Patrick Kennedy, formerly of Dunganstown. But these were not good times. By 1848 or 1849, the effects of blight, famine, and depression had reached into every corner and occupational strata (undertakers excepted). Patrick Kennedy, already one step removed from the family farm, had little to detain him in Ireland.

				There are several young Patricks, Pats, and P. Kennedys in the passenger lists of ships arriving in Boston in the late 1840s from Liverpool or New Ross. We cannot be sure which was our Patrick. But we can be certain that whether he left from New Ross or Liverpool, he was six weeks on a “coffin” ship, so called because for so many it would be a final resting place. With little edible food and a minimum of potable water, hundreds of men, women, infants, and the elderly were locked together in darkened, unventilated ships’ holds for weeks on end, hatches battened, with no room to stretch, no decent air to breathe, and no escape from the accumulating human waste, the scourge of seasickness, hunger, and thirst, the stench of decay, disease, and dying, and the endless boredom, broken only by fits of panic when storms rocked or fire threatened. Only the strongest survived the passage with body and soul intact.

				Patrick was one of these.

				He arrived in East Boston (or Noddle’s Island, as it was still known) and remained there for the remainder of his life.

				East Boston was everything that New Ross was not. The population was growing, jobs and housing were available, and no one, not even the poorest of the poor, starved to death. East Boston had been annexed to Boston in the 1630s but remained virtually ignored and uninhabited until 1833, when William Sumner, a large landowner, joined forces with a few partners and, incorporated as the East Boston Company, raised sufficient capital to subdivide the land into a grid of streets and squares, sell off the most promising sites for vacation homes, build wharves, and arrange for regular ferry service across the harbor to Boston. By 1835, the population on the island was up to 604 from 24 just ten years before. Four years later, the partners’ wildest dreams were realized when Samuel Cunard, who had been granted the right to transfer mail from England to North America, chose East Boston as his American terminus. By 1840, Cunard ships from Liverpool were arriving with regularity every fortnight, carrying not just the mail but every variety of English manufacture. East Boston prospered because it provided transatlantic shippers with a deepwater port, newly constructed and well-maintained piers, and easy access to warehouses and rail lines. It was also hundreds of miles closer to English, Irish, and Scottish ports than were Philadelphia or New York.2

				By the time Patrick Kennedy walked down the gangplank after his six weeks at sea, East Boston was well on its way to becoming, as William Sumner declared in a letter to a business associate, so prosperous and populous that it could be accounted “a second Brooklyn.” There were jobs aplenty for unskilled laborers and skilled artisans and mechanics unloading, repacking, and reshipping goods arrived from across the Atlantic and, after midcentury, supplying California’s ballooning mining population, which, until the transcontinental railroads reached the West Coast, had to be fed, clothed, housed, informed, and entertained by eastern goods carried in clipper ships built in and sailing out of East Boston. “Ploughs and printing-presses, picks and shovels, absinthe and rum, house-frames and grindstones, clocks and dictionaries, melodeons and cabinet organs, fancy biscuits and canned salmon, oysters and lobsters; in fact everything one can imagine went through Boston on its way to the miners and ranchers of the white man’s new empires.”3

				All of this and more—grain, rum, sugar, and salted fish—was shipped in wooden barrels, crates, and casks, fashioned by coopers such as Patrick Kennedy. Because he brought with him a marketable skill for which there was growing demand, Patrick Kennedy was one of the more fortunate Irish immigrants. The coopers were not the best-paid artisans, but they were offered higher daily wages and steadier employment than unskilled day laborers. We don’t have statistics for Boston, but we know that coopers in New York in 1855 earned an average of $1.42 a day, almost 50 percent more than teamsters, cartmen, ditch diggers, and day laborers, the positions in which unskilled Irish immigrants predominated.4

				With steady work on the horizon, Patrick Kennedy was able to marry Bridget Murphy, another recent emigrant from County Wexford, in September 1849 and buy a house. East Boston, though pockmarked with cheaply built shacks and permeated by the stench and smoke of shipyards and workshops, was not a bad place for first-generation Irish American parents to start a family. The population density was lower than in Boston; there was space to start a garden; rents and house prices were more affordable. Those who wished to attend Mass could do so in the meetinghouse of the Maverick Congregational Church, which in 1844 had been purchased and converted into a Catholic church dedicated to the patronage of St. Nicholas.5

