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As always, for Rose Marie Taraborrelli
Considering the many hundreds of books published about members of the Kennedy family over the last forty years, it’s surprising that no author before me has attempted an in-depth examination of the relationships among the sisters-in-law, Jackie Bouvier Kennedy, Ethel Skakel Kennedy, and Joan Bennett Kennedy. While it had been long assumed by some observers that no connection existed among the three women, I always believed that their lives—as well as those of their families—were so completely transformed by marrying three of Joseph P. Kennedy’s sons that there would at least be some interesting interplay among them. And if there were no relationship at all, I decided, then the reasons for such estrangement could also prove to be interesting. As it turned out, much to my fascination, they related to one another very much like sisters—sometimes lovingly, sometimes contentiously.
The concept behind this book has been an interest of mine for many years, dating back to January 1980 when, as a Los Angeles magazine reporter specializing in African-American pop culture, I was given the unusual assignment to write a series of articles about the Kennedy family’s relationship with that of Martin Luther King Jr.’s for a magazine called Soul (which I would later edit and publish). As part of my research, I not only interviewed King’s widow, Coretta Scott-King (excerpts of which are included in this text), I also conducted a number of personal interviews and had many conversations with longtime Kennedy family friend and unofficial historian Kirk LeMoyne “Lem” Billings. At first I found Lem to be a difficult and conflicted person, but I later learned that his complexities were the result of his loving but often ambivalent relationship with the powerful Kennedy family. As a college roommate of John Kennedy’s and constant companion to many family members, he was a fountain of information for me and—as I found out after conducting hundreds of interviews with others—he was accurate in just about every observation he ever made about any of the Kennedys.
He told me one story that I didn’t use in the text of this book, but it illustrates the kind of relationship he had with Jack and Jackie.
Lem was a big fan of Greta Garbo’s, whom he had once met at the Cannes Film Festival. “I was obsessed with her,” he told me, “and couldn’t stop talking about her for quite some time. Jackie told me she was sick of hearing about her. I couldn’t blame her.”
The President and First Lady decided to play a practical joke on Lem. They invited Greta Garbo to the White House for a private dinner. They also invited Lem. When he showed up, he found his idol, Garbo, casually sitting with Jack and Jackie, talking and laughing as if they were old friends (which they weren’t). Lem was astonished. “Why, Greta! Oh my gosh. How are you?” he said excitedly. After the actress had sized Lem up from head to toe as only Greta Garbo could, she turned to Jackie and, in her most imperious tone, said, “Who is this man?” (Many years later, in the 1980s, Jackie would tell her secretary and close friend Nancy Tuckerman that she herself was fascinated by Garbo, so much so that she once followed her through the streets of New York for ten blocks “before she finally lost me.”)
When Lem died of a heart attack at the age of sixty-five in May 1981, the Kennedys paid tribute to him at his funeral. “Yesterday was Jack’s birthday,” Eunice Kennedy Shriver said in her moving eulogy. “Jack’s best friend was Lem, and he would want me to remind everyone of that today. I am sure the good Lord knows that heaven is Jesus and Lem and Jack and Bobby loving one another.” At the time of our interviews, though, it seemed that Lem Billings’s status in the family was in jeopardy as a result of personal disagreements. “I think they hate me now” is how the emotionally charged Billings put it to me. “I doubt they ever appreciated me. To the Kennedys, the line between love and hate is not only thin, it’s blurred. But love knows many paths,” he concluded, “and always finds its way back to the right heart.”
I was deeply touched by Lem Billings’s devotion to the Kennedys, troubled by his strained relationship with them, and also inspired by his optimism that somehow it would all work out for the best. I quickly became intrigued by his recollections that—politics aside—the Kennedy family was like most large families, in that loving relationships often gave way to conflict and then usually—or at least hopefully—to reconciliation.
I decided to research and then write an in-depth article about Jackie, Ethel, and Joan. My intention was that the resulting feature would be candid enough to relay the kinds of stories that would be identifiable to anyone who has ever watched as his or her own family, regardless of wealth or status, grew and its members interacted with one another during difficult times. After just a few interviews with key people in the Kennedy circle, the story of the three sisters-in-law quickly began to emerge.
My career as a reporter took a different turn when, in 1984, I signed with Doubleday and Company to write my first book, a biography of Diana Ross. Throughout the years, as I wrote a number of other books, I continued developing the story of Jackie, Ethel, and Joan Kennedy, hoping to one day find a publisher for the work. Like most things having to do with the publishing business, the timing had to be right, the research completed, and the publisher willing—all of which finally occurred after my eighth book, Sinatra: A Complete Life, was published in 1997. It was then that Warner Books publisher Maureen Mahon Egen agreed with my ICM agent, Mitch Douglas, that it was time to publish this work, which was originally titled The Kennedy Wives. Over a two-year period, Ms. Egen masterfully helped me shape the manuscript into the book you are now holding in your hands, Jackie, Ethel, Joan: Women of Camelot.
Jackie Bouvier Kennedy, Ethel Skakel Kennedy, and Joan Bennett Kennedy were strong and courageous women who, despite the many challenges presented them, still managed to lead full, joyous lives. Over the years that I dedicated myself to this work, I found their stories to be heartwarming and moving. This was truly a labor of love for me; I became personally attached to these women in a way perhaps only another biographer can relate to. It is now my hope that the reader will recognize just a bit of his or her own familial experience in the complex relationships among the Kennedy sisters-in-law because, power, politics, and money aside, people are still people, families are families… and most of us, at one time or another, have to work to get along with those we dearly love. In the end, at least in my view, it’s always worth it.
“Even though people may be well known, they hold in their hearts the emotions of a simple person for the moments that are the most important of those we know on earth: birth, marriage, and death.”
—Jackie Kennedy
October 1968
It was a somber Monday morning in May 1994, when the friends and family of Jacqueline Bouvier Kennedy Onassis gathered at St. Ignatius Loyola Roman Catholic Church in New York City for a final farewell to her. It wasn’t easy for anyone to say good-bye to this remarkable woman—those who knew her well, those who loved her dearly, and the rest of the world, fans and skeptics alike, who had watched her extraordinary life unfold over the years.
Though she was an accomplished woman with a wide scope of personal experiences, her friends realized that Jackie’s greatest source of pride was the way she had raised her two children, John and Caroline. When they were grown, she then found satisfaction as a book editor for two major publishing companies, Viking and then Doubleday: simply another working woman fetching her own coffee rather than troubling her assistant with such a task.
In truth, she must have known that she was much more than just another nine-to-five member of the Manhattan workforce. After all, she had been married to a president. She had been the First Lady. She had traveled the world in grand style, met with kings and queens, lived in luxury and wealth, never wanted for much (at least in terms of the material), and experienced the intense love and unabashed adoration—and, of course, criticism—of millions of people, just for being who she was: Jackie. Though her last name was now Onassis, she was still Jackie Kennedy to everyone who remembered a certain time… a certain place.
Once, long ago, though it seemed like just yesterday, Jackie had been the queen of what was the brightest and best of Camelot: the mythical kingdom she took as an emblem of the Kennedy years when she spoke to a journalist in the days after her husband, John Fitzgerald Kennedy, was brutally cut down in his prime, shot to death as he sat next to her in an automobile in Dallas in 1963. As First Lady, and even beyond her classic reign over this so-called Camelot, she was a woman whose style, personality, and refinement had made such an indelible imprint on our culture that she actually seemed immortal—which was why her death was such a shock. If it was sometimes difficult to remember that she was a woman—flesh and blood like the rest of us—her mortality, the result of the very human and unforgiving disease, cancer, was an all-too-cruel reminder.
Hundreds of mourners—friends, politicians, socialites, writers, artists, entertainment figures—as well as the many members of the Kennedy family came to bid a tearful adieu to Jackie and to remember their experiences with her. It was a funeral of deeply felt prayers, music, poetry, and warm feelings in the same great marble New York church in which the former First Lady had been baptized and confirmed.
“It was a service that Jackie would have loved,” said Joan Kennedy afterward, “full of meaning, full of genuine emotion. If you knew Jackie, you knew that there was nothing insincere about her.”
Perhaps no one understood Jackie better than her Kennedy sisters-in-law, Ethel and Joan, for the three of them shared the special burden of having married into a powerful, ambitious, and often confounding family. Like sisters, they would reach out to one another over the years to comfort and console during times of immeasurable disappointment and pain. And, like sisters, they were also known to accuse and attack one another. However, throughout the Camelot years of the 1960s they would forge a sisterhood, sometimes against great odds.
Ethel and Joan likely would never forget what Jackie had meant to them. As Ted Kennedy delivered the eulogy, his ex-wife, Joan, must have been reminded of Jackie’s patience and kindness to her during the many challenges presented by a life sometimes gone awry. “She was a blessing to us, and to the nation, and a lesson to the world on how to do things right,” said the senior senator from Massachusetts. Joan had been able to depend on her older sister-in-law for a sympathetic ear and sensible advice. Now, with the finality of Jackie’s death, Joan might find it difficult to reconcile the fleeting passage of years.
Sitting with her large family, Ethel seemed contemplative and understandably saddened this morning. Through the years, her relationship with her sister-in-law had been complex, a mixture of admiration, respect, and understanding, as well as envy and the inevitable contentiousness that arises from vast differences in temperament. As often happens in life, the two sisters-in-law allowed a personal disagreement to come between them. With the passing of time, their difficult estrangement became the natural order of things, almost a habit. Still, inextricably bound to Jackie by tradition and history, a visibly shaken Ethel Kennedy was present at her sister-in-law’s bedside in New York the day that non-Hodgkins lymphoma took her from this world.
At just sixty-four years old, Jackie most certainly was gone too soon—“too young to be a widow in 1963, and too young to die now,” as Ted Kennedy put it in his stirring eulogy. Just as she had requested, she was laid to rest on a verdant hillside in Arlington National Cemetery beside the eternal flame she herself had lit thirty-one years earlier for her husband. As their mother’s mahogany casket, covered with ferns and a cross of white lilies, was placed next to the final resting place of their father, Caroline and John Jr. knelt at the graveside and fought back tears in the stoic manner known to all Kennedys. On either side were buried Jackie’s stillborn daughter, Arabella, and infant son, Patrick.
“God gave her very good gifts,” intoned President Bill Clinton at the graveside, “and imposed upon her great burdens. She bore them all with dignity and grace and uncommon common sense…. May the flame she lit so long ago burn ever brighter here and always brighter in our hearts.” The President concluded, “God bless you, friend, and farewell.”
For Jackie Kennedy Onassis it had been a life of joy, laughter, and fairy-tale endings, as well as despair, sadness, and tragedy—much of it shared in common experience with her sisters-in-law, Ethel Skakel Kennedy and Joan Bennett Kennedy.
There is much to remember of a time that was like no other. Indeed, even after all these years, we still look back with wonder.
Young Joan Bennett Kennedy gazed out upon a cold but clear Cape Cod morning from the veranda of the large three-story clapboard house owned by her in-laws, Rose and Joseph P. Kennedy. Ignoring the many friends, family members, photographers, and Secret Service agents coming and going, rushing in and out of the house and slamming the screen door behind them, she quietly slipped into a knee-length wool coat before wrapping a silk scarf around her head. As she walked down the porch’s few wooden steps, she tied the scarf below her chin to keep her blonde hair from being mussed by unpredictable ocean breezes. After a stroll across an expansive, well-manicured lawn, and then down a wood-chipped pathway, she found herself on the sandy coves where the Kennedys went to seek rare moments of privacy and reflection. Joan walked along the shore of wild dune grass and sand, and slowly headed for the breakwater.
It was November 9, 1960. In what would turn out to be the closest election race in American history once all the votes were tabulated, Joan’s brother-in-law John Fitzgerald Kennedy had been elected thirty-fifth President of the United States. In fact, he had received only about 100,000 more popular votes than Richard M. Nixon, out of some 103 million cast, the equivalent of about one vote per precinct. This close call would find Jack ensconced in the most powerful office in the world—a lot to take in for any member of Kennedy’s close-knit family but especially for Joan, the least politically inclined of them all.
As Joan walked along the beach, other family members celebrated Jack’s victory in a fashion so typical of the Kennedys: by playing a raucous game of touch football in Rose and Joseph’s sprawling, beachfront yard. William Walton, an old friend of the family who had assisted Jack in the campaign and who was now his and Jackie’s house guest, was on one of the teams. He recalled, “That family had the meanest football players ever put together. The girls were worse than the men; they’d claw, scratch, and bite when they played touch football. Playing to win was a family characteristic. Jack, Bobby, Teddy, Peter Lawford, Eunice and Ethel… tough players, all.”
“That’s my brother Jack,” Bobby said with a laugh as the new President fumbled the ball. “All guts, no brains,” The President-elect, dressed in a heavy sweater over a sport shirt, tan slacks, and loafers, took a tumble. As he raised himself from the soft ground, his shock of auburn hair mussed and his blue eyes twinkling, he looked more like a high school student than the next leader of the Free World. The only reminder of his age—forty-three—and his aching back was the groan he let out as he got to his feet.
Joan, the youngest Kennedy wife at twenty-four, had arrived the night before from her home in Boston, without her boyishly handsome husband, Ted. He showed up in the morning by plane from the West Coast where, as the campaign’s Rocky Mountain coordinator, he had been given charge of thirteen states—ten of which had been lost, including the most important, California, Joan had been up late. At midnight, she was still at Ethel and Bobby’s with the rest of the family, monitoring election results. Exhausted, Jackie and Jack had already retired to their own home, though Jack kept popping over to his brother’s throughout the early morning hours to get updates. When it looked as though a win was probable for her brother-in-law, Joan became caught up in the excitement and started calling Republican friends on the telephone to collect election bets. “Pay up,” she told one chum in Boston. “I told you he’d win.” (Later that morning it wouldn’t look quite as promising for the Kennedys when Jack’s lead began to dwindle, but eventually the slim margin would be decided in his favor.)
Joan and Ted were parents of a baby daughter, Kara, born in February of that year. They had been married for a little over two years and were about to move from their first home—a modest town house in Louisburg Square, the most exclusive part of Beacon Hill—into a three-story, ivy-covered, redbrick house, one of fifteen others in a horseshoe-shaped enclave in nearby Charles River Square. Ted had actually wanted to move to California to get out of his brothers’ shadow and away from the overwhelming Kennedy family influence. In fact, when he and Joan went there to look for a home, Joan enjoyed the West Coast so much she began to anticipate a contented life there, with the large family she hoped to one day raise in year-round California sunshine. However, much to her dismay, the Kennedy patriarch, Joseph, wouldn’t hear of such a move. He suggested—insisted, actually—that the newlyweds return to the Washington area. As Joan would tell it, “And that was the end of that.” She expressed amazement at Ted’s compliance and the way he changed their plans without another word being spoken about it, even to his own wife.
A year and a half earlier, the family and its advisers sat down at Joseph Kennedy’s dining-room table in his Palm Beach estate and, over a lunch of roast turkey and stuffing, decided that Jack would run for highest office. (Joan, who had just one sibling, once wondered aloud, “Why is it that large families always make big decisions while eating lots of food?”) It was then that Ted abandoned any long-range goals for himself, at least for the foreseeable future. Though he had graduated from Harvard, had received his law degree from the University of Virginia Law School, and had been admitted to the Massachusetts bar, he and his father decided that he would not practice law. Rather, he would devote himself to active political work on behalf of his brother’s presidential campaign. A month after their daughter Kara was born, a still-weak Joan joined Ted on the campaign trail, probably not because she wanted to but because she had no choice. Still recovering from a difficult pregnancy, she couldn’t possibly have found the idea of dragging herself and her infant from one state to the next the least bit appealing. In fact, she would confide to certain friends of hers that she thought it was “unfair of the family to expect me to go.” Joan didn’t last very long on the campaign trail with Ted—and then, later, with Ethel—but certainly not for lack of trying.
The election of John Kennedy was an exciting milestone for the family, and of course, Joan joined in their enthusiasm. However, she must have had certain reservations. From the day she became engaged to Ted, her life was not her own. He and his family had overpowered her, from dictating the kind of wedding she would have to deciding where she would live—and that was before Jack had become President. Now that he had won the election and the family was even more influential, the Kennedys had more ambitious plans for Ted. So what would the future hold for her and her family? As she later put it, “I wondered if I would ever be who I really wanted to be, who I was inside, or would I have to conform in some unnatural way. With that family, I found out fast that if you didn’t join in… you were just left out.”
Out in the distant vista of space and sea, Joan saw a slender female figure standing on the beach, facing the rolling ocean. Long arms wrapped around herself and slim shoulders hunched forward, she appeared to be trying to keep the Nantucket Sound chill at bay. It was Joan’s thirty-one-year-old sister-in-law, Jacqueline Bouvier Kennedy.
Wearing a beige raincoat, flat-heeled walking shoes, and a scarf around her hair, Jackie, too, had slipped away while the others played touch football. She rarely, if ever, participated in such family rough-housing. Luckily for her, she was nearly eight months pregnant and not expected to play sports, even by the always competitive, game-loving Kennedys. “She seemed completely dazed as people kept coming over to her to congratulate her, to talk about what had happened, to just share in the joy of it all,” recalls Jacques Lowe, the family’s photographer, who documented official as well as candid moments on that day. “It was too much to take. She needed to get away.”
Jackie Kennedy was the kind of woman who lived her life fully, getting as much from each day’s experiences as possible and savoring every moment along the way. While being the wife of a senator had obviously afforded her a certain amount of respect and prestige in which she had delighted, becoming the country’s First Lady promised an even headier adventure. However, Jackie was known for her paradoxical personality. As would later become well known, she enjoyed recognition yet abhorred publicity. While she savored her celebrity, she expected her privacy and that of her family to be respected. True, she enjoyed money, power, and status, but she placed equal importance on practical female concerns of the day, such as raising her family and being a good wife.
By this time, November 1960, Jackie had one child, two-year-old Caroline, That morning, she prompted the tot to greet her father at breakfast by saying “Good morning, Mr. President.” In seventeen days, Jackie would give premature birth to a boy at Georgetown University Hospital, John Fitzgerald Kennedy, Jr., nicknamed “John-John” by the press. The baby would be so sickly at birth, it would be thought that he wouldn’t survive. However, in time, he would grow to be strong and healthy, like most Kennedy stock. Just after his birth, Jackie would move from her home in Georgetown to a new one in Washington, the White House.
Jackie’s greatest concern about becoming First Lady had to do with the scrutiny her new position was sure to guarantee her and her family. She had become aware of her duty to be accessible to the press—or at least appear to be that way—early on in her husband’s campaign. When she watched Jack’s historic debate against his opponent, Richard Nixon, on television in her Hyannis Port living room, she was joined by twenty-five reporters and photographers. They sat with her and took note of her every “oooh” and “aaah,” in the hope of divining her opinion of his performance. “It was so dreary,” she later recalled, using a favorite phrase.
Meeting with some of the female members of the Washington press corps in her Georgetown home was undoubtedly another memorable event for Jackie. A few had intimated that if she didn’t invite them to her home, they might not be kind to Jack in their reporting. Jackie probably knew that once they had a chance to become more familiar with her, they would become allies. However, the prospect of their trooping through her private residence must have been repugnant to her. Like her sister-in-law, Joan, Jackie was obviously not happy doing things she didn’t want to do, just to benefit her husband’s political future, but for Jack and his family she would often be asked to subordinate her own desires. So Jackie had some of the more important female reporters over for tea and, true to form, proceeded to dazzle each one of them.
The media’s euphoria about Jackie would not last long. Soon the press would be criticizing everything she did, from how much money she spent on clothing to how much time she spent away from the White House. Throughout her life she would engage in a love-hate relationship with the press, seemingly reveling in the fact that everywhere she went she was recognized and photographed, yet also acting as if she detested the attention, never revealing more of herself than absolutely necessary. After Jack was elected, Bess Truman said of Jackie, “I think she will be a perfect First Lady. But she drops a curtain in front of you. No one will ever get to know her.” When Jackie brought her new German Shepherd puppy, Clipper, on a flight from Hyannis Port to Washington, a journalist sent her a note asking what she intended to feed the dog. She responded with one word: “Reporters.”
The salty air and crisp breeze of the southern Cape had always seemed to invigorate Jackie Kennedy on her solitary walks along the beach during times of confusion. It was one of the few things she had in common with the other Kennedys—and one other Kennedy wife. Joan finally caught up with her sister-in-law. Sharing a smile, the two women walked together along the shore.
Bobby Kennedy cocked back his arm and sent a pass sailing off to his athletic wife, Ethel, “I’ve got it. I’ve got it,” she hollered as she positioned herself right under the dropping football. Ethel’s prowess in sports had always been a marvel. After catching the ball gracefully, she let out a loud “Yes sir, kiddo!” and then spiked it to the sand. She began jumping about, arms raised to the sky, hands shaking in the air, in her own victory dance. Certainly few were filled with more joy on this chilly November election day than Ethel Kennedy. If she had a care in the world, it wasn’t obvious.
Not really a contemplative woman, Ethel Skakel Kennedy seemed always eager to meet her destiny head-on. She experienced life for all it was worth, much like Jackie. However, whereas Jackie (and, to a certain extent, Joan) needed meditative moments to analyze her problems, sort out inner turmoil, and then determine productive courses of action, Ethel surrendered all responsibility for her life to God. It was easier for her to handle unexpected circumstances that way, she had said, and it worked for her.