				Bridget and Patrick’s first child, Mary, was born in 1851, followed by a second daughter, Joanna, in 1852; a son, John, in 1854 (he died at twenty months of cholera); a third daughter, Margaret, in 1855, and Patrick Joseph Kennedy in January 1858, nicknamed “P.J.” so as not to be confused with his father. The family prospered as long as Patrick was able to bring home his paycheck. Regrettably, one of the disastrous by-products of steady work as a cooper was exhaustion. While most unskilled laborers—and the majority of skilled artisans—worked about sixty hours a week, coopers were expected to put in twelve hours a day, six days a week. Few could survive such a grueling pace for long. Patrick Kennedy did not. He died in November 1858, ten months after the birth of his son. The direct cause of death was cholera, but eight or nine years of seventy-two-hour weeks in the cooperage had no doubt weakened him to the point where he could neither resist nor survive the infection.6

				Irish-born males of Patrick Kennedy’s generation had a particularly high death rate in Boston, leaving unimaginably large numbers of second-generation Irish Americans like P.J. to be raised by their mothers. The four Irish Americans who in the years to come would dominate Boston politics—Martin Lomasney, John Francis Fitzgerald, James Michael Curley, and P. J. Kennedy—all lost their fathers in childhood.7

				Patrick Kennedy, dead at thirty-five, with four young children, could not have picked a worse time to leave his family without its chief breadwinner. The financial panic of 1857, which directly affected both shipbuilding and international trade, swept through East Boston like the plague. The Kennedys were among the fortunate few who had the minimal resources necessary to keep the family intact, perhaps because Patrick had earned better wages as a skilled artisan than the mass of unskilled Irish laborers. On June 25, 1860, a little more than one and a half years after Patrick’s death, Assistant Marshal Cyrus Washburn, the census taker for Boston’s second ward, reported that Bridget Kennedy had personal effects worth $75, not an insignificant amount compared with those listed for her neighbors. Identified on the census records as members of her household were her four surviving children and two boarders, Mary Roach, eighteen, and six-year-old Michael O’Brien. In return for room and board, Mary Roach may have looked after the three Kennedy daughters and two-year-old P.J., while Bridget left the house looking for employment.8

				Kennedy lore has it that Bridget Kennedy worked as a housecleaner and hairdresser before becoming the owner of an East Boston notions shop. Because her shop was located near the ferry, she began selling groceries and liquor to workingmen and -women returning to East Boston from jobs across the Inner Harbor. The 1880 census lists her occupation as “bakery,” so we can assume she added baked goods to the wares. Her assets continued to grow through the decade. When she died in 1888, she left an estate valued at $2,200 (the equivalent of almost $54,000 today in purchasing power), with $375 of furniture, $825 in stock and fixtures in her shop, and $1,000 owed her from the mortgage she had financed for a Johanna Mahoney of East Boston.9

				P.J., the only male in a household of women, was the privileged prince of the brood. Bridget made sure her boy got a proper education—at the Sacred Heart parochial school in East Boston. We don’t know how long he stayed in school, probably into his early teens. The 1880 census records tell us that he was employed as a brass fitter; family lore tells us that he worked briefly as a stevedore, loading and unloading cargo at the docks. In his middle twenties, with his own earnings and no doubt a loan from his mother, he was able to buy ownership stakes in a few East Boston barrooms, then move into the liquor import business. While the census records list his occupation as “liquor,” he did not spend much time behind the bar. His true vocation was politics, an allied but more respectable calling for a second-generation Irishman in East Boston. A quiet, private man who shied away from conflict, P. J. Kennedy had scant interest in kissing babies or making bombastic speeches. He preferred to remain in the background in the ward offices, where the real power lay, where candidates were chosen, votes gathered, and patronage dispensed. Good-looking, but not spectacularly so, with a broad, well-groomed handlebar mustache and a sturdy physique, he possessed a natural charm combined with quick intelligence, a head for numbers, roots in the community, and talents as a mediator, all of which inspired confidence. From the moment he was old enough to vote—probably earlier—P. J. Kennedy made the business of ward two in East Boston his own. At twenty-two, in 1880, he was named a delegate to the nominating convention for city “councilors.” The next year, he represented ward two at the state senators nominating convention. In 1884, at twenty-six, he was appointed precinct officer, then temporary secretary of his ward.