Thirty-one-year-old Ethel’s brood already numbered seven: Kathleen Hartington, Joseph Patrick, Robert Francis, Jr., David Anthony, Mary Courtney, Michael LeMoyne, and Mary Kerry (two girls named Mary!), all born in the last eight years.
Ethel and Bobby lived in a rambling two-story home in a McLean, Virginia, estate known as Hickory Hill. The white-brick Georgian manor—which was once the Civil War headquarters of Union General George B. McClellan and now included stables, orchards, and a swimming pool—was always filled with children, friends, family, business associates, and anyone else who happened by. Ethel loved to entertain. Jackie and Jack had lived at Hickory Hill first; it was rumored that Joseph had given the six-acre estate to them as a gift, but Jack had actually purchased it himself. Jackie had planned to raise her children there; however, when she had a stillbirth in 1956, she no longer wanted anything to do with Hickory Hill. So after Jack lost a bid for the vice-presidential nomination in 1956, the couple moved back to Georgetown. Meanwhile, Ethel and Bobby bought Hickory Hill.
Ethel was complex. She could be as critical as she could be accepting, as heartless as she could be generous, as wicked as she could be loving. Moreover, even though the Kennedys were known to be competitive (and not only with outsiders but also against each other), her aggressive nature was a source of amazement even to family members. Jackie liked to say, “Ethel loves politics so much, I think she could be the first female president, and then, God help us all.”
Whereas Jackie and Joan worried about the encroachment into their personal lives that would result from Jack’s election—not only from outsiders, but also from the family itself—Ethel had no such concerns. She actually seemed to enjoy the intrusion. The more chaos in her life, the better; it seemed to make her feel involved, a part of important things. She would do whatever she had to do in the name of “Kennedy” because family loyalty was paramount to her. Hers was no ordinary family, either. The Kennedys held an important station in life, were influential in government, and had, as they say, “friends in high places.” She once explained, “Whatever my problems were, they didn’t matter. In the bigger picture, we were doing great things for the nation. How dare I complain about a lack of privacy?”
If she had to host reporters for lunch, Ethel would lie awake the night before—not fretting the occasion, as Jackie or Joan would have done, but anticipating every moment, anxious to do her best to represent her husband and his family in the best possible light. She would be sure to know the right meal to serve, the perfect outfit to wear, the appropriate thing to say. In the end, the success of the event would be not only a victory for the family but a personal one as well, giving her a sense of purpose and accomplishment.
In fact, the preceding evening, at just before midnight, Ethel Kennedy was in her bedroom, dressed in brightly patterned wool slacks, holding an impromptu press conference with reporters from Time and Life magazines. The journalists had been staying in Rose and Joseph’s servants’ quarters for the last couple of nights.
“Are you happy, Ethel?” one writer asked her.
“Oh, I sure am,” she answered enthusiastically. “It’s terrific. This is the day we’ve been waiting for, the happiest day of our lives.” After a few more questions, Ethel told the press to “go on downstairs and get some food. Go ahead, help yourself.” She loved the press, and in return, the reporters loved her.
As far as her father-in-law’s dictates were concerned, Ethel would gladly live where he wanted her to live, say what he wanted her to say, and do what he wanted her to do—not grudgingly, but willingly. It all seemed a joy to Ethel. It wasn’t that she lacked an identity; she was a Kennedy wife, she was proud of it, and that was her identity. Though she had been up late the night before with the family, that didn’t stop her from doing her duty and rising at 6:30 A.M. to fix a breakfast of ham and eggs, rolls, and coffee for the eleven guests staying at her home. “The maids are all out,” she explained, as her visitors devoured the meal. “So I did the best I could.”
“You know, in November [1962], I think Bobby may run for governor of Massachusetts,” Ethel had told Jackie a couple of weeks earlier at a family dinner. “If he does, he’s bound to win. Then after that, it’ll be one step at a time, until we’re in the White House.”
“Does Bobby know of these plans?” Jackie asked her sister-in-law. Jackie had been given to understand that he would become Jack’s Attorney General. After all, Bobby had devoted the better part of recent years to his brother’s campaigns and had been the skilled manager of his presidential run. A tireless worker, he gave uninterrupted eighteen-hour days to Jack’s race, so much so that Ethel was concerned he would have a breakdown. Throughout the night before, Bobby sat in front of the television screen, his eyes red-rimmed and hollow, monitoring the returns, while everyone else—even Jack—went to bed.
Ethel answered Jackie’s question: “Bobby and I discuss everything,” she said. “You see, we happen to be close that way. It’s nice, that kind of closeness in a relationship.”
Ethel’s probable implication was that Jackie had no influence over her husband’s plans, whereas Ethel mapped out every one of Bobby’s career moves in tandem with him. “Well,” Jackie responded, “hopefully you will also discuss any plans with Grandpa [Joseph]. Because, as you and I both know, he’s the one who will have his way in the end. Not you. Not Bobby, Grandpa.”
Like all of those in the Kennedy family, Jackie, Joan, and even, to a certain extent, Ethel treasured the privacy of their family lives—what little privacy they had while living in the public eye. However, the entire family realized that the spotlight was about to intensify, now that their beloved Jack was the nation’s Chief Executive.
Already the family compound of homes was surrounded by not only reporters but also the Secret Service agents responsible for John Kennedy’s security and for that of his family. Sixteen of these dark-suited, officious-looking men had arrived at seven that morning with full knowledge of the backgrounds of not only family members but their employees as well. Each agent walked about the compound greeting people as if already having made their acquaintance when actually—at least in most cases—no introductions had been made before this day.
Like all First Ladies, Jackie would be assigned her own Secret Service agent, Clinton (Clint) J. Hill, who would be at her side whenever she ventured forth, whether in this country or abroad. In time, just by virtue of their constant association, “Dazzle” (his Secret Service code name) would come to share a special friendship with “Lace” (Jackie’s code name). Still, it was typical of Jackie’s sense of formality that she would always refer to him as “Mr. Hill.” She also made certain that her children addressed the agents responsible for their well-being in the same fashion.
Clint Hill recalls, “When you’re with the wife of the President, you’re pretty much on your own, without a lot of other Secret Service support. You become close, as Mrs. Kennedy and I did. It was really an invasion of privacy for her. She lost her freedom. If a woman hasn’t been in a position that required great security prior, which she had not, it’s something that is very new and causes problems for her. She hated it.”
As Jackie and Joan continued their walk along the sandy Cape Cod shore, according to what Joan later told friends, they talked about the future. “I wonder what will happen to us now,” Jackie said. “What will happen to our children? Will we ever have any privacy again?”
Just as Jackie was posing her question regarding privacy, Joan turned around to find three Secret Service agents running toward her. In seconds, one of the men caught up to her and Jackie. Wearing a dark business suit, thin black tie, and black hat, he must have looked out of place on the beach with his walkie-talkie. “Maybe you should both go back to the Big House,” he suggested, using the family’s name for Rose and Joseph’s home. Clearly, he didn’t like idea of the two of them walking along the beach alone. “You do have a press conference soon. Just a reminder…”
“Well, there you have it,” Joan said to Jackie. “Does that answer your question?”
“Oh, how dreary,” Jackie responded. “I’ll tell you one thing: I will not be followed by these men for the next four years. I refuse to allow it.”
Jackie turned to face Clint Hill. “I refuse,” she repeated.
Ignoring the agent’s request, the two young women continued their walk in the bracing, sea-charged air—with the three identically dressed Secret Service men trailing close enough behind to hear their conversation.
“So what do you think about Ted’s plans?” Jackie asked Joan.
Unlike Ethel, Joan barely had a clue what her husband—and his father—had in mind for the future. She knew that Ted was being groomed to run for Jack’s senatorial seat in 1962, but she could provide no details. He mentioned something about leaving for Europe soon for a six-week fact-finding tour with a Senate Foreign Relations Committee unit. However, all Joan knew about that trip was that she would not be accompanying him. (Upon his return, Ted would end up taking a job as a dollar-a-year assistant district attorney of Suffolk County in Massachusetts while he prepared for his senatorial campaign.) There would always be a marked difference between the wives in terms of how they related to their husbands, and nowhere was it more evident than in Joan’s ignorance of her husband’s plans. Contrary to what Ethel liked to believe, Jack always discussed his future intentions with Jackie, just as much as his brother, Bobby, did with Ethel. Not so with Joan and Ted.
“Ted doesn’t tell me anything,” Joan said as she and Jackie walked along. “Usually I get my information through the grapevine. And when I ask him about it, he treats me as if I wouldn’t understand what he was talking about.” Jackie merely shook her head. If Joan had asked for advice, Jackie would perhaps have given her some. She didn’t ask, however, so Jackie didn’t offer.
“Well, at least we have some good parties coming up,” the incoming First Lady offered, changing the subject. Jackie, who always enjoyed social gatherings, was referring to the balls, receptions, and other inaugural festivities that would usher in the new administration. When one considers that this was 1960 America, with all that that involved—the Cold War, growing tensions in Cuba, a communist regime sixty miles off the coast, the Civil Rights movement, a supposed missile and arms gap, nuclear proliferation, and the expansion of the Soviet sphere of influence—Jackie’s observation appears in a strange light. Above all else, at the outset of this administration the new First Lady seemed to be looking forward to balls and parties. Even the Secret Service agents thought this was odd, though they weren’t supposed to be listening.
Joan stopped walking. “Oh, my God,” she exclaimed. “I have nothing to wear. What will I wear?”
“Oh, the ever-so-important details,” Jackie said with a laugh. She had already started planning her wardrobe with her couturier, Oleg Cassini.
“So how’s it shaping up?” Joan asked.
“Why, it’s wonderful,” Jackie said. “In fact, I’m completely overwhelmed by my own good taste.”
The two sisters-in-law dissolved into laughter. Jackie hooked her arm around Joan’s. Then, as the good friends turned and began to walk back to the Big House, Jackie nestled her head on Joan’s shoulder.
The so-called Kennedy compound, where the family had congregated to await the results of the 1960 election, was actually a triangle of large Cape Cod–style houses separated by a common, meticulously kept lawn. At one corner of the triangle was the Big House on Scudder Avenue, a large seventeen-room home with green shutters, facing Nantucket Sound, which had belonged to Joseph and his wife Rose since 1926. Their eldest living son, Jack, and his wife Jackie owned a smaller home a hundred yards away on Irving Avenue, surrounded by hedges. Another hundred yards across Jack’s back lawn was the middle son Bobby’s home. The youngest male sibling, Ted, and his wife Joan would purchase a home on Squaw Island, a peninsula about a mile from the compound, in March 1961. These were all summer homes—typical white-clapboard New England structures that looked like large oceanfront hotels, which were usually closed up after the Christmas holidays. For election day, Bobby’s house had been utilized as a makeshift campaign post, complete with telephones linked to Democratic headquarters all across the nation, televisions, Teletype machines, fourteen secretaries, and a vote-tabulating machine, all set up in Ethel’s dining room.
On the afternoon of the presidential victory, the entire Kennedy family was scheduled to go by motorcade to the Hyannis Armory, which had been converted into a pressroom. There, about four hundred television, radio, and print reporters from around the world had been waiting for hours for an opportunity to share in the family’s victory and to hear the new President and First Lady speak. “There were so many of them and they were all so charismatic, it seemed even more newsworthy,” recalls Helen Thomas, who has been UPI’s. White House bureau chief since 1961 and the first woman to be elected an officer of the National Press Club. “People were fascinated by them. It wasn’t just as if we had elected a man into office. In some odd way, it was as if we had given national approval to a new dynasty.”
Before the press conference, the family gathered at Rose’s for a lunch of tuna-, lobster-, chicken-, and egg-salad sandwiches; the kinds of “simple foods” they most often favored for lunches on the Cape, all leftovers from the night before when the Mayflower Catering Service had provided a buffet at Ethel’s for campaign workers. For dessert, they enjoyed a nice assortment of petits fours, eclairs, and turnovers. Afterward, the casually dressed Kennedys would need to change clothing quickly for the media.
With his eye on the historical value of having the family together on such an important day, young Jacques Lowe—who had been Jack Kennedy’s official and personal photographer since his reelection to the Senate in 1958—wanted nothing more than to take a family photograph for posterity. “I knew that if I wanted to do it, though, I’d have to do it rather quickly,” he recalls some thirty-five years later. “You couldn’t get them all in the same room at the same time, let alone have them pose for a picture. It was all just that hectic. As they raced about, I asked this family member and that one whether we could all get together for a picture, and everyone kept saying ‘Later, Jacques, later.’ Finally, I spoke to Joe, and he agreed with me. A photo should be taken.” Joseph then ordered everyone to be suitably attired for posterity and to meet in the library.
Half an hour later, the family drifted in, the men (except for Peter Lawford, Jack’s sister Pat’s husband) in dark business suits with the requisite amount of white handkerchief showing in the breast pocket. The women had their own version of the uniform. Jewelry consisted of pearls, either one or two strands, and/or a tasteful gold pin worn close to the right shoulder. Earrings should be inconspicuous enough to be barely noticed. All the ladies wore black or gray long-sleeved dresses or suits, with two notable exceptions: Rose and Ethel. Rose wore a bright red short-sleeved sheath dress, which highlighted her still slim figure; it would be sure to stand out against all the dark clothes everyone else was wearing. Ethel appeared in a bright pink dress with matching sweater. Not only did the color clash with her mother-in-law’s outfit, but she also wore a shade of pink that Rose occasionally claimed as her own because it matched her name. (Rose was probably too excited by the importance of the occasion to make mention of it to Ethel, however.)
Everyone was there but Jackie, “Jackie was always late,” says Jacques Lowe, laughing. Because she had gone for another walk along the beach, she was delayed in getting ready for the photo session. But the wait was worth it when she finally appeared at the door, stunning in a sleeveless maternity dress in a shade that just matched her mother-in-law’s and made her look radiant, with two strands of pearls and a pin. “Oh, my, is everyone here already?” she said.
Jack, magnificently tanned and looking fit in his dark suit, stood up and walked to the entryway to meet his wife. Taking her by the arm, he escorted her into the room, beaming with pride. As if on unspoken cue, the elderly Joseph stood up and began to applaud. Rose joined her husband, standing and applauding, then Bobby and Teddy followed suit. Soon the library was filled with cheers and whistles as the entire family gave Jackie Kennedy a rousing standing ovation, a heartfelt demonstration of their respect for her new position as the nation’s First Lady.
“Oh,” Jackie exclaimed, visibly moved by the overwhelming reception. “How absolutely wonderful.”
As everyone applauded, Jackie stood in the center of the room, looking from person to person, making brief eye contact with each cheerful Kennedy face. All the while she grinned broadly, shaking her head in disbelief. She went to Rose and embraced her, then to Joseph. When she found Joan, who was clapping while standing alone in a corner, Jackie walked directly to her and kissed her on the check. After whispering something in her ear, the two women hugged each other.
Then, as the applause continued, Jackie worked her way to the other side of the library, embracing the Kennedy sisters, Eunice, Pat, and then Jean.
During the long campaign, the women born into the Kennedy family had become impatient with Jackie’s stubborn reluctance to do press interviews and become chatty with reporters, feeling that she was shirking her responsibility as the wife of the candidate. The Kennedy sisters would do almost anything to get their pictures in the paper for, as far as they were concerned, every published article about them was helpful to their brother’s cause and served to inch him—and them—just that much closer to the White House. They took after their mother, the family’s matriarch, Rose, who, even at the age of seventy, never stopped touring the country, posing, speaking, shaking hands, and doing what was expected of all Kennedy women when their men were running for office. Rose had been the one to define the duties of the female members of the family by virtue of the fact that her experience as a campaigner went all the way back to her youth, when her father, the legendary “Honey Fitz,” ran for mayor of Boston. Campaigning had always been an important part of the lives of these Kennedy women, and they expected Jackie to be just as excited about the traveling, the speeches (which were usually short and inconsequential), the photos—all of it.
“Those girls all looked and sounded like their brother Jack,” recalls Liz Carpenter, Lady Bird Johnson’s press secretary, who campaigned with Lady Bird and some of the Kennedy women, including Ethel, in six cities through Texas. “They all made speeches, used the word ‘terrific’ a lot. Everything was ‘just terrific, kiddo.’ They threw themselves into it, the Kennedy sisters, and Ethel fit right in, with high energy. In August of 1960, this Kennedy enthusiasm—all those bucked teeth and talk of ‘vig-ah’—completely captivated Texas. In fact, we ended up carrying the state. Jackie wasn’t there, though. So all you heard was, ‘Where’s Jackie? Where’s Jackie?’ ”
The one Kennedy woman people seemed to care most about was the one who seemed the least interested: Jackie. This fact served only to exasperate further the rest of them. Poor Eunice, so politically savvy that her father Joe once said she could have been President herself if she’d only been “born with a set of balls,” found herself at political tea parties answering inane questions about her sister-in-law’s ever-changing hairstyles. “Well, she does change it a lot, doesn’t she?” Eunice patiently agreed with one socialite. “However, I don’t think she does it for any kind of effect, but rather because, well, she just likes her hair to be in different styles from time to time. I’m sure you understand.” When the satisfied voter walked away, Eunice rolled her eyes.
Campaigning was difficult for Jackie, especially when she had to be in front of an audience. For instance, she had been asked to warm up the crowd before her husband made an appearance in Kenosha, Wisconsin. Completely unprepared to render a speech, she didn’t know what to do, only that she would have to do something, and do it quickly. “Just get ’em singing,” a campaign worker said to her as she walked nervously onto the stage.
Jackie Kennedy stood in the spotlight and, with her characteristic whisper, said, “Now come on, everybody, join me in this wonderful song.” She then began singing a weak, tin-eared, a cappella version of “Southie Is My Old Hometown.” This tune, apparently, was a popular one in Boston but nowhere else and, judging from the audience’s reaction, definitely not in Kenosha. As Jackie sang, the crowd of potential voters sat before her slack-jawed and bewildered.
After Jackie was finished, she acknowledged a smattering of polite applause and hastily brought out her husband, the candidate, to wild cheers. “It was the most embarrassing moment of my life,” Jackie cried afterward. “Well, I don’t know about that,” Jack said with a grin. “I thought you sounded rather tuneful.” The next day, newspaper reporters made unkind jokes about Jackie’s “unusual concert performance.”
Luckily, because Jackie was pregnant, she was able to sit out the last few months of the campaign.
As frustrated as the Kennedy women were about Jackie, they were even more aggravated by Joan. Whereas Jackie was fully capable of doing what was expected of her but just didn’t want to, Joan seemed emotionally unprepared to handle the rigors of campaigning. Despite her great beauty and vivacious personality, she was too shy and self-conscious to he an effective stumper.
In September, Joan and Ethel embarked on a trip to Chicago, where they spent three days attending rallies and meetings with female voters. Ethel was in her element and found it all exhilarating: meeting the voters, answering questions, talking about Jack, Bobby, and the family. A public relations strategist by instinct, Ethel fairly dragged Joan from meeting to meeting, prompting her in her answers, coaching and cajoling her every step of the way. By the time they left Chicago, Ethel was more exhausted by her tutoring of Joan than she was by the purpose of the trip itself.
When Joan was asked to appear on a television show with Lady Bird Johnson, she declined the invitation, explaining that she wouldn’t know what to say. Ted was embarrassed by her lack of confidence and later chided her for it, which only added to her humiliation. He wanted her to satisfy his family’s criteria for the perfect Kennedy woman, which meant that she should be able to handle herself in front of people, be charismatic and personable, and, if called upon to do so, appear on television and make it look like second nature.
In San Francisco, Joan joined her sister-in-law Pat at rallies and meetings, looking like a frightened child on the first day of grade school, while Pat displayed the kind of exuberance and public relations savvy for which the Kennedy women were well known.
Jean had just given birth in September to her second son, William Kennedy Smith, but that didn’t stop her from replacing Joan at Ethel’s side in Florida during the month of October. “Ethel and I are a great team,” she told one packed audience, “because we have the same goal: to see John Fitzgerald Kennedy elected as President,” As Ethel followed Jean on the podium, she smiled appreciatively at her, probably relieved to be paired finally with someone who could make an impact on voters. “Believe me when I tell you that the difference between Joan and Jean is a lot more than just a letter,” she said later.
The impromptu standing ovation the Kennedy women gave Jackie in the library on the day Jack was elected was a clear acknowledgment that whatever their frustrations about her, they now recognized that she was the First Lady and thus deserved their respect. Also, the brief and personal moment Jackie shared with each of them was, in a sense, her recognition of the role they had played in her husband’s successful campaign. After kissing Joan, Eunice, Pat, and Jean, Jackie finally reached Ethel. By the time she got to her, the applause had died down.
Jackie reached for Ethel. However, rather than melt into an embrace with Jackie, as had the other women, Ethel took a step backward and then held out her hand, palm down. After Jackie took it in hers, the two sisters-in-law shared an uncomfortable and brief moment, one that said a great deal about their uneasy relationship. Later that evening, in the presence of photographer Stanley Tretick at a photo session for the Kennedy women, Ethel would be overheard expressing concern that perhaps the family had afforded Jackie more preferential treatment than necessary by giving her such an ovation.
“Okay now,” Jackie finally said, turning from Ethel, “let’s take those pictures now, shall we?”
“Show us how they do it in Hollywood,” Eunice joked to Peter Lawford, who crossed his eyes and made a face. Everyone laughed.
As the motorcade that would take the Kennedys to the Armory for the press conference began to form in front of the Big House, the family members inside busied themselves deciding who would sit where for the photograph. Two more photographers, Paul Schutzer of Life and Stanley Tretick of UPI, were invited to join Jacques Lowe in his work. “It was sheer bedlam, with all three of us shouting at the Kennedys,” Lowe recalls. “ ‘Look this way, Mr. Kennedy. Over here, Mrs. Kennedy.’ It was just madness. Everyone was laughing, trying to figure out what to do, where to look. It was a wonderful, joyous time.”
In the several photos taken that afternoon in the library, the entire Kennedy family—Rose and Joe, Jack and Jackie, Bobby and Ethel, Ted and Joan, Pat and her husband Peter Lawford, Eunice and Sargent Shriver, and Jean and Stephen Smith—look to the future with confidence, their faces frozen in bright smiles.
January 19, 1961, was the date on Jackie Kennedy’s calendar that marked the Pre-Inaugural Gala at the National Guard Armory in Washington. Calling upon her “overwhelming good taste,” the new First Lady had decided that she wanted to wear the color white for the occasion, and so, following her explicit instructions, Oleg Cassini designed a white, double-satin gown with elbow-length sleeves, princess-shaped bodice, and a two-part bell-shaped skirt. World-renowned hairdresser “Mr. Kenneth” (whose full name is Kenneth Battelle) was flown in from New York to create a hairstyle that he hoped would be dazzling with the dress.
It would be a new era of elegance in the White House; clearly, Jackie had already decided as much. The dowdy and dreadfully conservative Eisenhowers were “out.” After eight years of that stuffy old guard, it was now time for youth, elegance, and glamour in Washington. All of Jackie’s fashions would be original creations, she insisted to Cassini. “Make sure no one else wears exactly the same dress I do,” she would write to him, adding that she did not want to see any “fat little women hopping around in the same dress.”
This was a Big Night, and Jackie had always savored Big Nights. However, she was ill and weak after the recent cesarean section necessary for the arrival of John Jr. and not feeling at all well. Was she up to the task of re-creating herself, of masking any appearance of poor health and of radiating nothing but youthful, blooming vigor? As a public person, she believed it to be her responsibility to always be cordial, look her best, and pretend she felt that way even if she didn’t. “You shake hundreds of hands in the afternoon and hundreds more at night,” she said. “You get so tired, you catch yourself laughing and crying at the same time. But you pace yourself, and you get through it.”
Oleg Cassini’s shimmering winter-white satin gown turned out to be another lucky choice in the life of Jackie Kennedy, for the night of the Pre-Inaugural Presidential Gala (organized by Frank Sinatra and actor Peter Lawford) marked one of the biggest blizzards in Washington’s history. In some ways, Jackie’s superbly cut gown transformed the unfortunate snowstorm into a magical backdrop for a modern-day snow queen. By the time the Kennedys left for the gala, huge snowdrifts had brought the city to a standstill, but that didn’t prevent hundreds of spectators from lining the streets, all straining to catch a glimpse of the glamorous First Couple as their limousine crept by at ten miles per hour.
When Sinatra heard that the Kennedy car was at last pulling up to the door, he rushed into the swirling snow to personally escort them inside. Jackie, her hair heavily lacquered to withstand the fiercest gusts, extended her white-gloved hand and Sinatra led her into the building.
At this time, it was no secret that Jackie disliked Frank Sinatra. She found the singer’s personal style and behavior unseemly. On this point, she and Bobby were in wholehearted agreement. About three weeks after the Pre-Inaugural Gala, when Jack mentioned that he and Jackie should buy Sinatra a gift to thank him for his work on the campaign, Jackie would suggest a book of etiquette—“not that he would ever actually read such a thing.”
However, this was such an important night—the kickoff to what would be her career as First Lady—that Jackie transcended her dislike for Sinatra. While flashbulbs popped all around her, the glamorous Mrs. Kennedy just smiled broadly as the handsome crooner led her to the raised presidential box.
Sinatra’s friend Jim Whiting, who was a part of the singer’s circle for years, recalls that “Sinatra once told me that when he was escorting her to the box, she may have been all smiles, but she was very tense. She was gripping his hand so tightly he didn’t know whether she was angry at him or just nervous.”
According to Whiting, when Sinatra whispered words of comfort in Jackie’s ear, she poked him in the ribs with her elbow and, still maintaining a happy face for the photographers, hissed at him under her breath, “Look, Frank, Just smile. That’s all you have to do, okay? Just smile.”
“Frank said that she was very rude,” recalled Whiting. “He said she was pissed off, at the weather, at him, and who knows at what else. Frank was annoyed at her as well, because as he said, ‘If it wasn’t for me, the whole goddamn event wouldn’t have taken place.’ He set it all up, every second of the entertainment, anyway.”
During the show, Sinatra sang a special rendition of “That Old Black Magic” (changing the lyrics to “That old Jack magic has me in its spell”), while a white spotlight fell on the President and First Lady, bathing them in an ethereal glow. Later Sinatra sang the title song from his 1945 Oscar-awarded short film on racial tolerance, “The House I Live In,” which reduced even the chilly Jackie to sentimental tears. “She was dabbing at her eyes like some little bobbysoxer,” Whiting said. “In the end, I guess even she couldn’t resist him.”
The next day, January 20, was a bitterly cold Inauguration Day, but the always distinctive Jackie would be the only woman on the President’s platform not covered in mink. Her refusal to wear a fur coat had inspired Cassini to design a simple, fawn-colored suit with a trim of sable and a matching muff. On her head she wore what would soon become a trademark of hers—a pillbox hat—this time in matching beige, by Halston.
At twelve o’clock, Jackie stood in the freezing cold between Mamie Eisenhower and Lady Bird Johnson in the stands and watched the historic moment as her husband was sworn in as the thirty-fifth President of the United States, taking his oath on the Bible that had belonged to his maternal grandfather, “Honey Fitz” Fitzgerald. Along with her sense of style and fashion, Jackie’s other touches were already imprinting a sense of culture and beauty on the Kennedy administration. It was she who had suggested that Robert Frost recite a poem at the ceremony. The eighty-six-year-old poet, blinded by the sun and continually interrupted by the fierce winds blowing at his pages, gave up trying to read what he had written especially for the occasion and instead recited a poem from memory. It was Jackie’s idea also for black opera singer Marian Anderson to sing “The Star-Spangled Banner,” making a statement about civil rights right from the beginning of her husband’s administration.
Ethel, Joan, and the other Kennedy women—the sisters, Eunice, Pat, and Jean, and mother, Rose—watched with misty-eyed reverence. “We all knew that Jack had reached a new plateau,” Ethel would later recall, “and that nothing would ever again be the same, for any of us.”
Probably because so much attention was focused on Jackie, there was some discussion among reporters about the fact that her relationship with Jack seemed remote, even on this important day. For instance, after the swearing-in ceremony, he didn’t follow tradition and kiss his wife, as his predecessors had done. Because she was regarded as having been so loving and supportive through the years, the fact that Jack seemed to ignore her did trouble some female observers. (He hadn’t mentioned her name when he accepted the nomination of his party in Los Angeles, either.)
“Why didn’t he kiss her? That was what a lot of women wanted to know,” recalls Helen Thomas. “Actually, he didn’t really pay any attention to her at all. It made some women in the country a bit uncomfortable. However, Jack also fairly ignored his own mother, Rose, that day. His was considered a male victory by the men in the family, and the hugs and handshakes between Jack and his father and brothers made that fact clear not only to Jackie, but also to Eunice, Pat, and Jean, as well as Ethel and Joan.”
For her part, Jackie did not attempt to kiss her husband when she saw him at the Capitol rotunda following his speech, not so much as a matter of taste but rather because she was just feeling so unwell. “Everyone noticed how detached she looked during the ceremonies,” recalls John Davis, Jackie’s first cousin, who was present, “and how she and Jack never seemed to exchange even so much as a glance during the speeches and recitations. Grimly, she hung in there, trying to look enthusiastic in the freezing cold.”
John Fitzgerald Kennedy, known to his friends and family as “Jack,” was born on May 29, 1917, in the Massachusetts suburb of Brookline, the second of nine children. Descended from Irish forebears who had immigrated to Boston, his paternal grandfather, Patrick J. Kennedy, was a saloonkeeper who went on to became a Boston political leader. Jack’s father, Joseph Patrick Kennedy, a Harvard graduate, was a bank president at twenty-five before marrying Rose Fitzgerald, the daughter of John Francis “Honey Fitz” Fitzgerald, mayor of Boston.
As an infant, Jack lived in a comfortable but modest home in Brookline, but as the family grew and Joseph made more money in the stock market, the Kennedys moved to larger, impressive estates, first in Brookline, then in the suburbs of New York City. Jack’s childhood was a happy one, full of the family games and sports that would characterize the Kennedys’ competitive nature. He attended private, but not Catholic, elementary schools. He later spent a year at Canterbury School in New Milford, Connecticut, where he was taught by Roman Catholic laymen, and four years at the exclusive Choate School in Wallingford, Connecticut. Jack grew up in the shadow of his older brother, Joseph, who dominated family competitions and was a better student. However, after young Joseph was killed when his plane exploded in midair over England during World War II, father Joseph focused on Jack as the family’s entree into political prominence.
Of the three remaining brothers, Jack was the first to enter the political arena, running for Congress from Massachusetts’ Eleventh District in 1946, which he won by a large majority. He stayed in the House of Representatives until 1953, when he was elected senator. Every step along the way, Jack was encouraged, prodded, coaxed, and bullied by his father to run for President. However, during the 1960 Presidential campaign, Joseph kept a low profile. Even though he was constantly advising Jack and Bobby, he stayed away from crowds and photographers, giving rise to the then-popular chant: “Jack and Bobby will run the show, while Ted’s in charge of hiding Joe.” Joseph realized that coming out in support of his son would not enhance the candidate’s progressive image. It was good that he stayed out of sight because, politically, Joseph was poison. He had completely destroyed his own political career and reputation by making negative comments about FDR and seeming to endorse some of Hitler’s policies, so suppressing his inflammatory nature was the best thing he could do at this time. The less said by him during his son’s campaign, the better.
Jack was an urbane, Harvard-educated, good-looking, Northeastern Irish Catholic—the first President of that faith in a country that was, at the time, only 26 percent Catholic. Brimming with ideals and youthful vigor—or vig-ah, as the Kennedys pronounced it in their Boston accents—he would usher in a new era in history, not just for this country but for the world at large. At forty-three years of age, he was the youngest President ever elected.
During his short Presidency—the New Frontier, as it was called—JFK would be best remembered for the deep sense of idealism he would rekindle in millions at the dawn of the sixties. He was a President who made Americans feel that anything was possible. His optimism and eloquence, his ability to communicate to all Americans the possibility of a better life, made him unique in every way as he challenged Americans to look beyond the selfishness of their daily lives and focus attention on their communities, their nation, their world. Many young people would enter politics because of Kennedy’s influence. On a larger scale, Kennedy’s attempt to communicate a giving, open spirit caused many to join the Peace Corps or begin careers as teachers, nurses, and other public servants. Kennedy’s Inaugural Address that wintry day in 1961 would be widely acclaimed as the most memorable and unifying symbol of the modern political age: “Ask not what your country can do for you, ask what you can do for your country.”
Perhaps the late Laura Bergquist Knebel, who covered the Kennedys for Look magazine and wrote many insightful pieces about the family, said it best when, at the age of forty-five in 1963, she observed, “For the first time in my life, the President of the United States was not an Olympian-remote, grandfatherly figure, but a contemporary—brighter, wittier, more sure of his destiny and more disciplined than any of us, but still a superior equal who talked your language, read the books you read, knew the inside jokes. In a world run by old men, he was a leader born in the twentieth century, and when they said a new generation had taken over, you realized it was your own.”
Five official Inaugural Balls were held to celebrate the incoming administration. For the first one, at the Mayflower Hotel in Washington, D.C., Jackie was spectacularly gowned in a white chiffon sheath with a bodice embroidered in silver thread, over which she wore a billowing, floor-length, white silk cape. She accessorized with long white opera gloves and dazzling diamonds borrowed from Tiffany’s. With an afternoon’s rest, her troop of beauty experts, and the aid of the Dexedrine flowing in her veins administered by her husband’s doctor, Janet Travell, an exhausted Jackie managed once again to rise from the ashes like a glittering white phoenix.
Joan and Ethel were, of course, also dressed in elegant evening gowns. Ethel’s was white with straps and matching gloves; Joan’s was white too, but with a black-sequined strapless bodice. Ethel had been concerned earlier because her gowns for the day’s and evening’s events had been stuck in the trunk of her dressmaker’s car, which was buried under heaps of snow. She was relieved to find that, once the snow was shoveled off the automobile, her expensive gowns were unharmed.
But the crowds really weren’t that interested in Joan or Ethel anyway, nor in Rose, the Kennedy sisters, or any other woman at the ball. At least in terms of exquisite glamour, this evening was all about Jackie, for she was the greatest symbol of the new Kennedy era. Or as Ethel put it to Bobby, “Jeez. They just want to touch her, don’t they? It’s like being at a wedding with the most popular bride in the world.”
Even Ethel, who was rarely impressed by Jackie, appeared awestruck by her sister-in-law’s charisma and beauty. In fact, there were times when she was caught staring at Jackie, a curious expression on her face. During these moments, she would watch the new First Lady’s every movement: the lively way she greeted boring dignitaries, as if she had found a long-lost friend; the casual way she tilted her head back when she laughed at jokes she must have known were not funny; the frosty way she stared at anyone who approached her before first greeting her husband, the President. It was as if Ethel were studying her sister-in-law in the hope that she might learn a little something—a new trick, perhaps—about the simple but not easy art of high elegance. At one ball, a Secret Service agent noticed Ethel watching intently as Jackie stood alone, doing nothing at all, Just being Jackie.
For Joan’s part, whenever she got near Jackie, she could only gaze at her and become tongue-tied whenever she tried to speak. To Joan, it was as if her sister-in-law had undergone some magical transformation. No longer was she the worried, pregnant Jackie who needed an understanding ear while walking along the beach a couple of months earlier. Now she was a completely different woman, someone who possessed so much self-confidence that it was difficult to believe she had ever experienced a confused or vulnerable moment. This new Jackie was not to be touched, certainly not to be comforted, but rather to be just looked at and adored from afar as if she were a portrait in oil crafted by a European master. As happy as she surely was for Jackie, Joan must have felt a great divide between herself and this rare work of art.
Ethel felt it as well. “Jackie completely ignored me the whole night,” Ethel would later complain to Eunice, who had sprained her ankle earlier in the week and was limping about throughout the festivities. “I would walk over to her, wanting to introduce someone, and she would look right through me. It was humiliating. At one point, I waved my hand in front of her face and said, ‘Hello? Is anyone there?’ And she just stared at me. I’m telling you,” Ethel decided, “that girl was on drugs or something.”
“Of course she was,” Eunice said. “She was sick because of the baby. And Ethie [the family’s nickname for her], do you have any idea how much pressure she was under? She was dazed the whole time.”
But as far as Ethel was concerned, Jackie was not the only one with overwhelming responsibilities that evening. “We were all under pressure,” she told her sister-in-law. “But I was friendly to everyone, just as I always am. And you know I always am!” Ethel was obviously disgruntled. “You would have thought she would be the happiest woman in the world,” Ethel continued, according to a Kennedy intimate. “But no, not Jackie Kennedy. To tell you the truth, I felt like going over to her, shaking her, and saying, ‘Would you please smile? You’re the First Lady, for goodness’ sake!’ ”
By the time the Kennedy contingent reached the third ball at the Armory, Jackie’s Dexedrine was wearing off. The crowd of one thousand people gave the First Couple a twenty-minute standing ovation, which, as Rose Kennedy later observed, “engulfed the President and First Lady with a tide of love and admiration,” As Jack and Jackie waved from their silk-draped presidential box on the balcony, a spotlight shone on the new President and the band played “Hail to the Chief.” It was a thrilling experience, but not enough to keep Jackie afloat. The blinding glare of the searchlights that had been trained on her and Jack had given her an intense headache, even though one would never know it from the wide smile on her face for the benefit of cameras.
Right behind Jackie sat her young and completely awed sister-in-law Joan, her eyes wide with astonishment at all the pomp and circumstance. She had never seen so many people, all packed shoulder to shoulder below her, gazing up at the presidential box. “It was like we were somehow different from them,” she would later recall. “A very strange feeling to be stared at and cheered by so many people.”
The Kennedys were used to pageantry—though perhaps not of this magnitude—having been in politics for years, winning elections, dealing with people, being respected and the subject of great attention and even adoration. While Ethel had already seen a number of campaigns through to their conclusion, this one had been a new experience for Joan. The inaugural proceedings had the younger sister-in-law captivated. As her sister Candy put it, Joan was “like Dorothy in Oz, it was all new and exciting. But more than that, it was surreal. Joan said she spent most of the time walking around with stars in her eyes, spellbound.”
Joan was supposed to be seated next to Jackie’s stepfather, Hugh “Hughdie” Auchincloss, with Ted to her left. However, because Hughdie didn’t show up—though no one seemed to know why—there was an empty seat between Joan and Jackie’s mother, the socialite Janet Auchincloss. Throughout the proceedings, Joan seemed preoccupied. Should she remain with her husband, or should she move over and sit next to the dour-looking Janet? Or was the presence of Janet’s stepson, Hugh “Yusha” Auchincloss, Jr., to Janet’s right, enough to keep the older woman from looking so alone on television? For Joan, this was a predicament.
Joan glanced at Janet and then motioned to the vacant seat. With all of the noise and lights, perhaps Janet misunderstood Joan’s intentions and thought she was indicating that she (Janet) should move over and sit next to her. Or maybe Janet simply didn’t want Joan filling the empty seat. Whatever the case, she shot Joan a cross look so uninviting that it visibly startled the Kennedy wife. Joan quickly averted her eyes, probably hoping nobody had noticed the exchange.
Ethel, however, seated to the left of Ted, had observed exactly what had occurred between Joan and Janet. The next day she commented, “Jackie’s mother gave Joan a look that took the poor dear’s breath away. Now, if it were me and she had ever dared to look at me that way, I would’ve hit the old bag right over the head with my purse.”
After this ball was over, Jackie made her apologies and told Jack to go to the rest of the functions without her. She would regret it later, saying, “I was just in physical and nervous exhaustion because the month after the baby’s birth had been the opposite of recuperation. I missed all the gala things…. I always wished I could have participated more in those first shining hours with him [her husband], but at least I thought I had given him the son he longed for. It was not the happy time in my life that it looks like in all the pictures. You know, you just sort of collapse. He [John Jr.] was born prematurely because of all the excitement. He was sick. I was sick.”
Ethel also begged off early, as did Joan and Ted. “I was so exhausted by the whole thing,” Joan recalled, “that my knees were weak. I felt every emotion. You were sorry it was over and glad it was over at the same time. I also wondered: What now? What next?”
Bobby and Jack continued on to two more balls before ending the evening after midnight by stopping at columnist Joseph Alsop’s home for a nightcap and some hastily warmed-over terrapin (turtle) soup.
Meanwhile, Ethel slept alone at Hickory Hill, perhaps dreaming of bigger and better things for herself and her husband.
And Jackie slept at the White House. The elegant toast of the nation was now alone with her thoughts, her pounding headache, and her sore lower back, which she treated with a heating pad. Perhaps appropriately enough, while her bedroom was being remodeled, she had taken the Queen’s Room, a guest bedroom on the second floor that was usually reserved for royal visitors—no fewer than five reigning queens had slept there at one time or another—and not ordinarily occupied by First Ladies. She was so physically and emotionally drained that she would stay in bed for the next few days, seeming almost paralyzed by the magnitude of the life change she was about to experience.
One of the first controversies of the Kennedy administration occurred just after Jack was elected, and it had to do with his decision to name his thirty-five-year-old brother, Bobby, to the post of Attorney General. Jack was adamant that Bobby deserved the position in that he had devoted the last ten years to getting Jack into the White House. However, Bobby wasn’t so sure he wanted the job. “I had been chasing bad men [criminals] for three years,” he once said, “and I didn’t want to spend the rest of my life doing that,” Bobby also knew he was a hothead. As Attorney General under Jack, he might become embroiled in controversies that could reflect poorly on his brother.
Critics in the media, such as the political analysts at the New York Times, cited nepotism as the major reason Bobby should not be appointed to such an important post. Privately, even Lyndon Johnson joined the group of naysayers, calling Bobby “a little fart.” But Jack announced that he wanted Bobby to take the job—though he did not explain that his father, Joseph, had been so insistent that there was no talking him out of the notion.
“Poor Ethel wasn’t happy about it at all,” the late Kirk LeMoyne “Lem” Billings, a close friend of the family’s, once said.* “She wanted Bobby to break away from Jack. She had her heart set on him running for governor, that was her plan. She was afraid he would always be connected to his brother’s achievements. She was also afraid she would always be in Jackie’s shadow, a prospect that sent chills down her spine.” Once the offer was officially extended, however, and the critics began to descend upon the Kennedys, Ethel adopted a different stance. “He’s the man for the job,” she said in 1961, “and he should have it. I don’t care what anyone says.”
Bobby brought out Ethel’s most competitive streak. No one could say a word to her, or in her presence, against Bobby. Bobby was not like Jack, a man who could turn away wrath with wit and a smile. Especially during his early days in politics, Bobby was much more like his father, Joseph: a temperamental person compelled to speak his mind, and often without forethought, when someone had an opposing point of view. As a result, Bobby would make more than a few enemies during his short lifetime. In turn, Ethel would make each of them her enemy; and although at times she may have appeared to have forgotten their transgressions, she rarely, if ever, forgave them.