				It was the best of times for Irish politicians. Emigration from Ireland had not ceased with the recovery of the potato crop in the early 1850s but continued through the 1870s and 1880s. Where in the 1840s immigrants and their children had constituted a tiny proportion of Boston’s population and electorate, four decades later the Irish had become “not merely the largest of the foreign nationalities but . . . the largest single element in the city.” By 1895, there were more Bostonians with Irish-born parents than with American-born ones.10

				Massachusetts law permitted immigrants to file naturalization papers after five years’ residence, provided they could read and write English, which 90 percent of the Irish could. The Irish became citizens at a higher rate than any other immigrant group and, once naturalized, were more likely to exercise the franchise. Two thirds of Irish immigrants to Boston in 1885 were naturalized, compared with under 55 percent for the English-born and 16 percent for the Italians. Sixty percent of Irish-born citizens of Massachusetts (and no doubt a higher percentage of Bostonians) voted in the 1885 elections, compared with 33 percent of those born in Great Britain and 9 percent of the Italian-born. And almost all of those Irish votes went to Democratic candidates.11

				State and city Democratic Party leaders, recognizing their growing dependence on Irish Americans, made sure they were repaid for their loyalty. In 1882, an Irish American, Patrick Collins, was nominated and elected to a congressional seat from Boston. Two years later, in 1884, Boston Democrats nominated and voters elected their first Irish-born mayor, businessman Hugh O’Brien. He would be reelected for three additional one-year terms. In 1885, P. J. Kennedy of ward two in East Boston was elected to the house of representatives of the Massachusetts General Court. He would serve five consecutive one-year terms.

				P.J. was only twenty-eight on January 4, 1886, when he ferried across the Inner Harbor to take his seat at the general court. On November 23, 1887, he wed Mary Augusta Hickey, the daughter of a well-to-do Irish-born contractor. Nine months and two weeks later, on September 6, 1888, their first child, Joseph Patrick Kennedy, was born. P.J. moved his family into a solid but undistinguished house at 151 Meridian in East Boston’s commercial district. Francis Kennedy was born in 1891 but died a year later; Mary Loretta arrived in 1892; Margaret Louise was born in 1898.

				Taking full advantage of the opportunities that came his way, P.J. accumulated a large fortune in East Boston. His political connections were invaluable in securing state licenses for his two retail liquor stores, Kennedy & Quigley at 81 Border Street and Cotter & Kennedy at 12 Washington, and, later, state charters for the Columbia Trust Company, of which he was a founding incorporator, board member, stockholder, and president, and the Sumner Savings Bank, of which he was a director. He also made money in real estate, profiting again from insider, advanced intelligence gathered in ward offices and legislative halls. By his early thirties, he was a pillar of the local community: ward boss, elected representative, businessman, banker, real estate developer, founder and officer of the Suffolk Coal Company, founding member of the local Knights of Columbus chapter, active in the Elks, the East Boston Yacht Club, the Holy Name Society of Our Lady of the Assumption Church, and the Noddle Island Antique Association, which sponsored the annual July Fourth parade.