“Ethel Kennedy adored Bobby,” recalls Helen Thomas, “and, I would have to say, to the exclusion of everything else. Whereas Jackie made certain that she had a life separate and apart from her husband’s, Ethel had no such desire. From the beginning,” she concludes, “Bobby was the center of her universe. While it’s a cliché to say that ‘he was her life,’ if ever a cliché rang true, it would be this one.”
When Bobby finally went before the Senate Judiciary Committee for his confirmation hearings on January 13, 1961, with Ethel and his sister Jean watching, only a few Republicans noted his lack of experience as an attorney (he had graduated from law school ten years earlier but had never tried a case), concerns about his finances, and whether any of his holdings would conflict with his job. In the end, after two hours of questioning, all fourteen of the committee members voted to approve Bobby’s nomination as Attorney General. Ethel was so excited that she went out and bought Bobby a six-foot mahogany desk that had belonged to Amos T. Ackerman, U.S. Grant’s second Attorney General and the first to head the newly created Justice Department in 1870.
As the nation’s top law official, Bobby would wield a great deal of power. “And along with that power, came those perks that Kennedy men loved more than life itself,” says Kennedy friend George Smathers (a senator from Florida from 1950 to 1968), “Women, women, women.”
Some have speculated that Bobby’s womanizing was a way of competing with his older brother. Bobby was smaller and more wiry than Jack. He was also shy and withdrawn, while Jack was bold and gregarious. Bobby often appeared unruly—his hair always looked as though he had just driven a fast sports car with the top down—whereas Jack was meticulously groomed. In the past, Bobby had certainly seemed determined to assume those facets of Jack’s personality he admired, and perhaps he even appreciated Jack’s way with women.
In 1961, just after Jack moved into the White House, Ethel all but ignored Bobby’s brief affair with blonde actress Lee Remick, ten years his junior and remembered today for her roles in Anatomy of a Murder and Days of Wine and Roses. “Bobby Kennedy gave such eloquent expression to his passion for me,” the late Remick told Marilyn Kind, once a close friend of hers.
According to Kind, Lee telephoned Ethel Kennedy one evening to inform her of the affair. “You’re on your way out,” Lee coolly informed Ethel.
As Lee remembered it, Ethel was understandably angry. Before hanging up, she told Lee that Bobby was sleeping right next to her and warned her to never call again.
Bobby was, indeed, sound asleep. But in Lee’s bed.
Whenever a friend or even a Kennedy family member informed Ethel of one of Bobby’s indiscretions, she often chose not to believe them. “It’s not true,” she once said, “I have asked Bobby if he ever cheats on me, and he assures me that he does not. And that is the end of that.”
Though Ethel usually ignored stories about her husband and other women, there were times when her curiosity seemed to get the best of her, especially if people close to her were whispering about certain liaisons or if she kept reading about them in the fan magazines she so enjoyed. On rare occasions, she would go to Jackie and ask if she had personal knowledge of a particular rumor regarding Bobby and another woman. However, Jackie always seemed uncomfortable discussing Bobby’s personal life, perhaps afraid that she would become involved in a dispute between her in-laws that was really none of her business.
By 1961, the dawn of the Camelot years, Ethel and Bobby already had seven children, with four more to come. Many aspects of their life together were favorable; Ethel’s marriage was not a complete sham, Bobby’s infidelities aside. He was tender and loving to his young wife, though not in an overt, obviously passionate manner. He fascinated her with his intelligence, his drive, his passion and ideals. They had common goals and ambitions, and their life together at 1147 Chain Bridge Road—Hickory Hill—in McLean seemed to be a happy one, at least to outsiders. The Kennedy family photographer, Jacques Lowe, recalled the first time he visited Hickory Hill:
“Oh, it was a gorgeous experience entering the Robert Kennedy home for the first time. I remember the first night coming to dinner, having spent the day with Robert on Capitol Hill. They had five children then and had recently bought Hickory Hill. I had known Robert for some time in my role as a magazine photographer covering the up-and-coming investigator. He had been sober and serious, revealing sudden flashes of humor and sometimes anger; but I was not prepared for the man I met on coming to the house late that night. All of his reserve seemed to melt in the glory of his family, and the long, difficult day was forgotten in the warmth of love of a father for his children and vice versa. It was chaos, with all the children talking at once and Bobby answering each of them with humor and sometimes trying to be stern, at which he didn’t fully succeed. Ethel instantly accepted this stranger [Lowe] into the house, and later on I had to go upstairs to say the evening prayers with the children, which took place after a family pillow fight.”
It seemed the picture-perfect, happily married lifestyle; maybe for Ethel Kennedy it was and perhaps she sensed that it would remain that way as long as she refused to accept that Bobby had a secret life. As long as he was there for her when she needed him and for his children—and he always was—she seemed content.
Ethel Skakel was born on April 11, 1928, at Chicago’s Lying-In Hospital, the sixth child to be born in the Skakel home in ten years; three brothers, two sisters, and a younger sister born five years later completed the family. Ethel’s mother, Ann, was a large woman, taller and heavier than her husband, who kept the weight she gained with every child and eventually tipped the scale at close to two hundred pounds. Nicknamed “Big Ann” by friends and family members, she was a formidable woman both in stature and determination.
Big Ann was married to the ambitious and distant George Skakel, owner of Great Lakes Coal and Coke Corporation, which was well on its way to becoming one of the largest privately held corporations in America. The family was prosperous and never wanted for anything material, even when the Great Depression of 1929 hit. Though Great Lakes Coal and Coke foundered at that time, the Skakels curtailed some of their extravagances, though not many. In fact, against all odds, now sole owner George Skakel became a millionaire during that economic hardship. When the aluminum industry recovered, the fortunes of the Skakels soared.
Because George conducted so much of his business on the East Coast, the family moved to a rented mansion set on twelve acres in Larchmont, New York, in 1933. Whenever George utilized the house for business entertaining, Ann assisted in grand style. The parties were always impressive, with a hired staff to serve the finest foods and liquors—especially liquor. George had apparently inherited a tendency toward alcoholism from his father and soon became afflicted with the disease. (With such an abundance of liquor always available, some of the Skakel offspring would experiment by drinking whatever was left in the guests’ glasses after parties. Unfortunately, Georgeann, the oldest, was an alcoholic at fifteen.)
A year later, the family moved from Larchmont to a furnished thirty-room mansion on Lake Avenue in Greenwich, Connecticut, complete with parklike grounds, a guest house, servants’ quarters, stables, and six-car garage. George was proud that he had purchased it at a bargain price in the midst of the Depression.
Ethel’s relationship with both parents was strained and distant. She was closer to her brothers and sisters, always in trouble with them and joining them in antagonism against Ann and George. As a youngster, Ethel was enrolled in Greenwich Academy, one of the leading Northeast day schools, where the girls wore uniforms and discipline was strict. She had no respect for authority, however, which may have enhanced her status with her classmates but completely dismayed her instructors. She was in trouble so often it was a wonder that she was not expelled.
The behavior of the other Skakel children was also troubling. Because George was a hunting enthusiast, there were always guns lying around in the Lake Avenue home. The Skakel boys would shoot the firearms from the windows of their cars, using the .45 caliber weapons to destroy mailboxes and streetlights.
Once old enough to drive, every Skakel child had his or her own automobile, which he or she drove at high speed; the Skakel boys, particularly Jim and George Jr., were such notorious drivers that most Greenwich mothers forbade their daughters to ride with them. Skakel cars were wrecked on a regular basis, and brand-new automobiles would be abandoned in ditches, ponds, and swimming pools. Ethel had a red convertible, which she often drove as recklessly as her brothers.
When Ethel was fifteen, she enrolled in the Convent of the Sacred Heart, Maplehurst, in the Bronx, New York. There, as at Greenwich Academy, Ethel excelled at sports but was a mediocre student. Despite her rowdy, trouble-making nature, she had always felt a strong emotional connection to God, and at Maplehurst she showed the greatest interest in religion classes. She embraced those studies with a zeal that made her mother proud. After graduating from the convent in the spring of 1945, she followed her older sister by enrolling in Manhattanville College in New York City in the fall.
At Manhattanville, Ethel’s best friend and roommate was the shy Jean Kennedy, next-to-last child in the large and wealthy Kennedy family. The first time Jean took Ethel home to Hyannis Port to visit her family, Ethel was immediately struck by how different the Kennedy lifestyle was from her own. She saw discipline; she saw order; she saw caring.
Early in their friendship, Jean introduced Ethel to her brother Bobby on a ski weekend, certain they would hit it off. However, Ethel was interested in the much more debonair Jack, who was also present during that particular vacation break. If Jack noticed her at all, though, he would probably have seen her as a skinny tomboy—the way most young men viewed her, which did not bother her in the least. She was always completely comfortable with who she was, or at least she appeared that way. With Ethel clearly interested in Jack, Bobby became attracted to Ethel’s sister Pat. Still, for the next two years, Bobby and Ethel dated occasionally.
After dating Pat—and a few others—Bobby finally turned to Ethel in a more serious manner. Friends would observe that the relationship seemed to lack romance, noting that Bobby and Ethel were more like close siblings than boyfriend and girlfriend, but after two years he proposed marriage.
At the time that Bobby proposed, Ethel was seriously considering becoming a nun. Her family’s spiritual zeal had always been clearly in evidence in the Skakel home when Ethel was growing up. Crucifixes and other religious objects hung on the walls; shelves in the large library were filled with Catholic books, some of them rare manuscripts. Her mother often played host to the most pious of nuns and priests. So zealously did mother and daughter proselytize that some of Ethel’s friends were actually forbidden by their parents to play at the Skakel home.
“How can I fight God?” Bobby asked his sister Jean when he learned that he was competing with the Lord for Ethel’s devotion. Ethel was unsure whether she wished to marry any man. She didn’t feel the passion for Bobby she had read about in the fan magazines and seen on the screen in movie theaters. Her friends from school shared with her stories about their romances, and even though they were Catholic girls, well aware of certain limitations in a relationship, their experiences may have seemed more intense, more romantic, more loving than Ethel had known in her time with Bobby—or with any man, for that matter. “She thought, ‘Maybe I’m just nor cut out to be married, to be anyone’s wife,’ ” recalled a friend of hers from Manhattanville. “She was confused, but back then we didn’t address such confusion as we would today. In our circle, you either got married, or you became a nun. Those were your choices.” In the end, Ethel opted for marriage to Bobby.
Once Bobby and Ethel became engaged, Ethel couldn’t wait to get out of Manhattanville. With her major in English and her minor in history, she was only an average student when she graduated in June 1949.
Soon afterward, a tray holding a wide variety of diamonds from which Ethel would choose arrived at the Skakel home, sent by Bobby (an unusually generous gesture for a member of the thrifty Kennedy clan). Ethel chose an exquisite, large-sized, marquis diamond. Unlike most grooms-to-be, Bobby was not with Ethel when she made her selection. (At least Ethel had the opportunity to select her own ring. Future father-in-law Joseph would select Jackie’s engagement ring, as well as Joan’s!)
Big Ann was delighted with her daughter’s decision to marry Bobby. She realized that Ethel’s marriage into the rich and famous Kennedy clan could raise the Skakels to the top of Catholic society. From the time the engagement was announced, Ann took charge of planning the various pre-wedding parties and other family gatherings. Ann sent out twelve hundred invitations, forcing employees at the small Greenwich post office into overtime work.
The day of the wedding started in typical madcap Skakel fashion. Years before, Big Ann had equipped her home with a beauty salon, believing that it would be cost-effective and convenient to have one in a household inhabited by so many females. The room was fully appointed with chairs, hair dryers, sinks, and an array of beauty products. On the day of the wedding, the bridesmaids had their hair and makeup done in the home salon by hairdressers brought in especially for the occasion. After their hair was perfectly coiffed, the young ladies went out on the grounds to mix with the male members of the bridal party, many of them Bobby’s hulking football-playing chums from Harvard. As unexpected high jinx got into full swing, several maidens ended up in the pool, their hairstyles ruined. “So typical of a Big Ann wedding,” one guest remarked to the press later.
On June 17, 1950, twenty-two-year-old Ethel Skakel stood in the rear of St. Mary’s Roman Catholic Church in Greenwich on the arm of her father, George Skakel, about to marry Bobby Kennedy and forever join the ranks of the elite Kennedy family. In this well-planned and tastefully executed affair, she would be the first woman since Rose to take a Kennedy husband. All of Ethel’s attendants wore white lace over taffeta dresses with wide-brimmed, eggshell-white hats delicately trimmed with pink and white flowers. Ethel looked lovely in a white satin wide-neck gown with pearl-embroidered lace overskirt. The same lace held her fingertip-length tulle veil. Around her neck she wore a tasteful single-strand pearl necklace. In her arms she held a bouquet of lilies, stephanotis, and lilies of the valley, matching the white peonies and lilies that decorated the church. Also waiting to make its entrance was the Skakel-Kennedy bridal party, filled with young and promising relatives and friends, including Ethel’s and Bobby’s siblings.
At the altar stood the handsome twenty-four-year-old groom, Bobby. Next to him was his best man, older brother John
As the two thousand guests, hundreds of whom were uninvited, crammed into the church, waiting for the ceremony to begin, the pipe-organ music began. In the pews, waiting amidst the gorgeous floral arrangements for the bride’s entrance, sat the well-heeled, well-known guests, including diplomats, politicians, entertainers, and socialites. The bridesmaids entered, followed by Ethel, who appeared to be an ethereal cloud of white in her beautiful wedding finery. It was a memorable ceremony.
“What I want for you is to have a life with Bobby as happy as the one I have had with his father,” Rose told Ethel afterward as she embraced her new daughter-in-law during the lavish reception at the Skakels’ Lake Avenue mansion. “Lots of children, Ethel. Have lots and lots of children. They’ll keep your marriage strong, as strong as mine.”
From the start, Ethel and Bobby were devoted to one another. Neither would ever seem to regret their decision to wed; the differences in their personalities meshed together to create what many of their peers considered to be the perfect couple. “The best thing I ever did was marry Ethel,” Bobby would later comment of the woman who was his partner, his supporter, his friend.
“Whatever they did, they put their whole hearts and souls into it,” observes Mary Francis “Sancy” Newman, a neighbor of the Kennedys in Hyannis Port. “They were ideal in that way and seemed to have the kind of marriage most people of that time wanted. You could see in the way they looked at one another that they adored each other.”
As she would later tell friends, Ethel was a virgin when she met Bobby—not a surprise, considering her strict Catholic upbringing and education. In fact, the word “sex” was never uttered in the Skakel home because Big Ann was so puritanical. Women weren’t even allowed to wear pants in the Lake Avenue home, because Big Ann found them amoral. Short tennis dresses were deemed acceptable for sports activities, but a woman had to change into something more appropriate as soon as she got off the court. Bobby later told friends that he didn’t know Ethel was a virgin until their wedding night, though he certainly must have suspected as much. He didn’t dare ask, and she wouldn’t think to tell him.
Years later, at a Hyannis Port luncheon with Jackie, Joan, Jean, Eunice, and some close friends, Ethel admitted that her wedding night had been “a disaster.” She said that her inexperience had been obvious, and that she had been intimidated by Bobby. “It was just terrible,” she said. “I think Bobby was finished before I got into the room… or at least that’s how it felt to me.”
Joan laughed. “Well, really, whose honeymoon has ever been anything but terrible?” she asked.
At that moment Rose walked into the room. Immediately, the women stopped talking. Discussing such matters in front of the family matriarch was considered inappropriate. Ethel instinctively put a hand over her mouth.
“Now, just what are you ladies talking about?” Rose asked.
“Oh, we were just saying how well Bobby sleeps at night,” Jackie said quickly.
“That he does, dear heart,” Rose said. “That he does,” Then she added, “He gets that from me, you know.”
After honeymooning in Hawaii and a drive back east in Par Kennedy’s convertible, which the newlyweds picked up in Los Angeles, Bobby went back to his final year of law studies at the University of Virginia in Charlottesville, while Ethel began her life as a Kennedy wife. The couple settled into a small one-and-a-half story colonial home—much simpler surroundings than Ethel was accustomed to, but it was an environment in which she seemed content. Ethel surrounded herself with friends who knew how to cook—because she didn’t—and domestics who knew how to clean—because she didn’t. “A girl has to have some help, after all,” Ethel explained to Rose, who was already harping on her daughter-in-law to cut back on her spending, a running theme throughout their relationship.
For the next year, Ethel focused her attention on getting to know her husband’s personality. He could be explosive at times but was for the most part gentle and retiring. She assisted him with his studies in any way she could and, as she would later recall, she set about “doing what newlyweds do, try to learn all you can about your spouse before the children come along and completely ruin any time you may have with him.”
On spring and summer weekends the couple would fly to Hyannis Port to be with Bobby’s parents and in fall and winter they flew to Palm Beach, Florida, for the same purpose. Ethel spent much time poring over books, encyclopedias, and almanacs, in an effort to learn as much as possible about every subject so that she could, as she put it, “keep up with those Kennedys.” Parlor games such as Twenty Questions were especially popular in the Kennedy household, and competitive Ethel wanted to be certain she was not embarrassed by all of those erudite Kennedy offspring.
Dorothy Tubridy, a friend of the family’s from Ireland, understood Ethel’s predicament. In an oral history for the Kennedy Library, she once recalled, “They all read the newspapers every day, and at dinnertime somebody might come out with a name, or something that happened that had been written about, and if you didn’t contribute to the conversation, you’d be immediately pounced on and asked why you haven’t read one of the twelve newspapers! It was frightening. I would feel so stupid if I couldn’t follow the conversation.”
In 1951, three years after Bobby had graduated from Harvard, he was admitted to the Massachusetts bar. He and Ethel departed for the Skakel estate in Greenwich to await the arrival of their first child, Kathleen (named after Bobby’s late sister), who was born on Independence Day.
“It was a difficult pregnancy,” recalls the Kennedy family nurse, Luella Hennessey, who tended to Ethel at Greenwich Hospital. “Ethel was depressed, upset. She was too small to have a baby as large as Kathleen, and it caused her to have certain female problems, very severe internal problems. [Her perineum was damaged during the birth.]
“She was embarrassed about it. She told me that none of the men in the family should ever know. For her to not have an easy pregnancy was a sort of defeat. She hated to be defeated. I don’t think Bobby ever really knew how much pain she was in, how she suffered. When he would walk into the hospital room, she would have a full face of makeup on and a smile on her face. Then when he would leave, she would absolutely collapse in tears. Already, she had that Kennedy stiff upper lip in a time of great stress.” Luella concluded that “Ethel was hand made for the Kennedy family.”
“I won’t be having any more children,” a choked-up Ethel told Luella as she held her newborn in her arms.
“Oh, yes you will, honey,” said the nurse, trying to comfort her. “You’ll forget the pain. All women do. I promise.”
“Oh no I won’t,” Ethel countered. “A smart woman would never forget this kind of pain.”
After the baby’s birth, Ethel and Bobby moved into one of the Skakel family guest houses, and in less than six months Ethel was pregnant again—just in time to start stumping for Jack’s senatorial campaign (of which Bobby was campaign manager) in Massachusetts. Though she was afraid of the pregnancy because of how difficult her first one had been, Ethel was expected to help campaign for Jack’s election through the summer of 1952, just as all of the Kennedy women did: Rose, Jean, Pat, and Eunice. “They expect a lot of you in this family,” she told one friend. “And I can’t let them see me as weak. That would be the worst thing possible.”
On September 24, Ethel gave birth to a boy, Joseph Patrick (Joseph after Bobby’s deceased brother). Two months later, in November, Jack won his senatorial campaign.
In January 1953, Ethel and Bobby moved their small family to Washington, D.C., where Bobby had just taken a job working for the Permanent Subcommittee on Investigations of the Senate Government Operations Committee, known as the McCarthy Committee for its chairman, Senator Joseph McCarthy of Wisconsin. Ethel found a modest four-bedroom home in Georgetown, which the couple would rent. While the surroundings in their new home weren’t opulent, Ethel couldn’t help but hire a staff of servants, who wore different color uniforms every day to work. It was a happy time for Ethel, Bobby, and their small family. Their life together was just beginning, and although they didn’t know it at the time, they would soon devote themselves to the most important of all family goals: getting a Kennedy elected to the White House.
Not One to Feel Sorry for Herself
On a blustery Sunday in January, three days after JFK’s inauguration, Bobby Kennedy was sitting behind blonde movie star Kim Novak, his arms crossed in front of her. After somebody gave them a shove, the toboggan on which they were sitting went sliding down a snow-covered hill. Kim squealed in delight as Ethel Kennedy, who was leaning against a nearby tree, watched with an unhappy expression on her face. She had heard rumors of an affair between her husband and Kim, and—from what she told friends—she didn’t believe the stories, yet found them troubling just the same.
Bobby had invited a group of friends, including Dave Hackett and Samuel Adams, chums from the Milton Academy he had attended as a youth, to Hickory Hill for a day of tobogganing. Four inches of snow remained on the ground from a recent blizzard, the air was cold and crisp, and Bobby was relaxing for the first time in a long while. Among the invitees was the actress Novak, who had been at the Sinatra party on the night of the inauguration.
Bobby and Kim walked back to the top of the hill, giggling and laughing all the way, before getting back on their toboggan.
“Bobby, don’t you want to play football?” Ethel hollered out at him.
“Not now, Ethel,” he answered, as he and Kim positioned themselves on the sled for another trip down the hill.