				

				—

				The political success of the Irish in Boston did not, of course, go unnoticed by Yankee Protestants. In 1888, the year of Joseph Kennedy’s birth and the third year of his father’s tenure in the Massachusetts General Court, several anti-Catholic organizations and individuals, including the Committee of One Hundred, composed of wealthy Protestant businessmen, launched a hysterical campaign to remove every Catholic and Democrat from the elected Boston School Committee. Their fear was that the Irish, with political control of the city government and the school committee, would funnel money from public to parochial schools. The Irish and the Democratic Party mobilized their voting population (including women, who were permitted to vote in school committee elections) but were badly outvoted. Protestants won every one of the contested seats for the school committee, the Republican candidate for mayor defeated incumbent Hugh O’Brien in his bid for a fifth term, and Republicans took eight of twelve seats on the board of aldermen. The following year, 1889, the electoral results were every bit as disastrous.12

				It was not simply Protestant rabble-rousers or the unlettered or those who worried about a papist conspiracy to destroy the public schools who joined the anti-Irish cause. As early as 1891, proper Bostonians such as Henry Cabot Lodge were already pressing for literacy tests, which they expected (perhaps wrongly) would end in the exclusion of large numbers of immigrants, including the Irish. In 1895, five young Boston “blue bloods,” all with significant pedigrees and Harvard degrees, formed the Immigration Restriction League to carry the fight forward.13

				Boston’s Irish Catholic Democratic Party leaders, recognizing that they would no longer be able to elect Irish Catholic, Irish-born mayors as they had during the 1880s, shifted their support in the 1890s to Yankee candidates, and the Democrats won eight of the next nine mayoral elections. At the same time, they solidified their hold on the city’s immigrant wards. In 1891, the year his son, Joseph, turned three, P.J. was elected chairman of ward two and moved from the state house of representatives to the senate. “An unwritten law of democratic [party] politics,” the Boston Daily Globe would later report in a story about Boston’s ward bosses, was “that to become a recognized leader in the higher councils of the party a man must have proved his political strength. The best way in which this test can be applied is by election to the state senate.”14

				P. J. Kennedy served his requisite two two-year terms in the state senate alongside his future in-law, John Francis Fitzgerald. His major assignment was to the “joint standing committee on street railways,” where he did all he could to get East Boston connected by bridge or tunnel to the Boston streetcar grid. After two terms, he willingly stepped aside “in the interest of harmony” to support a Democratic candidate from a neighboring ward. He had never had much interest in being a candidate or officeholder; his forte was as ward boss.15

				Ward two was one of the more contentious in Boston, with several factions and clubs competing for patronage and nominations for elective office. P.J.’s skill in handling the ward with minimal acrimony was near legendary among Boston’s Democratic Party operatives. So was his near constant attention to his constituents. P.J.’s youngest daughter, Margaret, remembered the continuous flow through the house of well-wishers, favor seekers, and old pols and friends in need. “We never sat down to supper but what the doorbell would ring and it would be someone down on their luck, coming to Papa for help.”16

				Joseph P. Kennedy was a lucky boy, the son of one of East Boston’s most prosperous, respected, and powerful politicians. He was an attractive child, with short reddish brown hair. Years later, commenting on a childhood photograph of him wearing what looks like a dress—“a rather striking costume,” he called it—Kennedy half jokingly asked his son, Ted, “to observe . . . the sharp piercing eyes, the very set jaw and the clenched left fist. Maybe all of this meant something!” Even wearing a dress as a four- or five-year-old, he looked tough—or tried to. He was not, like his grandparents who had landed in the New World forty years before his birth, a stranger in a strange land, but an American boy who spoke with a Boston, not an Irish, accent, whose paternal roots extended back two generations—a long time by East Boston standards, and whose mother came from one of the town’s more prosperous families. The Hickeys were every bit as well-known in East Boston as the Kennedys. Joseph’s maternal uncle Charlie Hickey was elected mayor of nearby Brockton; Uncle Jim was a Boston police captain; Uncle John was a doctor in Winthrop.17

				Joe Kennedy grew up in a neighborhood where everyone, it seemed, knew and respected his family and his people. In the four decades since the first Kennedy had arrived in East Boston, the Irish had become the old-timers, the establishment, the majority, the insiders. The local bankers, landlords, shopkeepers, and politicians were more likely than not to be Irish and Catholic, as he was. It was the newly arrived southern Italians and Eastern European Jews who were struggling for a foothold, crammed into the unsanitary, overcrowded wooden tenements built to receive them, forced to send their children to work instead of to school.