Ethel finally went back into the house alone.
About an hour later, Ethel’s assistant, Leah Mason, found her employer in the kitchen with Pat Kennedy Lawford. (The divorced Mason, who lived near Hickory Hill and now lives in Europe, would work for Ethel on and off for many years; she says that she was dismissed and rehired “at least a dozen times” over a ten-year period.) As soon as Leah walked into the room, Ethel snapped at her about something. She seemed upset. It was Leah’s feeling that the presence of Kim Novak in her home had made Ethel very uncomfortable.
“Don’t be mad, Ethie,” Pat said.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Ethel responded, as she put dishes into a cabinet. “Everything is fine. Bobby’s just having fun.”
Just then Ethel dropped a plate onto the floor. It shattered into pieces. “Oh, no! That was one of my mother’s best dishes.” Ethel crumpled into a chair. “And now it’s broken. Oh, my God.”
When he heard the dish break, Bobby and some of the other guests ran into the kitchen, to find Ethel sobbing. Bobby got on his knees in front of her and asked her to tell him what was wrong. Tearfully, Ethel said that she was distraught, that the campaign, the inauguration, and the many before- and after-parties had completely worn her down.
“I know,” Bobby said, patting her on the back softly. “I know.”
Ethel looked up at the ceiling. “Oh, dear Lord,” she said, as Bobby continued to comfort her. Then, after about five minutes, she composed herself, perhaps feeling self-conscious about her outburst. “Well, enough of that.” She stood up and began wiping away her tears. “I’m not one to sit here and feel sorry for myself. You know me, Bobby,” she added. “I have all the energy in the world.”
Bobby grinned at her as he got up off his knees. “That’s my Ethel,” he said to the others in the room. “Never one to let anything get her down.” Everyone agreed. Then, as Bobby, Leah, Pat, and the others left the room, Ethel hollered after them, “We’re going to have dinner soon… so don’t think you’re gonna be stayin’ out there too long.”
During the Camelot years, the Kennedys’ home and family were unlike most others. Because of their power, money, and influence, Jackie, Ethel, and Joan had different concerns and pressures from most young women. While family values were important to them, power, prestige, and money were also meaningful to Jackie and Ethel. Joan was much less interested in being powerful or famous.
Just by virtue of their prominence in society, the Kennedys and others of their class lived by different rules. In Washington and especially in its tony Georgetown section, they lived in a world in which one code of behavior applied to the middle class and another to the wealthy upper class. Infidelity was an accepted transgression if the players had wealth and status. Perhaps it was thought that these privileged philanderers were better equipped—just by virtue of their worldly experience—to handle emotional ambiguities than were everyday married couples living in the heartland.
“In the Kennedy world, infidelity wasn’t supposed to matter,” noted the prolific author Gore Vidal, who was obliquely related to Jackie through marriage (his mother had been married to Hugh Auchincloss before he married Jackie’s mother, Janet). “In the rest of the world, yes, heterosexuality, marriage, and children were—are—ideals. But the Kennedys moved in a world of money and power. Women who cared about money and power knew how to strike a balance between what they had and what they didn’t have. Someone like Joan Kennedy, I can understand why she never fit in. If she wasn’t interested in money and power, what was she doing in that family, anyway?”
Divorce was a complex matter in the fifties and sixties, especially among Irish-Catholics like the Kennedys. To say that it was “frowned upon” would be an understatement. It was unacceptable. “You just had to live with it,” is the way Joan once put it.
Some of the Secret Service agents who protected Jackie during her White House years recall a marriage that, at times, seemed ideal. “From the way it appeared on the outside, it seemed to be an excellent relationship,” says Anthony Sherman, who served two years on presidential detail, “I was with them a lot, and I saw what seemed like a genuine love there. I never heard any yelling or anger between them. I was with them many times where they had the children at the beach, or they would go to get ice cream at the local parlor in Hyannis Port, holding hands, being loving. I think that they were best together when they were with the children.”
President Kennedy’s risk-taking and infidelities have been well documented over the last three decades by everyone from mainstream journalists and academic historians to muckrakers and tabloid reporters. Even his friend and Kennedy loyalist Arthur Schlesinger now says, “His sexual waywardness does not constitute John Kennedy’s finest hour.” (He hastens to add, “But exaggeration is possible.”) As George Smathers put it, “I’ve shaken hands with eleven presidents in my lifetime, and the only two who were one hundred percent totally faithful to their wives were Harry Truman and Richard Nixon. Those were the only two. The rest, at some point or another, slipped.”
It would seem that once John F. Kennedy got into office, with an army of Secret Service men to protect his privacy, he more than just “slipped.” Joseph Paolella, an agent who worked at the White House from 1960 to 1964, recalls, “His womanizing was one of those things you didn’t talk about to anyone except other agents. You just accepted it as a part of the job.” Paolella notes that an important part of his job during the Kennedy administration was to prevent Jackie from stumbling upon the President’s indiscretions—not because she didn’t know about them but, rather, to save the couple from an embarrassing situation.
“Jackie was full of love, and full of hurt,” said Lindy Boggs, who succeeded her husband, Hale Boggs, as a Louisiana congresswoman. “When she really loved something, she gave herself completely. But I don’t think he could love anyone too deeply. They were two private people, two cocoons married to each other, trying to reach each other. I think she felt that since he was so much older than she was, that it was up to him to reach more than she did. But he couldn’t.”
Jackie was a smart woman who had made a choice to remain with an unfaithful husband. She was not only standing by her man, she was standing by her political party, her job as First Lady, her country, and, of course, her children. Try as she might to ignore it, though, her husband’s unfaithfulness had to hurt. Her cousin John Davis referred to it as “Jacqueline’s festering wound, one which remained for a lifetime.” Her longtime friend Joan Braden, the wife of columnist Tom Braden and a close friend of all of the Kennedys since having worked as an aide to Jack in the 1960 campaign, called it “the cross she didn’t have to, but chose to, bear.”
Even though she had decided to accept it, Jackie sometimes lashed out at Jack for his behavior, especially if he seemed to be flaunting his unfaithfulness. A source close to the Kennedy administration tells this story: One afternoon while taking inventory of White House furnishings, Jackie walked into the Lincoln Room, where Abraham Lincoln held many cabinet meetings and where his large bed was now kept. There she found her husband and a secretary—not in a compromising position, but suspiciously alone just the same. Jackie discreetly closed the door. When Jack emerged from the room, he found his wife’s clipboard on the floor, propped up against the opposite wall. On a blank page was written in Jackie’s handwriting two words: “See Me.”
Later, Jackie confronted Jack in an argument loud enough for some of the Kennedy staff to overhear, which was very uncharacteristic of the First Couple. Jack denied that anything inappropriate had transpired in the Lincoln Room and explained that he was merely showing it to a new secretary who had never seen it. Jackie, exasperated by his feeble excuse, demanded to know if he was “some [expletive deleted] little tour guide or the [expletive deleted] President of the United States.” It would seem that she could live with his unfaithfulness, but she could not accept it when he treated her as if she was completely naïve.
That same week, Jackie and George Smathers were dancing together at a White House gathering. “I know you and Jack get so tired of this sort of stuffy function,” Smathers recalls her saying to him. “I know that you’d much rather be sailing with Jack down the Potomac on The Honey Fitz with some pretty girls, like Marilyn [presumably Monroe].” When Smathers protested, Jackie said, “Oh, please, George. Don’t give me that. I’ve watched you guys too long. I know what’s going on, and I’m not fooled by any of it. When are you two going to grow up?”
George Smathers didn’t have an answer to her question.
“That’s what I thought,” Jackie said as she broke free of his hold.
Jackie, Ethel, and Joan each felt the sting of a cheating husband, and their shared experiences caused them to unite in a special sisterhood. Shortly after the incident in the Lincoln Room, Jackie hosted one of her small dinner parties at the White House. The sisters-in-law sat with their husbands, Jack, Bobby, and Ted, and a few other friends. After dinner in the White House dining room, beautifully refurbished in an American Federal motif, they adjourned to the Treaty Room for cigars, coffee, and liquor. Once used as a cabinet room by President Andrew Johnson, it had been transformed by Jackie into the Treaty Room, with Grant furniture and framed facsimiles of all the treaties that had been signed in it through the years. (Always with an eye toward history, she would ask Jack, when the time came, to sign the U.S.–Soviet Nuclear Test Ban Treaty in this room, which he did.) There was no personal covenant in the Treaty Room this evening, however, as a brief and heated exchange occurred between Ted and Joan. According to a witness who worked as a social secretary to Ethel at the time, all were eating their soufflé au chocolat when Ted and Joan began discussing a young secretary who worked for Ted. Joan hinted that she felt Ted was becoming “just a little too close” to the woman.
“This is not the place to discuss it,” Ted said angrily. Joan opened her mouth to protest, but Ted silenced her with a stern look. After an uncomfortable moment, he popped open a bottle of 1959 Dom Perignon, poured the bubbly into a glass, and handed it to Joan.
“She feels better after she’s had a little drink,” he told the others with a chuckle.
“Don’t we all,” Ethel said, wryly.
Humiliated, Joan put the drink down and ran from the room. Jackie, who was drinking a daiquiri, handed it to Jack without a word, got up, and followed Joan. After a beat, Ethel rose and followed her sisters-in-law.
Why would an intelligent, beautiful, and graceful woman such as America’s youngest First Lady, Jackie Kennedy, put up with such flagrant infidelity from her husband? The answer is as complex as the woman herself. Part of solving the puzzle is in understanding the qualities and feelings Jackie developed through her relationships with her parents.
While there were a number of superficial similarities between the backgrounds of Ethel Skakel and Jacqueline Bouvier, there were also important distinctions. Though both women came from wealth, the manners by which they were raised couldn’t have been more different. Ethel was raised in a home full of pistol-shooting, car-wrecking juvenile delinquents, and she enjoyed every second of it. That kind of lifestyle would have appalled Jackie, who had enjoyed a genteel, elegant upbringing.
John Vernou “Black Jack” Bouvier, Jackie’s father, was a personable and self-confident man, a world-class rogue who had always exuded a sensual charisma. Devilishly handsome, with dark, slicked-back hair and a Clark Gable mustache, Black Jack earned his nickname because of his potent sex appeal and his legendary womanizing, not to mention his year-round suntan. Although his father, known as The Major, was a much-admired lawyer, and Jack himself had a seat on the stock exchange, he was not an erudite, serious person. A man who insisted on living his life recklessly, he gambled compulsively, drank to excess, squandered his money, and borrowed from nearly everyone he knew in order to maintain his lavish lifestyle. His charm was so great, though, that both men and women tended to forgive him his excesses—as well as his debts.
Jackie’s mother, Janet Lee Bouvier, was a sometimes confounding woman whose love for money and status practically ruled her life. Janet had created a fanciful story about her family tree, saying she was of French aristocratic background, and then handed the myth down to Jackie. For Jackie, just as it was for her mother, even in the early days image was everything. Janet had even managed to put together a phony genealogy to prove her heritage to skeptics. She was actually just following the lead of her father, James T. Lee, who had claimed he was the son of a high-ranking Confederate officer in the Civil War, and also that he was born in New York City. Neither assertion was true.
Janet passed down to both her daughters the imperative to improve their social standings and acquire wealth. Her own father had risen from the slums of Manhattan’s Lower East Side and made a fortune in real estate development. Merely having money, however, wasn’t enough for Janet; she yearned to be a part of high society. So she overlooked Black Jack’s shady reputation and accepted an offer of marriage from him, mostly because of the reputation of his father and the prestige he held in social circles. Marrying into the Bouvier family was likely to improve her station in life. Ironically, while she married him because of his family’s pedigree, he married her for her family’s money: Sometimes he had his own, sometimes he did not, so it was a good idea for him to marry into wealth. Janet didn’t let on to Black Jack that her family’s wealth was also overstated. Still, she and her new husband managed to settle in the wealthy resort town of Southampton, on the eastern end of Long Island, New York.
John and Janet would have two daughters: Jacqueline, born on July 29, 1929, just months before the stock market crash decimated the fortunes of so many Wall Street financiers; and Caroline Lee (known as Lee), born three and a half years later.
From all accounts, Jackie was a headstrong, precocious child. Her mother imparted her own love of riding to Jackie, and both mother and daughter rode in horse shows together. Jackie started competing at five years of age and was as competitive as any Kennedy when it came to winning blue ribbons.
Even as a child, Jackie learned out of necessity not to reveal her feelings. In September 1936, Janet insisted on a six-month separation from Black Jack that later resulted in divorce. In those days divorce was not the common occurrence it is today, and Janet made it appear even more lurid by leaking a story to the newspapers that she was divorcing her husband because of adultery; she even identified his mistresses by name. Jackie, who quickly became the object of much schoolgirl gossip, immersed herself in her studies and spent more time than usual on her riding lessons, as though nothing unusual was happening.
In 1940, when Jackie was eleven, her parents divorced. Janet soon bettered her social position by marrying an even wealthier man, Hugh Dudley “Hughdie” Auchincloss, an investment banking attorney whose fortune was seemingly secure. Auchincloss had three children from his previous marriages and would have two more with Janet.
In her new life with her stepfather, Jackie would experience a lifestyle even more lavish than the one to which she had grown accustomed, and she would take full advantage of the resources her privileged world afforded her. Attending the best schools available, she excelled in her studies. Because she was able to travel, she mastered four languages and acquired a vast knowledge of foreign cultures. Surrounded by the finest things in life, she developed impeccable taste and an appreciation for art, music, literature, and architecture.
The Auchinclosses divided their time between two estates. The first was Hammersmith Farm, overlooking Narragansett Bay in Newport, Rhode Island. This was a sprawling, twenty-eight-room mansion with thirteen fireplaces and a working farm that supplied the Newport naval base with eggs and milk. Because so many of the local farmhands had gone to war, all of the children were put to work; Jackie was responsible for feeding two thousand chickens each day. The other Auchincloss home was Merrywood, located on forty-six acres and fronting the Potomac River in Virginia. The property included an indoor badminton court, stables, an Olympic-size pool, and a kitchen with enough facilities to serve three hundred people. Yet the opulence was all a charade. Just as Black Jack could never hang on to his money and was always in debt, Auchincloss had similar financial problems due to bad investments and poor management. Whether the family had enough money to support its lifestyle was always a big concern, and Jackie learned to live with it. If she was going to marry for wealth, she would be sure that the gentleman she was marrying truly was wealthy and not just acting wealthy.
Although there was a rancorous tug-of-war between Jackie’s mother and father for the beautiful, dark-eyed child’s affections, Jackie and her natural father shared an almost obsessive love for one another. When she went to Vassar College (making the Dean’s List in her first year), she kept photos of her father in her room and spoke of him constantly, For his part, Black Jack’s New York apartment was filled with many stunning pictures and expensive oil paintings, some of Lee, but many more of Jackie. John Davis recalls, “Jackie so loved being with her father, it was as if she just bathed in his compliments of her. Janet would notice this, and it would drive her completely up the wall. She was very jealous of the way Jackie idolized her father.”
The love Jackie had for her father, along with the social ambition inspired by her mother and the penchant she had for the finer things in life, all came together to form the model of what she wanted in a mate. Unlike her mother, Jackie would not marry only to improve her status, though that was a consideration. Instead, she would wait until she met a man with whom she could actually fall in love and who also happened to embody the qualities she was looking for: a wealthy person who would match her in intelligence and ambition, yet someone who also had the swagger and panache of her adored father. She had dated a number of men and was even briefly engaged to one—John Husted, a handsome investment banker—before settling on a young senator from Massachusetts, John F Kennedy. The two met in May 1951 at a party hosted by newsman and Kennedy family friend Charles Bartlett and his wife, Martha. Although Jackie was still in college, she had enough poise to interest Jack, twelve years older and a man who reminded her very much of her own father. “Jackie, who was a college senior at the time, couldn’t have been attracted to a man unless he was dangerous, like her father,” Lem Billings once observed. “It was Freudian. Jack knew about her attraction to Black Jack and even discussed it with her. She didn’t deny it.” They were immediately drawn to one another, and thus the storybook tale began.
Jack conducted an unromantic courtship: He was undemonstrative in public, did not send flowers, gifts, or love letters, and, like his brothers, barely made it clear that he was interested. Notorious for not carrying money with him, he expected whomever he was with to pick up the tab for taxis and meals. So when they dated, this chore fell to Jackie, Still, she knew a good thing when she saw it, and she saw it in Jack: She was swept away by him.
The package that Jackie presented to her beau was certainly an appealing one to the politically ambitious John Kennedy and his family. Joseph Kennedy’s lifelong obsession was to have a son in the White House, After his first son, Joseph Jr., was killed in an air mishap during World War II, the elder Kennedy put all his attentions into the next in line, Jack, whom he began grooming for the Presidency. When thirty-five-year-old Jack won a congressional seat in November 1952 by defeating three-term Massachusetts senator Henry Cabot Lodge, he was encouraged by his father to change his playboy image and find a wife, a partner for public relations purposes as well as for mating, a potential First Lady.
There were many women in Jack’s life, some of them famous actresses such as Lee Remick, Zsa Zsa Gabor, and Sophia Loren, and some of them not as well known, like Ruta Lee; but they were always sexy, young, and ready to follow him anywhere. Entire books have been written about his life and times before he knew Jackie.
Because Jackie had the sophistication and class that wives of heads of state were supposed to project, along with beauty and glamour equal to the movie stars to whom father and son had always been attracted, she soon became a front-runner in the marital race. Also in her favor was the fact that she had a “proper” upbringing and her reputation was untarnished, which was expected of political wives at the time; for the most part, Jack’s other girlfriends were anything but demure. Jack had also said in one interview that what he was looking for in a spouse was someone “intelligent but not too brainy.” As insulting as that comment may have been, Jackie, a woman of her times, understood it. “No man wants a woman who’s smarter than he is,” she said, so typically 1950s in her attitude about male-female relationships.
“She was also funny. People always tend to forget her wicked sense of humor,” said Sancy Newman, a neighbor of the Kennedys in Hyannis Port who knew Jack and all of the Kennedys as children. “She was completely different from anyone he had ever dated, not your average pretty girl. She had great wit and could give it right back to him just as quickly as he could throw it at her.”
Stephen Smith, Jean’s husband and Jackie’s future brother-in-law, once recalled, “Jack always said how smart Jackie was, and she really was. What they had going between them was this sense of humor. And she could cut him down, and did—no question about it. When she felt strongly about something, she let him know it and let everyone else know it, too.”
“She’s the one,” Joseph told his son. “I have a good feeling about this girl, Jacqueline. Trust me. She’s the one.”
While Jack and Jackie were dating, John Davis met with his cousin for lunch at the Mayflower Hotel in Washington. Jackie was working at the time for the Times-Herald newspaper as “The Inquiring Photographer,” a job that found her snapping pictures of people after asking them questions about current events. She would then combine photos and text for a column.
He recalls, “Jackie thought that Jack was rather vain. She talked about how he had to have his hair done all the time, how he had to always look just right. I laughed to myself because, certainly, she was very much the same way. She said that he would sulk for hours if he was at a party and hadn’t been recognized. Again, I laughed to myself. That, too, was very much like Jackie. Then she said to me, ‘Really, John, I think the Kennedys are terribly, terribly bourgeois.’ I laughed to myself, again… for obvious reasons.”
Jackie began devoting time and energy to Jack’s work by helping him edit and write senatorial position papers on Southeast Asia, and even translating several books for him, including the work of French writer Paul Mus, who was an expert on France’s involvement in Vietnam. (Fluent in French, Jackie had attended the Sorbonne after her two years at Vassar.)
“Whenever he came across something in French, the senator would think, ‘My wife could translate the research material,’ ” recalls Kennedy friend and speechwriter Ted Sorenson. “I don’t think she herself regarded herself as a political savant or counselor. She had judgments of political figures as people, as individuals, but usually not related to their political positions—except that she loved Jack and people who liked him, and who he liked, she liked. People who were mean to him, she didn’t like. There was something there between them, and it was good.”
Others perceived Jack and Jackie differently, “I could see Jack behaving very badly with Jackie very early on, at the beginning of their engagement,” recalls Betty Beale, who was a columnist for the Washington Evening Star. “I talked to Jackie on the phone shortly after they announced the engagement so that I could write about it. She told me in an offhand way that he was going to Eden Roc [with his friend Torby McDonald and father, Joseph] for a vacation on the French Riviera without her. The men had chartered a boat, and off they went for a wild time. You’d think that an engaged man would be lusting after his fiancée and want to be with her. She didn’t express any concern or annoyance about him going, however, she just told me matter-of-factly, ‘Jack is going away. He’s gone every year, and he’s going back.’ She minimized its significance.”
Jackie’s First Meeting with Ethel
By the time Jackie Kennedy got into the White House in January 1961, she and Ethel Kennedy had known each other for about six years “for better or worse,” as Jackie once referred to their often contentious relationship. Sweetness and light weren’t always possible in a family like the Kennedys, whose members had widely differing temperaments, and probably no two of them were more at odds over the years than Jackie and Ethel. Once she became First Lady, Jackie was the embodiment of everything Ethel wanted to be: a powerful, intelligent, and attractive woman who commanded the world’s attention and respect just for being herself. Ethel felt that, if her life worked out as she planned, Bobby would one day be President and she would have the status she so craved. Meanwhile, she just had to tolerate the fact that Jackie had it and she didn’t—at least for the time being.
From the first time they met, though, Jackie presented herself as a princess, even on Ethel’s own, royal, home turf.