				As the oldest child in the family and the only male, Joseph Kennedy was the prince of the household, the successor who would inherit the family name, fortune, property, and the responsibility of looking after his sisters should they not find husbands. He was given a healthy allowance, dressed well, offered music lessons (which came to naught because he refused to practice), and at age six sent off to the parochial school at Our Lady of the Assumption, a three-quarter-mile walk from his home, where he was taught by the Sisters of Notre Dame until he was old enough to be handed over to the Xaverian Brothers.

				P. J. and Mary Augusta had, some years before, moved their family from the dusty flats of Meridian Avenue in the business district to 165 Webster Street, an elegant, tree-lined, almost suburban-looking avenue, where the wealthiest men and most powerful public officials in East Boston made their homes. Webster Street was within walking distance of the shops and the ferry terminal, but high enough above the “factories, shipyards, docks, piers, fish-curing establishments, oil works, coal depots, and grain elevators” to provide a bit of protection from the foul air and smoke that lingered below.18

				The Kennedy house was not the grandest on the street, but it was large and imposing, at the top of the hill, on a double-wide lot, with a deep, wide backyard that sloped down to the water. Mary Augusta put in a garden with her “precious apple trees” but allowed her boy almost free rein in the backyard. Joe was, already by age eight, the leader of his pack. He organized the ball games, supplied bat, ball, and gloves, and in a large playhouse in the backyard (possibly converted from an old barn), rehearsed his friends and occasionally his sisters in plays performed—at no charge—for the other kids in the neighborhood. As was befitting the son of a ward boss, he organized his own July Fourth pageants and, on Decoration Day, assembled his gang to march in line to the cemetery for the official ceremonies.19

				From his backyard, Joseph could look across the Inner Harbor to Boston proper, a faraway city that was not his own. East Boston might share a name, mayor, and board of aldermen with the larger city across the channel, but it had a feel, an identity, a being, all its own. Home for Joe Kennedy was not “over there,” a ferry ride away, but “here” in East Boston, where his grandparents had arrived, lived, and died, where his parents had been born and raised, where he and his sisters went to church and school.

				

				—

				We know little of his boyhood in East Boston in part because Joseph P. Kennedy had no interest, as an adult, in looking back on his childhood, other than to recall on occasion in conversations with close friends how much he admired and adored his father. He had loved nothing more than accompanying the handsome, black-haired, mustachioed ward boss to torchlight parades, picnics, and outdoor rallies. He had almost nothing to say of his mother, Mary Augusta, a handsome, white-haired woman who, as she aged, grew rather stout. In the years to come, he would make little mention of his two adoring sisters, Margaret and Loretta, though he would remain in touch by letter and phone and support them financially.

				Part of the reason for Kennedy’s reluctance to recall his childhood may have been a desire to give himself full responsibility for his financial success. While he never professed to be either a “self-made” man or a child of poverty, he did not want to call attention to the obvious advantages he had enjoyed growing up as a member of one of East Boston’s first families. He preferred to emphasize the ways he had made his own way and his own money by doing odd jobs in the neighborhood and organizing sandlot baseball games to which he charged admission.

				

				—

				Joseph P. Kennedy grew up in a Democratic ward in a Democratic city, controlled locally by Irish ward bosses such as his father and superintended by a citywide “board of strategy,” a shadowy, extralegal, irregular caucus that met at the Quincy House Hotel, behind City Hall, to choose nominees for office, dispense patronage, and try to maintain some semblance of party discipline. When in November 1899 the Boston Daily Globe ran a preelection exposé on the “board” and the handful of bosses who controlled the Democratic Party in Boston, it identified P. J. Kennedy of East Boston as “the silent man” of the group, the only one who was not a strong stump speaker. “He is classed among politicians as a man of extremely good sense and sound judgment, an unselfish man, whose work is almost always directed to serving some friend rather than himself.”20

				In the fall of 1899, after Mayor Josiah Quincy announced that he would not run for reelection, the “board of strategy” nominated former congressman Patrick Collins to replace him. For P.J. and his fellow ward bosses, Collins—who had returned to Boston from London, where he had served as President Grover Cleveland’s consul general for four years—was a dream candidate. The son of Boston and of County Cork, Patrick Collins never forgot his roots but never flaunted them. He had gone to Harvard Law School, been a successful businessman and diplomat, dressed and spoke from the stump like a Boston gentleman, and identified himself as an American and a Democrat first, then an Irishman. There would not be another Irish Catholic, Harvard-educated candidate for office like him for another forty years—and his name would be John Fitzgerald Kennedy.

				Joseph Kennedy was eleven years of age and at the Assumption school when Patrick Collins ran for mayor. Collins easily carried the Irish Catholic wards but did not do well enough to offset an unusually heavy Republican Protestant vote elsewhere in the city. Two years later, Patrick Collins ran again and this time was elected. P.J., who had, in 1899 and 1901, returned a heavy majority for Collins in the East Boston wards, was rewarded with patronage positions, first as an election commissioner, then as a wire commissioner, positions that paid handsomely but required almost no work.21

				

				—

				The Kennedys of East Boston would enter the new century with P.J. guaranteed a $5,000 salary from the city, equivalent to more than $135,000 in purchasing power today, and healthy incomes from his many business concerns. When Joe Kennedy left home that fall to attend school across the Inner Harbor, he did so as the privileged son of one of East Boston’s wealthiest, most powerful, and most respected men.

			

		

	
		
			
				Two

				SCHOOL DAYS

				On September 12, 1901, Joe Kennedy walked down Webster Street to the East Boston slip at Lewis Street, where, with several other East Boston boys, including his childhood friends Joe Sheehan and Joe Donovan, he paid his penny fare and boarded the ferry for Boston and his first day at Boston Latin, the oldest, best-known, and arguably most academically rigorous public school in the country. It was not uncommon for Catholic boys to go to public high schools in Boston. Joe’s future father-in-law, John Francis Fitzgerald, had been a graduate of Boston Latin, as had many prominent nineteenth-century Catholics.1

				While Boston Latin was the “elite” among the city’s public schools, every male student who had graduated from a public grammar school or taken the entrance exam was entitled to entry—as long as he brought with him a “written statement from parents or guardians of their intention to give such candidates a collegiate education.” This requirement drastically reduced the list of eligible applicants to those whose parents could afford to pay college tuition and forgo the four years of wages their boys might have contributed to the family income.2

				Boston Latin, founded in 1635, boasted among its former students (and boast it did) Cotton Mather, Samuel Adams, John Hancock, Henry Ward Beecher, Charles Sumner, Ralph Waldo Emerson, and Charles W. Eliot, Harvard’s president from 1869 to 1909. The school had been the pre-Harvard training grounds for boys from Boston’s oldest and most distinguished families until the mid-nineteenth century, when the Adamses, Cabots, Eliots, Lowells, and Everetts opted for newer, more exclusive private boarding schools. The blue bloods’ places were taken by boys who were just as smart or smarter, but whose Boston ancestry did not extend back as far, a significant number of them Jewish and Catholic.

				The curriculum remained a classical one, in large part because Boston Latin cherished its historic role as primary feeder school for Harvard College. From the moment they entered until graduation, Boston Latin students were drilled, trained, and prepared for the Harvard entrance examinations. There were no electives. Every student was required to take six years of Latin, centered on translation, memorization, writing from dictation, and reading metrically from Caesar, Ovid, Cicero, Sallust, and the Aeneid, six years of science, six years of mathematics, six years of English, five years of history (including a year of Roman history and a year of Greek history), four years of French, and three years and two months of Greek.3

				Boston Latin’s reputation as the “hardest” school in Boston was well earned. As Joe recalled in his 1935 speech at the school’s tercentenary, even those who did as poorly in the classroom as he did regarded the school as “a shrine that somehow seemed to make us all feel that if we could stick it out at the Latin School, we were made of just a little better stuff than the rest of the fellows of our own age who were attending what we always thought were easier schools. . . . It seemed that everyone knew that we were the best ‘prep’ school in the country. The public officials and the City of Boston which maintained and supported the Latin School for us, must have felt the same way, for after all, were we not the only public school graduates who received actual sheepskins? Our diplomas . . . were printed on parchment whereas every other public school diploma was printed on paper.” Getting that parchment was no easy task. The school showed little hesitation in asking those who did not meet its standards to transfer. Of the 116 members of Joe’s sophomore class, only 79 would be promoted to their junior year and fewer still to their senior.4