In March 1953, when Ethel Kennedy settled into her new Georgetown home, she longed to meet Bobby’s new friends in government. She hoped to demonstrate her ability as a hostess to the Kennedy family, especially after Jean had told her, “You can’t be in this family unless you know how to entertain.” Ethel had certainly come from a clan who knew how to throw a good party, and she was anxious to show Bobby’s side of the family that she was worthy of her distinction as the only Kennedy wife so far (other than the matriarch, Rose). So she decided to host a get-together at her home in honor of St. Patrick’s Day—an affair of about thirty people, mostly family but with some important business associates of Bobby’s as well. When Bobby’s brother Jack heard about Ethel’s plans, he called to ask if she could invite his new girlfriend, Jacqueline Bouvier. Ethel readily agreed. She liked the senator a great deal and would do anything to please him.
Two days later, Ethel telephoned Jackie to invite her to the party and inform her of the unusual theme: All of the guests were to wear black, which seemed particularly strange for a St. Patrick’s Day party.
On the night of the party, Jack showed up first, on crutches and slippers, his chronic back troubles causing him great discomfort. “I’m dying here,” he said. “This damn back is killing me.” Jim Buckley, brother of magazine publisher William F Buckley and who would go on to become a New York senator and one day marry Ethel’s college friend Ann Cooley, asked Jack about his date. “Oh, she’s a looker,” Jack said. “Wait until you get a load of her. She’s my new dance partner,” he added with a grin.
Anxious to make an entrance befitting a Bouvier—and perhaps hoping to impress her new beau and his friends—Jackie was the last to arrive. Whereas everyone else had either driven his or her own car or took a cab to Bobby and Ethel’s, Jackie showed up in a chauffeur-driven black Rolls Royce. She did wear black, though, as did all of the guests. Jackie wore an elegant dark cocktail dress embroidered with silver threads in medallion shapes, along with white pearls and matching earrings. A black fur coat was the perfect wintry touch.
As if on cue, shortly after Jackie’s arrival, Ethel came swooping down the staircase from the second floor. “Here I am, everybody. How are you all?” Her smile was dazzling as she walked about the room, meeting and greeting her guests, all of whom looked at her with expressions of astonishment. Ethel was wearing a stunning green diaphanous gown—and not just one shade, but layer upon layer of different hues of green. The center of attention, Ethel graciously spent time with each guest and began to acquit herself well as the ideal hostess.
Jackie stood in a corner and watched Ethel with an inscrutable expression. Lem Billings, who attended the party, remembered, “About an hour into the party, she came over to me and said, ‘Interesting woman, that Ethel.’ I told her, ‘Once you get to know her, I think you’ll like her.’ ”
Billings asked Jackie, “Now, does it upset you, the way she set this up?”
“Oh, no. Not in the least,” Jackie said with a chuckle. “After all, it is her party. As hostess, she can do whatever she likes, don’t you agree? Now, personally, I would never do anything like that. But how utterly clever of her.”
To another guest, Jackie said, “How refreshing it will be to know someone who has no interest whatsoever in impressing anyone with her fashion taste.”
When Jackie and Ethel finally met for the first time, their exchange was unmemorable, chilly and brief. Jackie stayed to herself for the rest of the evening, not mingling but rather seeming to pose regally in front of the roaring fireplace—a perfect picture. The way she had positioned herself she had everyone’s attention, and so for the next hour Jack fetched his senatorial friends and brought them over to make her acquaintance. All the while, Ethel eyed Jackie, muttering to Bobby that the Bouvier interloper was trying to pull the room’s focus to her. “It’s not my imagination,” she was overheard saying angrily. Finally, long before any of the other invitees, Jackie walked over to Ethel and Bobby and told them that she had to go.
“Before dinner?” Ethel was flabbergasted. “But we have a wonderful meal prepared.”
Jack was already helping Jackie with her fur as she apologized and said that she had “the most dreadful headache ever.” As much as she wanted to stay, she said, she couldn’t.
Jackie then walked through the small crowd, shaking hands and kissing cheeks as if she were royalty. After she had bid adieu to everyone, Jack escorted her to the front door and to her waiting Rolls. Some of Ethel’s guests peered through the front windows to watch with mesmerized expressions as the uniformed chauffeur popped out of the driver’s side of the car, whipped around to the other side, and opened the door for Jackie. After she had gotten into the automobile, he closed the door and ran back to the driver’s seat. As the car started to pull away, Jackie rolled down the window and grandly waved farewell to her fans in Ethel’s living room.
“Well, I never…” Ethel said, not bothering to hide her fury.
“Clearly,” Bobby said, his eye twinkling. He was taken with Jack’s new girlfriend and liked her from the start.
Later, over dinner, Ethel still couldn’t get over what had occurred with Jackie. “Jack-leen,” she observed as she and her guests discussed Jack’s new girlfriend. “Rhymes with ‘queen,’ doesn’t it?” It was a stolen quip, actually; Eunice had already said it after meeting Jackie for the first time.
Still, Jack was amused by the observation. “Seems rather appropriate, doesn’t it?” he said.
The next day, Jackie sent Ethel a letter. “I had such a wonderful time,” she wrote in her difficult-to-read backhand. “So many fascinating people, so much wonderful conversation. And you, Ethel, were the most perfect hostess, so lovley [sic], and so beautiful in your greenery. I thank you so much for inviting me, and I feel absolutely dreadful that I had to leave in such a completely inappropriate rush.”
Upon receipt of the note, Ethel found herself confused about “Jackleen.” Anyone who complimented her on one of her parties was definitely a person Ethel appreciated and wanted in her circle. However, because Jackie had also proved herself to be a scene-stealer, Ethel didn’t know whether to love her or loathe her. Of course, in years to come, Ethel’s predicament would be one in which many people would find themselves when it came to Jackie.
Despite the letter Ethel had received—which, because it was so confounding to her, she shared with anyone—most of her friends were appalled by Jackie’s behavior at the gathering. However Ethel, never one to conform, decided to take an opposing point of view. “You know what? I like her,” she said approvingly. “I really do. I like her nerve. My mother would get a kick out of her, too.”
A week later, as Ethel and Jackie enjoyed lunch together in a Washington restaurant, Jackie gifted her with a pin: a delicate green four-leaf clover with a small diamond in the center of each leaf. Jackie further ingratiated herself by sharing a confidence with Ethel: The reason she had to leave the party in such a rush was that she was suffering from premenstrual cramps. According to what Ethel would later recall, Jackie said that her illness made it unbearable for her to have to meet all of the people Jack kept bringing over to her. Also, she said she was “absolutely freezing,” which was the reason she was standing in front of the fireplace during most of the party.
Ethel explained that the reason the temperature was so frigid in her home was that Rose Kennedy was angry at her and Bobby for their spending habits, “and Bobby said I could only have the party if I didn’t use any heat. He said, ‘It’s either heat or a parry. You choose.’ So, naturally, I chose the party.”
“Well, naturally,” Jackie agreed.
After the two women shared a hearty laugh, Jackie asked Ethel to keep sacred the secret of her premenstrual cramps. Ethel promised to tell “not a soul.”
But how could she resist? In weeks to come, Ethel would tell just about everyone she knew all of the details of her lunch with Jackie, including her little secret. Ethel also proved herself to be a perceptive woman because, after just one luncheon with Jackie, she seemed to understand something about her that it usually took others much longer to discern. “She asks a lot of questions, on and on and on with the questions,” Ethel said. “And I’m sitting there answering all of these questions when it suddenly hit me: As long as she keeps me busy talking, she doesn’t have to give me any information about herself.”
In the months after their first meeting, Ethel Kennedy and Jackie Bouvier got to know each other on weekend Kennedy outings. Football games at the Georgetown Recreation Center were particularly amusing. Ethel fit right in with the Kennedy brothers—and even their sisters, who played a raucous and sometimes even violent game. Jackie, of course, hated these kinds of sports. The first time she got out on the field, she somehow managed to catch a ball hurled at her by Jack. Stunned at her good luck, she stood in the middle of the field, dazed, and said, “Now, which way do I run, exactly?”
“Aw, get that debutante off the field,” Ethel said, annoyed. “You gotta be kidding me!” (Ethel had never gotten over her astonishment when Bobby told her that Jackie had once been given the title “Queen Deb of the Year” by New York society reporter Cholly Knicker-bocker—a.k.a. Igor Cassini, brother of designer Oleg. “And she was actually proud of that?” Ethel wanted to know.)
Trying to fit in, Jackie continued to play football every time a game was organized, until one weekend she sprained her ankle. (Some say she broke it.) As she sat in the middle of the field, sobbing and holding her foot, Jack, Bobby, and the other Kennedys stared at her in disbelief. Kennedys don’t cry, after all—or at least that had always been the family myth. It was Ethel who ran over to the “debutante,” her mothering instincts surfacing. “Oh, you poor dear,” she said as she helped Jackie hobble to the sidelines. “Now, you have to go straight home and get some ice and put it in a towel, then use it on your ankle. Otherwise it will swell.” Then she turned to the others, who were by now laughing, and screamed at them, “Don’t laugh at her. Don’t be so mean. She’s getting better at the game.”
After that incident, however, Jackie decided that she would never play football with the Kennedys again.
For years, it has been said that Jackie and Ethel were not, and could never be, friends. That was not the case. In fact, Jackie and Ethel treaded warily into a friendship and developed a deep, profound understanding that would last for decades. At the beginning they set certain boundaries.
For instance, Jackie loved to talk about her father’s sexual exploits, shocking Ethel with her frank discussions. Because Ethel, who never liked talking about sex, was clearly uncomfortable hearing about Black Jack’s private life, he soon became a subject the two women rarely discussed. Jackie’s parents were divorced, and Jackie had no problem with divorce at all. Ethel didn’t believe in divorce, however, and was vocal about her disapproval. Once, at a family picnic, the two women engaged in a heated discussion about whether or not Jackie was a true Catholic because, as Ethel put it, “If you were, you wouldn’t approve of divorce.”
“Well, if you were, you wouldn’t be so judgmental about what I do and do not approve of,” Jackie shot back.
“Oh yeah? Well, I… I… I don’t even know what you’re talkin’ about,” Ethel said.
In time, the two women learned not to broach the subject of divorce, though they did have many more discussions about the pros and cons of Roman Catholicism. (Jackie was fairly religious, actually, but few could match Ethel’s devotion.)
Nevertheless, Ethel did continue to give Jackie a hard time for many years to come. “Ethel was more Kennedy than the Kennedys,” says John Davis. “She made Jackie prove herself, yes. She could try a saint’s patience, and even though my cousin [Jackie] was not a saint, she was pretty close just by virtue of the fact that she never went to blows with Ethel, at least not to my knowledge.”
“Jackie was put through her paces by the whole family,” says family friend Dinah Bridge. “And she stood up extremely well to the Kennedy barrage of questions, and that was quite a barrage. You had to know the form to keep up, you know, because the jokes went so fast, and the chitter-chat.”
It’s often been reported over the years that Jackie worked hard to win the Kennedys’ acceptance, that she longed for their approval; yet this was an inaccurate assessment. While she did want to make Jack happy, and hoped his family would accept her, Jackie had the self-confidence to know that they would have no choice. “She already had Jack,” says Lem Billings. “She didn’t need the rest of them. That was her attitude. If they like me, great. If not, the hell with them. I am who I am. They’re lucky to have me in the family at all.”
At one Kennedy outing on one of their yachts, Eunice opened the picnic basket she always packed for the family and began handing out thick peanut-butter and jelly sandwiches to all aboard.
“I put extra strawberry jam on this one for you,” Eunice said as she handed Jackie a sandwich, the messy jelly dripping out of its sides and down her hands.
“Oh my God, no,” Jackie said, looking at the offering with disgust. She hated jelly, “I brought my own lunch.” She opened her own wicker picnic basket and pulled from it a plate of pâté, a vegetable quiche, and a bottle of white wine. “Anyone care for some?” she offered, as family members around her shared not-so-secret looks of exasperation.
“Pâté? Hell, yeah,” Joseph said enthusiastically. “I’d love some.” From the start, Joseph liked Jackie and appreciated her individuality and sense of flair. “Who else do we know who speaks French, Spanish, and Italian?” he would say. “That’s going to come in handy for Jack, believe me.” For her part, Jackie would say of Joseph, “When I first met him, I did not realize that I was supposed to be scared of him—so I wasn’t. That may have been lèse-majesté—but it was a wonderful way to start.”
By the summer of 1953, Jackie had won over the rest of the Kennedys. “I’m so glad we’ll be sisters-in-law,” she told Ethel one afternoon at a pre-wedding party at Joseph and Rose’s. After Bobby proposed a toast to the soon-to-be-newlyweds, Jackie gave a small speech to those present at the table: Rose and Joseph, Bobby and Ethel, Ted, Eunice, Pat, Lem Billings, and a few others. She loathed the idea of getting up and speaking, but it was a Kennedy tradition that everyone had to give a toast, whether he or she liked it or not.
“Ethel and I couldn’t he more different,” Jackie said, her toast directed to her future sister-in-law. She continued to say that if all of the family members were of the same disposition, “we’d be a very prosaic bunch, now wouldn’t we?” In conclusion, she added that in the short time she had known the family, she’d come to realize that the Kennedys “are nothing if not the most exciting family, perhaps in the world.”
“Hear, hear!” Joseph said, laughing. “That’s the truth, isn’t it, Rose?”
“Hear, hear!” Rose repeated, smiling approvingly.
She sat back down next to Jack, who smiled warmly at his fiancée, who had once again dazzled his entire family.
“Okay then. Here’s to Jack and Jackie,” Ethel said, raising her glass and seizing some attention for herself in the process. “Long may they be happy.”
“Long may they be happy,” everyone repeated as they clicked glasses.
In time, Jackie began to reveal concerns about her future husband’s philandering. Estelle Parker, the fashion designer who fitted Jackie for her trousseau, recalls Jackie asking her for her opinion about men who cheat on their wives. “She seemed confused, undecided,” said Parker. “She also realized that if she married into that family she would be expected to cater to their every whim. Kennedy women were treated like second-class citizens. Jackie wasn’t prepared to tolerate that sort of treatment.”
However, Jackie dismissed her apprehension and decided she could handle any problems she might encounter with her husband and his family. She was the type of woman who could look at a problem from all sides, make a decision about its solution, and then follow through with it. “I’ll find my own place in this family,” she told Lem Billings. “Don’t worry about me.”
So the wedding was on. “I’ll never forget when I got a letter from Jack asking me to be an usher,” recalled his good friend Paul “Red” Fay. “It said, ‘I guess this is the end of a promising career in politics, which has been mostly based on sex appeal.’ ”
On September 12, 1953, in a lavish ceremony at St, Mary’s in Newport, Jacqueline Bouvier and John Fitzgerald Kennedy were wed. No one was happier than Jack’s father, Joseph. Not only did his son have a beautiful new wife who would one day make the perfect First Lady, but the media coverage was all that the publicity-hungry Kennedy patriarch could hope for.
While Janet Auchincloss had hoped for a small, elegant wedding, Joseph wanted it large and showy. For Joseph, this ceremony was not just a social event, it was part of a political campaign. In the end, Janet gave in. It was important to her that her daughter marry well. If the Kennedys weren’t as aristocratic as she would have liked (she had hoped that Jackie would marry a French nobleman, or at least a Rockefeller), they did have money, and right now she didn’t. Her husband was cash-poor, even though he and his wife were still somehow living like royalty.
Bobby was the best man, and Ethel was one of the bridesmaids. Jackie’s sister, Lee, was matron of honor. Among the six hundred invited guests were prominent politicians and influential newspaper and magazine writers. Boston Archbishop Richard Cushing celebrated the nuptial mass, assisted by four other prominent Catholic clergymen. As an added bonus, Cushing read a telegram from Pope Pius XII, who also approved of the marriage. The church was decorated with pink gladioli and white chrysanthemums, and three thousand spectators converged upon it to get a glimpse of the thirty-six-year-old groom and his twenty-four-year-old bride.
“It was a beautiful, fairy tale of a wedding,” recalls Sancy Newman, who attended all three of the brothers’ weddings. “Everyone said the most perfect things, wore the most perfect clothes, and had the most perfect manners. It was picture perfect.”
After the ceremony, Jack and Jackie spent their wedding night at the Waldorf-Astoria in New York before departing for a honeymoon in Acapulco and then, on the way back, at the bucolic San Ysidro Ranch outside Santa Barbara, California.
Upon their return, the newlyweds rented a two-bedroom home in Georgetown, a short distance from where Ethel and Bobby lived, Ethel loaned drapes and slipcovers to Jackie for the new house, and even though their tastes were completely different, Jackie still appreciated Ethel’s thoughtfulness.
As Kennedy intimate Chuck Spalding recalled, “People have always said how different they were, and in terms of their personalities, yes, that was true. But as wives, they had a lot in common. For instance, it’s been thought for years that Ethel was the greatest housewife in the world. Untrue. That was a myth created, I think, because of all the children. She was a mess, though, a sloppy mess. She had a lot of help around the house, maids and servants, whom she treated very poorly but who were there just the same, picking up after her and her kids. Jackie was just as bad. She was a woman who had never scrubbed a floor a day in her life. And as a cook? Forget it! Women of her class never cooked their own meals anyway.”
One morning, according to Spalding, newlywed Jackie pulled sister-in-law Ethel aside at a family gathering to ask a question. “Now, just how do you make that delicious fried chicken of yours?” she wanted to know.
“Whoever said I made delicious fried chicken?” Ethel asked.
“Well, Jack says you make the best fried chicken in the world.”
Ethel laughed. “No, it’s his sister Eunice. She’s the one who makes fried chicken. All I did was get the recipe from her and give it to my cook. And now she makes the best fried chicken in the world, too. I can lend it to you if you like.”
Jackie thought it over, then asked, “Do you think you could lend me your cook instead?”
Just a little over a year into their marriage, the newlywed Kennedys were faced with their first major challenge as they dealt with Jack’s serious health problems. Ten years earlier, in 1944, Jack had undergone spinal surgery, partly because of injuries he had sustained when the PT boat (the famous PT-109) that he commanded during the war was rammed and split by a Japanese destroyer. After a night in the water, and with his back crippled by the crash, the heroic JFK swam five hours to land, towing the boat’s badly burned engineer behind him. Kennedy had already suffered from back problems even before 1944, however, dating from a football injury at Harvard.
In October 1954, Jack was admitted to the Hospital for Special Surgery at Cornell University Medical Center in New York City for more spinal surgery. At that time, doctors performed a double-fusion operation on his spine, in hopes of strengthening his back. It didn’t go well, and for the next three days he would be on the critical list.
Lem Billings recalled, “Jackie was usually the type to never show fear, but she was scared, very much so, about all of Jack’s illnesses. Not only did he have Addison’s disease [caused by underactive adrenal glands], he had a variety of back problems. He was on different drugs and medications, so many you couldn’t keep track of them all, including cortisone shots to treat the Addison’s. [One of the side effects of cortisone is an increase in libido, which likely exacerbated an already existing problem of hypersexual activity for JFK.] He had muscle spasms, and was being shot up with Novocain all the time. He was always very sick.
“After that first operation, he was in bad shape, critical condition for, I think, three weeks. They had to give him the Last Rites while Jackie stood there. His face was pale and swollen, his breathing heavy and irregular. I remember Jackie placing her hand on his forehead and saying, ‘Help him, Mother of God. Oh, help him.’ ”
So frightened was she that while she stood at her husband’s side, Jackie barely heard the priest as he intoned the Last Rites, “Libera me, Domine, de morte aeterna…” Afterward, slumping into a plastic chair in the hospital corridor, she said to Lem Billings, “What if Jack can’t take all of this? What if we lose him?”
Billings put his hand on her shoulder. “Listen, he’s too goddamn stubborn, Jackie,” he told her with a smile. “I’ve known him too long to think otherwise. He’s not going anywhere. I promise you that.”
Jackie looked up at her husband’s good friend with tears in her eyes. “If I ever lose him, Lem, I’ll die,” she said, and she seemed to really mean it.
Later that day, after news had gotten out that the senator was on his deathbed, reporters began to congregate at the hospital. Most were contained in the lobby, but one managed to sneak up to Jack’s floor. He confronted Jackie as she was fretting to Ted about her husband’s condition. “Mrs. Kennedy, is it true that your husband is dying?” he asked. Jackie was stunned by the question. Ted turned and, with tears in his eyes, snapped at the reporter, “Look, my brother’s darn sick, that’s all. But he’s going to pull through, you wait and see. His name is Jack Kennedy—Kennedy—and he’s going to pull through. You got that?” Then Ted took Jackie’s hand and led her away. Edward DeBlasio, a writer who tells this story, adds: “The expression in her eyes was one of pure love, for what Ted had said, for what he had done, for how he had helped her in this, her most trying hour.”
“When Jack began to recover, Jackie was at his side every moment,” recalls Kennedy friend Charles Bartlett. “She really rose to the occasion, spending every second trying to entertain him, calm him, show him her love for him. Playing games, checkers, Twenty Questions, whatever it took to keep his mind off his pain. The family was very impressed with the way she hung in there. She even brought Grace Kelly to his bedside, for goodness’ sake.”
Grace Kelly, in an oral history she gave for the JFK Library in June 1965, recalled, “I had been to a dinner party where I met Mrs. Kennedy and her sister for the first time. They asked me to go to the hospital with them to pay a visit and help cheer him [Jack] up. They wanted me to go to his room and say I was his new night nurse. Well, I hesitated. I was terribly embarrassed. Eventually, I was just sort of pushed into the room by the two of them. I introduced myself and he had recognized me at once, and he couldn’t have been sweeter or more quick to put me at ease.”
A few days after Jack’s surgery, Jackie arrived to find a poster of a movie star taped above Jack’s bed. It was Marilyn Monroe, in shorts and a tight sweater.
“Now, what is that doing up there?” Jackie wanted to know.
“I like her,” Jack said with a grin. “I find her rather attractive, don’t you?”
Two doctors would later say they noted an uncomfortable silence in the room, after which Jackie said, “You know, I have the exact same outfit. Why not take that down and I’ll have a similar photo made of myself for the same space?”
“A capital idea,” Jack exclaimed. However, the poster of Marilyn remained until the day he checked out of the hospital. In fact, he had it turned upside down, so that her legs were in the air.
For the next few months, Jack would suffer immeasurable pain, and would have to endure another operation as a result of an infection caused by a metal plate implanted during the first surgery. In one of her oral histories filed at the JFK Library, Jack’s primary physician, Dr. Janet Travell, recalled a conversation between Jackie and Ethel at the Hospital for Special Surgery.
“Mrs. Kennedy [Jackie] was the most patient, understanding, and brave woman,” said Travell. “At one point, she learned that she had to change the senator’s dressing. This wasn’t easy. It was a substantial wound, a gaping wound, very difficult for a layperson to deal with. Mrs. Kennedy would be the one who would have to change the dressing when he would be released from the hospital, and she did it, and valiantly.” In truth, Jackie did not have to be the one to change the dressings, therefore she must have wanted to. Certainly she must have felt it was her duty as Jack’s wife, and perhaps she also didn’t want anyone else to see his pain.
George Taylor had been Jack’s valet and chauffeur up until 1946, when Jack had become a congressman. Even after that time, he remained friends with him, and visited him at the hospital. He once recalled, “I remember the day Ethel came to visit, and she found out that Jackie was going to be changing these dressings and caring for Jack. She didn’t understand it at all. ‘How can you do it?’ she asked her. ‘How can you bear to see him that way? I could never do it.’
“ ‘When you love someone,’ Jackie told her, ‘you do all of this and more, Ethel. All of this and more.’ ”
By 1955, Ethel Kennedy had given birth to a third child, Robert F. Kennedy, Jr. The next baby, David Anthony, would be born a year later. (In the course of the 1950s, Ethel and Bobby would have three more children: Mary Courtney, Michael LeMoyne, and Mary Kerry, in 1956, 1958, and 1959, respectively.)
A year earlier, Bobby had resigned his post on the McCarthy Committee after only seven months, following a dispute with committee Republican majority counsel member Roy Cohn. He then went to work with his father, Joseph, as his assistant on the Commission on Reorganization of the Executive Branch (also known as the Hoover Commission, since it was headed by former President Herbert Hoover). Bored, Bobby didn’t keep that job for long and ended up hack on the McCarthy Committee, this time as counsel to the committee’s three-member Democratic minority. Bobby joined just in time for the historic nationally televised Army–McCarthy hearings from April 22 to June 16, 1954, which focused on allegations that the U.S. Army was harboring communists; the Army countercharged that Roy Cohn had sought preferential treatment for Private G. David Schine, Cohn’s best friend and a recent Army draftee. (The question of Cohn’s possible homosexual relationship with Schine was also raised in private quarters.)
As the fifties progressed, Bobby would become known for his racket-busting stance, especially as Chief Counsel to the Senate Permanent Subcommittee on Investigations (known as the Senate Rackets Committee).* By going up against thugs and mobsters as well as assorted blue-collar criminals in the Capitol’s hearing rooms, Bobby acquired his reputation as the shrewdest, most hotheaded of the Kennedy clan. Because Jack was one of the thirty-six senators on the committee, Ethel and Jackie would spend much of the next two years attending the hearings. They were proud of their husbands’ work, and the time they spent together—and with the Kennedy sisters—strengthened their relationship.
It was at around this time that Ethel and Bobby moved into Hickory Hill. Ethel modeled her Hickory Hill lifestyle after Big Ann’s hectic Lake Avenue estate, and the same kind of mad, hysterical goings-on would come to characterize Ethel and Bobby’s home life.
On October 4, 1955, Ethel Kennedy received terrible news: Her parents, George and Big Ann, had been killed in a fiery plane crash near Oklahoma City. They had been on a business trip and George, an experienced aviator, was behind the controls. Three days later, Ethel joined her brothers, sisters, and family friends for the solemn requiem High Mass at St. Mary’s in Greenwich.
In the same way that she would take on most of the ordeals of her life—including when her brother George died in another plane crash in 1966, or when, a few months later, George’s widow, Patricia, choked to death on a piece of meat—Ethel handled the tragic loss of her parents stoically and with a deep sense of the Divine. After Ethel had married Bobby, a distance had developed between her and her family, who did not approve of what they viewed as the Kennedys’ amoral ways, not only with women (Ann was particularly infuriated at reports of Joseph’s philandering), but also with some of the family’s politics as well as their religious convictions—or lack thereof. “Ann thought they were hypocrites,” said Skakel family friend Lawrence Alexander. “And Ethel had to choose a lot of the time. She always chose Bobby and his family. Always.”
About two weeks after Ethel returned from the funeral, Jack and Jackie paid her and Bobby a visit. Remembered Lem Billings, “Ethel was her old self, as if absolutely nothing had occurred. Later, Jack told me that Jackie had expected to find her to be very upset, visibly grieving. Jackie arrived wearing all black, in recognition of what had occurred. Ethel wore pink. Jackie’s expression was so pitiful that it would have made anyone feel badly. Ethel was all smiles.”
Billings says that Jackie found Ethel’s attitude completely perplexing. It is more likely, however, that Jackie fully understood the manner in which Ethel concealed her feelings because, in fact, Jackie would often do the same thing. Most people never really knew what Jackie was thinking either.
“They were there for over an hour and not one single word was said about the tragedy that had occurred. In the Kennedy family, you never addressed tragedy, and the Skakels were exactly the same way,” said Billings.
As they were getting ready to leave, Jackie approached Ethel.
“I just want to tell you how very, very sorry I am,” Jackie said.
“About what?” Ethel asked. The two women studied each other for a moment. Suddenly Ethel’s eyes began to fill with tears, her deep pain evident. She turned away, embarrassed.
Two years later, Jackie’s beloved father would pass away. In his last few years, because he had become a resentful old man who felt that life had treated him unfairly, it had become difficult for Jackie to continue to have Black Jack in her life. His well-regarded charm had begun to wear as he aged, and friends were no longer as eager to bail him out of his financial woes. Jack had never expected to end up with no money, yet that’s exactly what happened to him.
Whenever Jackie visited her father during his latter years, she always left with a deep sense of regret that he was nothing like the man she had so idolized. He was perpetually angry and expressed bitterness at having been “abandoned” by both of his daughters. In the summer of 1957, when Black Jack became ill and was hospitalized in New York, Jackie rushed to be by his side. She had arrived too late, however. His last word, according to a nurse, had been “Jackie.”
Not allowing her grief to get in the way of practicality, Jackie managed to arrange all of the details for the funeral service at St. Patrick’s Cathedral, notifying only immediate family members and just a few of Black Jack’s business associates. Before she closed the coffin, Jackie took off a bracelet her father had given her as a gift and placed it in his hand.
Jackie’s cousin Edie Beale recalls, “I remember that about a dozen of Jack’s old beaus [sic] showed up at the funeral, much to Jackie’s consternation. They just showed up, all dressed in black. And there they sat, like a fan club of Black Jack’s.
“Jackie didn’t cry at the funeral, not a drop. And when they buried him in East Hampton, no tears. Not a drop.”
After the service, Ethel and Bobby paid Jack and Jackie the requisite post-funeral visit. Mirroring Ethel’s reaction to her parents’ sudden death, Jackie acted as if nothing tragic had occurred in her life as she and her sister-in-law ate the stuffed baked peaches that had been prepared by Ethel’s cook. Before leaving, Ethel presented Jackie with a Bible.
“Hopefully, we won’t have too much more grief in our lives, Ethel,” Jackie said as she embraced her sister-in-law. Little did the two know what lay ahead for both of them. In just a few years—the Camelot years—they would know the kind of heartbreaking sorrow most people could never imagine. One of them would somehow weather the storm and continue with her life in a fulfilling way despite the tragedies. The other—her dreams shattered, her ambition scuttled—would never be the same.
Always ambitious and status-conscious, Jackie Kennedy, it would seem, made a bargain with herself early in her marriage: Any unhappiness she felt as a result of her marriage would be a tradeoff for her position in the formidable, almighty Kennedy clan. Also, those who knew her well realized that she was committed to the notion of family values where her children were concerned; she didn’t want John Jr. and Caroline to come from a broken home.
Jackie hadn’t always felt this way, though. Back in 1957, after the Democratic convention, she was unhappy in her marriage and distressed that her husband chose not to be at her side when she had a stillborn child, a girl she had named Arabella. Instead, he was on a Caribbean vacation.
Ethel and Jackie had lunch a month after the tragic pregnancy. Ethel later discussed details of the luncheon with a Georgetown friend, Mary Fonteyn.
“I don’t want to be married to a man who is so selfish,” Jackie said bitterly. “I am so miserable being married to this… this… person.”
Ethel was astonished. “Well, Grandpa will never let you out of that marriage, Jackie.”
“Oh?” Jackie asked serenely. “Well, we’ll just see about that.”
According to what Ethel remembered, she left the luncheon feeling very uneasy. For the next couple of months, the Kennedys whispered among themselves that Jack’s marriage was in trouble. When Washington columnist Drew Pearson printed rumors of marital discord, his story was picked up and expanded upon by Time magazine. After reading it, Joseph asked his son about the state of his marriage, and Jack said all was well.
Ethel, perhaps thinking she could win some points with the Kennedy patriarch, decided to betray her sister-in-law’s confidence. She would later say she was doing it to “help” Jackie, though how she thought she was helping was unclear. She called Joseph and told him of her lunch with her sister-in-law and of Jackie’s contemplation of divorce. Joseph thanked Ethel, probably for being such a good little Kennedy, then he sprang into action.
Sixty-eight-year-old Joseph Kennedy, who had recently undergone surgery to have his prostate removed, arranged to have a luncheon meeting with Jackie at Le Pavillon, an elegant French restaurant on East 57th Street in New York. Though he was still in a weakened state from the surgery, he wasted little time getting to business after he and Jackie sat down under bright crystal chandeliers in plush surroundings.
Because of the damage it would do to Jack’s political future, divorce was not a possibility for her, Jackie was told as she picked at her chicken polonaise. Something would have to be negotiated, Joseph offered, a way to make her happy in a marriage that was no longer working for her.
According to a lawyer who worked for the Kennedys from 1957 to 1961 and who wishes to remain anonymous, Joseph and Jackie actually agreed upon a trust fund in the amount of one million dollars for any children she might have in the future. Perhaps Joseph was hoping to give her an incentive to try once again to have a baby. As far as he was concerned, even giving birth was a political act, for each new child demonstrated the Kennedys’ commitment to family values. However, according to the lawyer, it was also agreed that if Jackie didn’t have any children within five years, the million dollars would revert to her. Also—this not from the lawyer but from family friend Lem Billings—Jackie told Joseph, “The price goes up to twenty million if Jack brings home any venereal diseases from any of his sluts.” Billings says that Joseph agreed, saying, “If that happens, Jackie, name your price.”
According to Ethel’s good friend Mary Fonteyn, Joseph agreed that Jackie could distance herself from the Kennedys and she would not be expected to see them as much or attend as many of their clique-ish social functions. She wasn’t interested in politics, she said, and wanted to now devote her time and attention to literature and art. She wanted more freedom from the family, with only occasional dinners when at Hyannis Port.
“You should have the space you need,” Joseph told his daughter-in-law.
“I’m so happy that you can see this from my perspective,” Jackie said. The relationship these two shared had always been strong, and this meeting would only add to their deep understanding of one another.
When Ethel heard through the family grapevine that Joseph had given Jackie a million dollars to stay married to his son, she demanded to know if there was any truth to it. Ethel first asked Bobby, who said he believed it to be false. Unconvinced, she went to Rose who, in the company of Eunice and several Kennedy intimates, casually told her the truth: that Joseph had set up a trust fund for Jackie’s children, should she have any.
“What?” Ethel said, immediately outraged. The women had been sitting on the porch at Rose’s home in Hyannis Port. Ethel jumped from the chair. “Why would Grandpa set up a million-dollar trust fund for Jackie’s children when she doesn’t even have any?” Ethel wanted to know. “I have five babies right now, and there’s no trust fund for them. A million dollars!” she said incredulously.
“Dear heart, you know I don’t have an answer for you about that,” Rose said calmly, as everyone else on the porch froze in anticipation of how this scene would be played out.
Ethel shook her head angrily. “Well, why can’t Bobby and I have a million dollars, too?” she asked. “That seems only fair.”
“I’m sorry, but you’ll have to talk to Mr. Kennedy about this matter,” Rose said formally, then she got up and walked away.
Ethel picked up a pillow from a chaise longue with her left hand, shot it into the air, and punched it. “A million dollars!” she repeated.
“Ethel didn’t have the nerve to talk to Joseph, I guess, because, from my understanding of it, she wanted Bobby to take up the matter with his father,” Mary Fonteyn said. “Ethel and Bobby fought for weeks about the matter until, finally, Bobby went to Joseph and explained the problem to him. Annoyed at the whole matter, Joseph set up a trust fund for each of Bobby and Ethel’s five children, $100,000 for each child, which each would receive at the age of twenty-one.”
Despite Joseph’s efforts, Ethel was still unhappy. She wanted an even million, just as Jackie had. Finally, Bobby told Ethel that if she pushed his father any further, Joseph would probably rescind the original offer. So Ethel let it go, but she wasn’t happy about it.
It is not known if Jackie ever learned who had betrayed her by telling Joe of her discontent, but one might presume that had she known it was Ethel, she would have been angry with her. In fact, such a breach could have caused a serious rift between them, one that might never have been smoothed over. “Or maybe not,” offers Mary Fonteyn, who remained friendly with Ethel until 1960, when the two had a falling out over Mary’s refusal to loan Ethel money. (“She didn’t need it,” says Fonteyn. “She just wanted to see if I would do it, to test me. And I refused to play her game.”) Says Fonteyn, “Jackie was the kind of woman who would weigh the pros and cons of every situation and then decide how she felt about the outcome. True, she would have been angry with Ethel, but since Ethel’s lack of loyalty resulted in money for Jackie’s children, it’s likely she decided it was worth it.”
For each of the Kennedy wives, the Camelot years would provide entirely different life experiences. For Jackie, these were the years she was granted power and prestige as First Lady of the land, the most famous, revered woman in the country. These were her glory years, and she enjoyed them to the hilt. However, there was a price to pay for them. She had no treasured privacy, she was sick much of the time, worn down by physical exhaustion, and she was in a marriage that was less than satisfying. Still, she was a Kennedy—in fact, with the exception of her husband, she was the Kennedy—and she enjoyed her life to the fullest.
These were years of frustration for Ethel, however. She was never able to fully enjoy her role as a Kennedy wife because it vexed her so that she wasn’t the Kennedy wife—the role played by Jackie. She was proud of her husband, the Attorney General, however, and lived with a great sense of anticipation about his future. Everyone in the family anticipated—either openly or secretly—that Bobby would probably be sitting in the Oval Office one day himself.
For Joan, the Camelot years were the most confusing of her life in that she found herself thrust into a world for which she was completely unprepared. She enjoyed very little of it. Married to Ted in 1958, she quickly became painfully aware that he was like his brothers when it came to the notion of being faithful to their wives: He didn’t believe in it.
While Jackie and Ethel had plenty of experience with marital infidelity—all of Ethel’s siblings had their own problems with fidelity, as did many of her relatives—Joan had none. At least to her knowledge, her father, Harry Bennett, had always been faithful to her mother, Ginny. Joan had not grown up in a world where husbands cheated on their wives and got away with it. “Joan had not been bred to accept infidelity,” observed her former assistant, Marcia Chellis. “She was not a saint, like Rose. Nor was she a very good actress.”
“She came in as sweet as can be,” observed Secret Service agent Larry Newman, “the kind of girl anyone would want to date, the kind who would never take a drink, never be anything but cheerful and sunny. We’d be on post and see her and Ted and say, ‘What a lucky bastard he is, to have a girl like that, so perfect.’ Then, of course, as time went on… she got ripped to pieces.”
By 1961, Ted had grown accustomed to being unfaithful to his twenty-four-year-old wife, even bringing his current girlfriends to the White House for a swim and lovemaking after his brother was elected into office. He was often not discreet.
For instance, at one dinner-dance party Ted and Joan hosted at a Washington hall, Ted became fixated on the married blonde daughter of one of the country’s most famous industrialists. Before long, the two were engaged in an erotic slow shuffle on the dance floor. Joan, who had positioned herself so that her back was to her husband and his dance partner, carried on a lively conversation with friends, none of whom could help but stare over her shoulder and watch in dismay as Ted nibbled on the ear of his consort. When he was finished dancing, Ted walked over to his wife. “Drink, darling?” Joan asked, as she held a martini out to him. “On second thought,” she said, and then quickly downed it herself. “As you know, I always feel so much better after I’ve had a drink,” she concluded, spitting the words out at him. Then she rose and walked away.
Joan would later explain that she blamed herself for Ted’s infidelities. “When one grows up feeling that maybe one is sort of special and hoping that one’s husband thinks so, and then suddenly thinking maybe he doesn’t,” Joan once told an interviewer, “well, I didn’t lose my self-esteem altogether, but it was difficult to hear all the rumors. And I began thinking, well, maybe I’m just not attractive enough.”
Joan’s view of herself as being inadequate was completely different from the way her sister-in-law Jackie felt about herself. Jackie believed that she had no inadequacies to speak of and never took the blame for anything for which she wasn’t completely responsible. Inadequate? “Perish the thought,” she might have said.
Because Ethel wasn’t a reflective person, she seemed never to give much thought to whether or not she deserved to be a part of the Kennedy family. A pragmatic as well as spiritual woman, she seemed to believe she was in her rightful place, “or God wouldn’t have put me here.” And as for Bobby’s cheating, she probably never thought much about the reasons for that either. She didn’t want to face it as a reality in her life, let alone spend meditative moments dwelling on the subject. Also, she was an extremely busy mother. “Look, I have too many kids. I can’t afford the luxury of sitting around thinking about how I feel about things,” she would say. However, when she did ponder Bobby’s behavior, she usually blamed his father for having handed down the legacy of infidelity. She didn’t blame herself. “He’s like Grandpa,” she very astutely observed to one of Bobby’s sisters, “in that he thinks the only way he can be powerful is to prove he can have any woman he wants. I just ignore it.”
Jackie’s and Ethel’s kind of thinking broke a long-standing Kennedy tradition, one by which women were blamed—and accepted blame—for everything that ever went wrong in the household, be it a child having trouble in school or a husband who was being unfaithful. Jackie, and to a great extent Ethel, wouldn’t play that game. Joan, though, perfectly fit the Kennedy mold. She not only accepted blame when it was being doled out, she’d offer to take more if it made everyone else feel good about themselves.
As beautiful as she was on the outside, Joan Kennedy was just as lovely on the inside. Sweet and sincere, she found herself swept into the formidable Kennedy family without much preparation.
“She often cried when telling me how much she loved Jacqueline as a sister,” recalls John Davis. “She admired Jacqueline so much because—well of course they had much in common in terms of their love for art and music. But also, Jackie had qualities Joan wished she had: strength, courage, determination. Living under the pressure cooker of the Kennedy household was so unbearable it almost drove Joan to madness at times. I’d never seen such a sad woman, and neither had Jackie.”
One of Jackie’s Secret Service men recalls hearing a conversation between Jackie and Joan while at a reception at Jackie’s favorite restaurant, La Salle du Bois, on M Street in Washington.
Whenever she was feeling insecure, Joan fell back on her looks and sense of glamour, and tried to be as stylish, beautiful, and desirable as possible. For this luncheon, she wore a short, hot-pink skirt two inches above the knee with matching stockings and white high heels. She looked as willowy as a fashion model, her blonde hair flowing to her shoulders in silky waves. For her part, Jackie was in virginal white: shoes, stockings, simple shift dress, and—unusual for her—a touch of typically sixties white eye shadow.
As the two glamorous sisters-in-law ate chilled mangos as appetizers, Joan asked Jackie about her perfume.
Jackie smiled. “I never tell anyone what perfume I wear,” she said with a wink. “I can’t take the competition.”
After about thirty minutes of pleasantries, Joan began to confide in Jackie about a problem: She had found a gold necklace in her bed-sheets that was not hers.
Once Jackie had heard the entire story, she said that there was really nothing Joan could do about it. She advised her to “build your own life within this Kennedy world. Find those things you do best and do them.”
“But what about Teddy?” asked Joan, still an insulated and isolated Bronxville girl at heart.
“Oh, forget it! He’ll never change,” Jackie said. He was very much like his brothers, Jackie explained, each of whom had to conquer every attractive woman in his path, all in a hopeless effort to prove his masculinity. Somehow, maybe instinctively, Jackie had always been able to see right through the mystique of masculine, sexual conquest that was such a part of the Kennedy ethos. As she told Joan, “No woman is ever enough for a guy in that family.”