				

				—

				In September 1905, during Joe’s junior and most difficult year at Boston Latin, Boston’s political world was turned upside down when the beloved mayor, Patrick Collins, died suddenly and unexpectedly at age sixty-one. P. J. Kennedy and the ward bosses on the “board of strategy” mourned their fallen hero but did not allow their grief to distract them from the task of choosing someone to replace him. In past years, their candidate would have been guaranteed the nomination, but in 1903, the Republican-led general court had passed a law mandating direct primary elections, hoping that this might reduce the power of the bosses and/or encourage strife among them. It succeeded in doing just that. Before the “board of strategy” had had a chance to nominate one of their own, John Francis Fitzgerald, former state senator, congressman, boss of ward six, and newspaper publisher, declared his intention to run for mayor.

				“Honey Fitz” or “Little Johnny Fitz” or “Fitzie” or “young Napoleon” or “the little General,” as he was variously referred to, was a small man with a large, round face, blue eyes, dark hair neatly cut and parted in the middle, and the build of a slightly over-the-hill welterweight. He was, in many ways, a strutting, singing, fiercely ambitious repudiation of everything Patrick Collins and P. J. Kennedy stood for. Fitzie reveled in his Irishness, refused to rein it in, and made it clear he had no use for Yankee politicians of any sort, Democrat or Republican. He was loud, brash, unrestrained on the stump, an indefatigable backslapper and hand shaker, who refused to bow to party discipline or accept the dictates of the “board of strategy.” A decade earlier, at thirty-one years of age, he had run for Congress and defeated the “acceptable” Irish candidate whom P.J. and the other ward bosses had backed. Now, he campaigned for the mayoralty “from the back seat of an open touring car,” speaking in every one of the city’s wards and declaring to his Irish audiences that it was high time they elected a real Boston Irishman.5

				The campaign for the nomination between quiet, dignified Ned Donovan, whom P.J. and the “board of strategy” backed, and the renegade Fitzgerald was as heated as any in Boston’s past. On October 25, three weeks before the primary, the Boston Daily Globe announced on page one that East Boston’s Democrats had endorsed Ned Donovan. “The friends of Hon. P. J. Kennedy, wire commissioner, will now take off their coats and help along the Donovan campaign on Noddle Island.”

				It didn’t much matter. Fitzie was too energetic, too outspoken, and too frenetic a campaigner to be ignored—and his message, that the Irish needed a loudmouthed fighter to battle the Yankees, resonated with voters. Ned Donovan carried only four wards on primary day; P.J.’s was one of them.

				P.J., for whom loyalty to the party trumped all else, did not oppose Fitzgerald in the general election, but neither did he go out of his way to support him. When Honey Fitz came to East Boston and spoke at the ward two meeting hall, P.J. was conspicuous in his absence. Fitzgerald didn’t need him. In December 1905, John Francis Fitzgerald, still a few months shy of his forty-third birthday, was elected to a two-year term as mayor.

				

				—

				While P.J. spent the fall of 1905 campaigning for Ned Donovan, his son struggled through his junior year at Boston Latin. “It is said that Winston Churchill was near the foot of his class,” one of Joe’s classmates later recalled, “and I think Joe must have tried to emulate that other great man, for scholarship was not a field in which Joe sought or obtained success.” A near failure in the classroom, Joe was a star outside it. At Boston Latin, as in most institutions attended by adolescent males and watched over by men who fondly recalled their adolescence, athletes were accorded more than their fair share of respect. Joe was quite an athlete. He managed the football team in the fall, played basketball in winter and baseball in the spring, and was captain of the tennis team. He also became adept at military drill, one of the high-prestige activities at Boston Latin, where students were required to spend two hours a week. Joe, a natural athlete with perfect posture and obvious leadership skills, won his first prize at drill in his sophomore year and was named corporal of Company A. In his junior year, he was promoted to sergeant; in his senior year, to captain.6

				In the fall of 1906, Joe invited the mayor’s daughter, Rose Fitzgerald—without question the most famous and surely one of the prettiest Catholic girls in the city—to the first Boston Latin regimental dance of the year. Rose was petite, poised though vivacious, with shining black curly hair and a twinkling smile. The two had met in the summer of 1895 at a picnic at the Boston politicians’ favorite summer resort, Old Orchard Beach, Maine. Joe was seven, Rose five. Eleven years later, they met again, but only briefly. “He was tall and thin and had sort of reddish hair and wore glasses,” and, more important, he had made a name for himself at Boston Latin. “He was a very good baseball player. . . . He didn’t drink and he didn’t smoke and that impressed me as a girl . . . and then he was a very good polite Catholic . . . that made an impression too.”7

				Rose had to turn down her first invitation from Joe Kennedy. Her father, the mayor, “refused to let me go. He disapproved of a girl of sixteen going around to dances in strange places and meeting people who might cause trouble.” Rose was, she remembered, struck by the illogic in her father’s reasoning. There was nothing strange about Boston Latin, Honey Fitz’s alma mater, and Joe Kennedy was not a boy who caused trouble. “He knew Joe and the Kennedys, and besides it was an afternoon dance, so I would be home before dark.” Still, she had to have been aware that her father was not terribly fond of P.J., who was from East Boston, and had on two separate occasions backed his opponents. “Temperamentally,” Rose Kennedy recalled in her memoirs, putting the best possible spin on their mutual enmity, “they were opposite, and I suppose they must have grated on each other’s nerves at times.”8

				Undaunted by her father’s refusal to let her go to the dance at Boston Latin, Rose asked Joe to a dance at her school, Dorchester High. While “regular dating was taboo and ‘going steady’ was completely out of the question,” Rose and Joe spent a good deal of time together during the 1906–1907 school year. Rose attended “lectures in German and French and music at the Lowell Institute in Boston and they used to take place in the afternoon.” Joe would meet her after the lecture, and “we would quite regularly walk miles towards home.” Their relationship was a secret only to her father—and not much of a secret even to him. Her girlfriends, Joe’s friends, and even her father’s chauffeur knew all about it and did what they could to assist the young couple. “It took teamwork and conspiracy, because we needed reliable allies. Some were girlfriends of mine in Dorchester. . . . They gave more ‘drop in’ parties—well planned ahead—than they would have otherwise. . . . 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.”9

				When Joe graduated in the spring of 1908, his class book “prophecy” predicted, with a world-class bad pun, that he would “earn his living in a very round-a-bout way. He will run the flying horses at ‘Severe’ beach [a reference to the carousel at Revere Beach]; on every horse there will be a pretty Rose—that is where the Rose Fitz.”10

				

				—

				Sometime in the spring of 1907, in what he thought was going to be his last year at Boston Latin, Joe and his parents were informed that he was going to be held back. Even for a boy with his inexhaustible energy and drive, his out-of-the-classroom activities—the romance with Rose, sports and military drill and baseball on the weekends, and the commute back and forth every day—had taken its toll. Although his grades were in the passing range, the faculty had concluded that he needed at least another year to prepare for the Harvard entrance examinations.

				His second senior year would be marked by one triumph after another. In September, the Boston Daily Globe noted Joseph Kennedy’s reelection as manager of the football team with a large photo. That same month, his classmates voted him senior class president. In October, he was reelected captain of the baseball team. In December, at “Exhibition Declamation Day,” he was awarded “the beautiful silver cup offered by Mayor Fitzgerald to the one attaining the highest batting average on the Latin School base-ball team.” That spring, his photo appeared yet again in the Boston papers, this time in full military uniform, with his cap artfully askew, after the second Boston Latin regiment that he commanded swept the citywide “drill” competition at Mechanics Hall. Six weeks later, he was in the paper again, this time with a baseball cap on his head, having been selected as the starting first baseman on the Boston Interscholastic Nine.11

				Sated, feted, and celebrated, Joseph P. Kennedy—colonel, all-scholastic first baseman, and class president—had just one more task to complete.

				On June 22, he sat for the first
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