“And you just live with it?” Joan asked.
Jackie dragged on her Merit cigarette, one out of her three-pack-a-day habit. “Frankly, their behavior makes me sick to my stomach,” she told her young sister-in-law. “And I’ve been around it all my life.” It was true that for years Jackie had lived in the world in which the rich and powerful move. She was not at all shocked by the kinds of casual relationships that flourished on Capitol Hill. Moreover, her own father had flaunted his affairs in front of her, often talking to her about his girlfriends and making light of his conquests. If she could accept that kind of behavior from him, she certainly could of Jack, even if it did make her “sick to her stomach.”
Joan said nothing. Perhaps she felt that if a woman like Jackie, the First Lady, was powerless to stop her husband from cheating, she was helpless to do anything to stop hers.
“I say focus on yourself, Joan,” Jackie continued. “And your kids. Forget Teddy.”
Joan nodded. “Focus on me,” she repeated, as if the thought had never occurred to her before. “Focus on me,” she said again, as if it were a new mantra.
The Secret Service agent says, “I felt bad for Joan but had great admiration for Jackie. She was an amazingly strong and resilient woman, determined to have her own life, and not be dependent in any way on her husband. I was standing right next to her, and she looked at me as if she wanted me to hear what she was saying. Maybe she wanted me to spread the word to the other agents that she wasn’t a naïve little fool, which I later did.”
Before she got up to mingle with some friends, Jackie asked Joan to call her later in the week just to keep her informed of what was going on with Ted. Jackie also told her sister-in-law that perhaps she would find something for her to do at the White House. “That’ll keep you busy,” Jackie said with a laugh. “Creative satisfaction is where you find it. If you’re busy enough, believe me, you won’t give Teddy a second thought.”
Before she walked away, Jackie added one last thought that the agent who overheard this conversation would never forget: “Make sure Ted knows you found that necklace.”
And with that bit of advice, Jackie departed. Joan remained at the table to mull over her lesson, absentmindedly flipping through the pages of a Paris Match magazine left by her sister-in-law.
Those who knew Joan Kennedy best during her Camelot years have said that she was the family’s emotional heart, its conscience. One could always rely on Joan to be the understanding, compassionate Kennedy during times of crisis. Though it appeared that she didn’t know how to handle her own life, she was known for a clear-eyed assessment whenever asked for an opinion about someone else’s complex issue. Whereas Jackie was known for her practical advice, and Ethel for her religious point of view, Joan’s perspective was more reasonable and heartfelt.
Because she seemed so victimized by Ted, it often appeared that she was a weak person who—unlike her sisters-in-law and other women in the family—did not know how to reconcile herself to her husband’s unfaithfulness. Ted’s philandering was unacceptable to her, even abhorrent. She couldn’t fathom why she should accept it, and never really understood how Jackie and Ethel allowed it. Joan felt that fidelity was paramount in a marriage, whereas her sisters-in-law and many others in her circle believed that there were other concerns, such as power, prestige, money, and even children.
Of course, Joan was stuck in the wrong time and place to do anything about her marital frustrations, other than to complain about them to Jackie and let it all crush her emotionally.
Virginia Joan Bennett was born in the early-morning hours of September 2, 1936, at Mother Cabrini Hospital in Riverdale, New York, daughter of Harry Wiggins Bennett and the former Virginia Joan Stead, after whom she was named. Her father was Protestant, but Joan was raised a Catholic, like her mother, A successful advertising executive, Harry provided well for his family, which also included a sister, Candy, two years Joan’s junior. The family first lived in an upper-middle-class neighborhood in Bronxville, New York, in a four-room apartment in a complex called Midland Gardens.
Harry Wiggins Bennett was a strikingly handsome and amiable Cornell graduate, nothing at all like carefree Black Jack Bouvier or the tough-minded George Skakel. Easygoing, congenial, and fair-minded, he was “a nice, nice person and hard worker,” as Joan put it. A little bit over six feet tall, gregarious, charismatic, with a deep, resonant voice, Harry enjoyed acting in neighborhood theatrical productions as a hobby. Joan was, as she recalled it, “the apple of his eye,” always trying to please her father, who believed that life was good and fair, so there was no sense in complaining about it—no matter what happened.
“I was always told to smile, always smile—and never complain. It was the same thing in my marriage,” she would observe.
Joan’s mother, Ginny, was a small-boned, attractive woman with a round, clear-complexioned face and contagious smile. An amateur seamstress, she made most of her daughters’ clothing when they were in school. Ginny was also the household disciplinarian, doling out occasional whacks, when she felt it necessary, with a hairbrush that she kept hanging in sight with a bright pink ribbon. She also enjoyed playing the piano and began giving Joan lessons when the girl turned four, rewarding her daughter with gold stars when the child made progress.
It would seem, at least on the surface, that Joan’s upbringing was anything but eventful. While her sister Candy was outgoing and social, Joan was a shy, completely unathletic, retiring yet bright student who never expected much of herself or anyone else except, as she said, “to be treated fairly, nicely.” A thoughtful, introspective person, she would spend hours alone in her own world which was filled with the arts and her music.
There were cracks in the veneer of the Bennetts’ idyllic middle-class life, however, and they were apparent to anyone who knew the family.
“It struck me as odd that the girls never referred to their parents as ‘Mom’ and ‘Dad,’ it was always ‘Harry’ and ‘Ginny,’ ” said Joseph Livingston, who was a childhood friend of Candy’s and who spent time with Joan. “There were problems, but I think they were never looked at or analyzed. Both parents were drinkers, though no one ever mentioned it, ever. It was as if it didn’t exist, which is the way it is in many alcoholic families. It doesn’t exist.”
Like Jackie, Joan was the eldest of two daughters and closest to her father; she idolized him, and he felt the same about her. And like Jackie’s mother, Joan’s mother was a difficult woman to please or understand. She was never completely satisfied with herself or her daughters. Ginny thought Candy was too much the party girl, while, on the flip side, she thought that Joan was too complacent. She urged her teachers to make the girl work harder. She expected a lot from her children. Recalled Livingston, “She used to say, ‘I just want things to be right.’ But nothing was ever right where she was concerned. As a kid, I remember staying out of her way because if I didn’t, she would pull me to the side and start straightening my tie or rearranging my hair, saying, ‘It’s just not right, Joseph, It’s not right.’ ”
As her father made more money, Joan’s family became upwardly mobile, moving into a four-bedroom Mediterranean-style home on a quarter-acre plot in Bronxville and enjoying a thoroughly uneventful lifestyle. Unlike Jackie and Ethel, Joan had no cooks, nannies, housekeepers, or other servants as a child. “We did for ourselves,” Joan says.
As a teenager, Joan’s beauty blossomed, but she still had trouble making friends, especially in high school, where she remained reclusive. Her sister Candy was more popular. “She was a cheerleader and went out on dates while I went to the library,” Joan recalls.
On a visit to Bronxville, a researcher would be hard pressed to locate people who remember Joan Bennett; she apparently made little impression in high school. Even fellow students are surprised to learn that she was actually in their class. “I went to school with her?” said one woman who had been in her twelfth-grade history class. “You must be joking!”
“She stayed to herself,” said Ted Livingston, Joseph’s brother, who dated Joan when both were in the eleventh grade. “But then I got a load of her mother one day when I went to pick Joan up for a date. And I knew why.
“The mother made me nervous; just her presence in the room made everyone a little uneasy. Joan came downstairs all smiles, beautiful, and wearing a blue knee-length dress and white sweater. Mom followed, also smiling. She seemed jittery, but trying very hard to act casually. Then, just before we left, Ginny said to Joan, ‘I’m still not sure that that dress is the right color for you, Joan. I think it makes you look, oh I don’t know, pale, I guess. You just don’t look right.’ You could just sec Joan’s happiness just sort of evaporate. She deflated right in front of me. I felt terrible for her.”
Joan’s former assistant, Marcia Chellis, recalls, “Joan talked occasionally about her father but she rarely spoke of her mother, and I sensed that there were unhappy memories she did not care to recall.
“For Joan’s mother, little or no help would have been available to her for a condition [alcoholism] that was then considered to be a social stigma, a shameful secret, and a sign of personal weakness, especially for a woman. Joan may have been deprived of the warm, secure mother-daughter relationship that provides the basis for self-esteem.”
In June 1954, Joan graduated from high school and enrolled in Manhattanville College of the Sacred Heart, a Catholic women’s college which had just recently moved from Morningside Heights in New York City to a new fifteen-acre campus in Purchase, forty-five minutes north of Manhattan. The young women who attended Manhattanville were taught by nuns. It was an organized environment in which Joan—whose major was in English and minor was in music—seemed to fit, especially as she immersed herself in the study of classical liturgical music, to which she was exposed by attending daily Mass and High Mass on Sundays.
While in college, Joan emerged; her personality and beauty began to shine. “Thank God, my wallflower days were over,” she recalls. She became a New York “debutante” twice: first at the Fifth Annual Gotham Ball and then, a few weeks later, at the Nineteenth Debutante Cotillion and Christmas Ball. She then began competing in a number of beauty contests and in March 1956 was picked as “Queen” by the Bermuda Chamber of Commerce for its annual floral pageant.
In 1957, twenty-one-year-old Joan met her future husband, Ted, during her senior year at Manhattanville. That was the year the Kennedy Physical Education Building, located on campus and financed by Joseph Kennedy, was completed. Because mother Rose, daughters Eunice and Jean, and daughter-in-law Ethel had all attended Manhattanville, the dedication of the new building was a big family moment. Many of the Kennedys showed up for the ceremonies, including Rose and Joseph, Bobby, Jack, and Ted, as well as Ethel and Jackie.
The day of the ceremonies, Joan would later recall, “the place was buzzing with anticipation because of the distinguished guests, but I locked myself in my room to write my [school] papers. I was probably the only one of the seven hundred students who was absent from the dedication of the gymnasium. I missed Ted’s dedication speech entirely.” Joan did attend a tea that followed the ceremony, which was also attended by the rest of the school’s seniors and the Kennedy family. There, Joan saw Jean Kennedy Smith, whom she had met a few months earlier at a party at George Skakel’s home in Greenwich. Jean mentioned that she wanted Joan to meet her “little brother.” Joan recalled, “I looked up and saw Ted’s six feet two inches towering over me. At first, I was flabbergasted and surprised, and then when Jean drifted away, I knew, somehow, this was the man I would marry.”
Twenty-five-year-old Ted was a third-year law student attending school at the University of Virginia in Charlottesville. He was the only Kennedy sibling, other than the disabled Rosemary, yet unmarried. At six feet two inches and two hundred pounds, Ted was a better athlete than student. He’d been a rabble-rouser in college—“Cadillac Eddie,” they called him—known for his heavy drinking and reckless driving habits. Rose had asked him to speak at the dedication—it would be his first important public address—and he had agreed to do so.
“I had never heard of the Kennedys,” Joan recalls. “Never heard of them! I just took no interest in current events. I didn’t know what was going on in the real world.”
Jean, who had a fairly good track record as a matchmaker (she had already introduced Ethel into the family), seemed to have another success, Ted and Joan hit it off immediately and began to date soon afterward. “He [Ted] liked her a lot,” said Kennedy family friend Lem Billings. “He said to me, ‘She’s so relentlessly cheery, nothing gets her down.’ ‘Nothing?’ I asked. ‘Nothing,’ he answered. ‘She’s perfect for my family.’ ”
Naïve though she may have been, Joan did detect problems in Ted’s character from the very beginning. She had heard about his “Cadillac Eddie” reputation but didn’t want to know anything about it. Nothing negative or controversial was allowed to exist in her life. “It was her reaction, I think, to her mother’s determination that she he the perfect little girl,” observed Theresa Carpenter, who attended Manhattanville with Joan, “and to the fact that her mother was far from perfect herself and never really tried to hide that from her children.”
Though Joan continued dating other men, she saw Ted a few more times during the next seven months. A devout Catholic, she, like Ethel, was still a virgin when she married.
After Joan’s June 1958 graduation—sixty-eighth in her class of 108—she accepted Ted’s invitation to spend the weekend with him in Hyannis Port, where he wanted her to meet his mother, Rose. “My earliest memory of Joan was meeting her at the airport in Hyannis,” recalls Ted’s cousin and best friend, Joe Gargan, who had been sent to pick up the young Miss Bennett. “You couldn’t help but notice how pretty she was—really beautiful, and just as nice.”
Bringing Joan home to meet mother was a big move. Ted knew how eager Rose was for him to marry “the right girl of the right faith,” and Rose had made it clear that if he married the “wrong kind of girl, we’ll all suffer.” In fact, Rose had been saying a nightly rosary that Ted would do the family proud and bring home the perfect Kennedy wife.
The way Ted had described Joan didn’t impress Rose. Joan didn’t come from a family Rose had ever heard of, and she was afraid that the Bennetts weren’t very wealthy.
“Oh well, if Ted is interested in her, what can I say?” she told Ethel when the two discussed Ted’s plans in front of an acquaintance.
“I don’t know if this girl has much class,” Ethel said. “I’ve met her and she seems so… normal.”
Rose agreed.
“Oh well,” Ethel decided. “Good-bye wine and cheese. Hello macaroni and cheese.”
However, much to Rose’s relief, Joan made a good impression on her. She was beautiful, had a good upbringing, seemed well educated, and was properly respectful. The facts that she was Catholic and had attended Manhattanville were most important to Rose.
“She asked me about Bronxville, Manhattanville, the nuns,” Joan recalls, “but mostly we talked about music. [Rose] played the piano very well, and she asked me to play. I had to give a big recital in order to graduate, and I played some of that music, some Brahms. She played a Chopin étude for me. There was something that first week I met her that really connected. There was so much in common.”
After Joan’s visit, Rose was on a cloud. Joan may not have been as well bred as Jackie or as wealthy as Ethel, but she was beautiful, charming… and Catholic. “I can’t believe our luck,” she told her daughter Eunice. Still, just to be sure, Rose called Mother Elizabeth O’Bryne, the president of Manhattanville, to verify that Joan was the kind of woman she had presented herself as being. “Oh yes,” Mother Elizabeth told mother Rose. “Joan Bennett is an outstanding young woman. Ted is fortunate to know her.”
If Joan had any problems in her life, she didn’t reveal them to Rose, which was precisely the right thing for her to do. Rose was convinced that everyone had problems. “She’s not a whiner,” Rose would say later. Rose realized that Joan would see only what she wanted to see: a necessary trait, in Rose’s view, for being a Kennedy wife.
Joan would spend three more weekends at Hyannis Port before September was over. During her last visit of the month, Ted proposed marriage.
As a law student in Virginia and nominal head of Jack’s reelection campaign to the Senate, Ted Kennedy was a busy man at this time. “I was young and naïve then,” Joan has recalled, “but looking back, there were warning signals. We didn’t see each other from the time of his proposal until the engagement party.”
As the November wedding date approached, Joan became concerned. “You would be amazed what you learn about a man after you decide to marry him,” she would say later. “That’s because you start sizing him up for the first time, not as a date but as a potential husband.” Joan didn’t like what she was seeing in Ted. He seemed uninterested in her, and she suspected he was still dating other women. Friends told her that they’d spotted him with different women and in compromising situations. He seemed not to want marriage, and it looked to Joan as though he was being pushed into it by his family.
Just as would be the case in years to come, Joan felt that she could not speak to Ted about her concerns. Instead, Joan spoke to her father about her worries. Then the men—Harry Bennett, Ted, and Joseph Kennedy—had a conference in Hyannis Port to determine Joan’s future. When Harry told Joseph that Joan had misgivings about the marriage, the Kennedy patriarch exploded. The engagement had already been announced, he argued. “He said they’re not going to put in the papers that my son is being tossed over,” according to Mary Lou McCarthy. “He forced this issue. He was God. The wedding was going to happen whether Ted or Joan like it or not. I told Joan, ‘You can’t cure the addicted woman-chaser.’ And she said, ‘I have no choice but to try, do I? What else can I do?’ From the beginning, she was in trouble, and she seemed to know.”
So the marriage was on. Ted was late for his own engagement party in Bronxville, where Joan was living with her parents in between the ceremonies of graduation and marriage, and he didn’t even think to give Joan a ring until the night of that party, when he presented her with a box. Inside was a ring he had never even seen; it had been purchased by his father. When Joan expressed her fears to her mother, Ginny, the older woman asked a litany of questions: Had Joan done something to make Ted dissatisfied with her? Had she taken Ted for granted in some way? Had she grown careless about her appearance? Joan decided that she had done all of those things and that she would try harder to be the perfect mate for Ted. Ginny’s words echoed in her head: “He may be a little raw, but Ted can finance a marriage, and a girl needs a man who can do just that. And he likes children, Joan. And you want children, don’t you? Keep him happy whatever you do.” Ginny’s final words of advice were to “get the ring,” as if it had some magical property.
As with Jackie’s big day, decisions on how Joan’s wedding day was to look would be made by Rose and Joseph. Joan had hoped to be married by Father John Cavanaugh, the president of Notre Dame University. But Joseph had other ideas; he wanted Francis Cardinal Spellman of New York to perform the ceremony. While Joan kept her mouth shut, Ginny mentioned to Rose that her daughter had her heart set on Father Cavanaugh. “Oh, well, I’m sure he’s a good priest,” said Rose. “But he’s not a Cardinal now, is he, dear?”
“I had no idea what I was getting into,” Joan would later say. “I was just a nice young girl marrying a nice young man. I was to go abruptly from a private, eminently predictable life of contemplation in a windowless cubicle [at Manhattanville] to the rough-and-tumble arena of national politics.”
Joan became Mrs. Edward Kennedy on November 29, 1958, at St. Joseph’s Roman Catholic Church in Bronxville in front of just a few hundred guests, including Jackie and Ethel (and five of the six children Ethel already had at that time), Jack and Bobby, and the rest of the extended Kennedy family. Whereas Jackie’s and Ethel’s weddings were attended by more than fifteen hundred people, Joan’s seemed oddly downsized by Kennedy standards. Joan’s father, Harry, had decided that he wanted the ceremony committed to film for posterity. However, no simple handheld camera work would do. He had the church lit like a Hollywood movie, with floodlights all about. Ted and Joan also had microphones hidden in their outfits so that they could be heard on film as they said their vows.
Joan was a beautiful bride, wearing an ivory satin full-skirted gown with fitted bodice and long sleeves. Jean Kennedy was one of Joan’s four maids of honor, along with Joan’s sister Candy. In what Joe Gargan remembers as “a joyous occasion enjoyed by all,” Bobby Kennedy was one of the ushers; Jack was Ted’s best man. The next day Joan found her and Ted’s picture on the front page of the New York Daily News.
During their honeymoon, Ted found that his new wife had not been fibbing: She really was a virgin. “Perfect and untouched in any way,” is how Joan put it later. She delighted in telling her assistant Marcia Chellis that she was the one who had “caught” Ted. “The only reason he wanted to marry me,” she said, “was because he couldn’t get me any other way.” After a three-day honeymoon, Ted went back to his law studies and Joan began her life as a Kennedy wife.
The story of the family into which Jackie, Ethel, and Joan married is one of the great political tales of our time, of a dynasty that brought forth three of the most politically savvy—and arguably most self-destructive—men of the twentieth century. It is the story of dreams finally realized and of dreams in ruin.
When people think of Jack, Bobby, and Ted Kennedy, they often think of them as a unit—the three politician brothers. Yet each was his own kind of person. Jack, the golden boy, wore the mantle of leadership with wit and grace. Bobby, fiercely loyal, was scrappy to the point of being pugnacious. Ted, “the kid” well into his later years, was fun-loving but often unwilling to take responsibility for his actions, and his infractions had to be covered up by the family name and the money that stood behind it.
Whether or not one needs to be a great man in order to be a great leader has always been a hotly debated question, especially in recent times. Arthur Schlesinger makes this point: “History shows no connection between private morality and public conduct. Martin Luther King, Jr., for example, had wayward sexual habits but was all the same a tremendous moral force for his people and his nation. On the other hand, Pol Pot of Cambodia was a faithful family man. All he did was murder hundreds of thousands of his countrymen.”
While the story of each important American politician is unique, how his personality and morality were shaped and molded can often be traced to his family’s background—and to his parents’ example.
The Kennedy family lived in a rarefied world, one in which patriarch Joseph had endowed each of his children with ten million dollars in trust just so that they would never have to work. Throughout their political careers, Jack, Bobby, and Ted would have a difficult time understanding poverty. Similarly, Joseph endowed each of his sons with a distinct impression of a woman’s allotted roles. His sons were brought up neither to understand, nor to be considerate of, women.
The standard for the way Kennedy husbands treated Kennedy wives was set years earlier by Joseph Kennedy, who started the legacy of rampant infidelity among the men of the family. A Harvard graduate obsessed by his pursuit of wealth and power, the dynamic Kennedy used his skill in manipulating the stock market in the early 1900s to build—or in any case preserve—his empire when the market collapsed. There have also been persistent stories that, during Prohibition, Kennedy made money as a bootlegger. Inspired by Franklin Delano Roosevelt, for whom Joseph would aggressively campaign, his ambition would move him from the world of high finance into politics. Joseph viewed politics as a ladder of social mobility and finance, not an instrument of social change.
In marrying Rose Fitzgerald, the beloved oldest daughter of John F. “Honey Fitz” Fitzgerald, the mayor of Boston, Joseph found the ideal wife. A devout Catholic, Rose was silent, devoted to the family name, and fiercely loyal. Just as Joseph would set the stage for his sons’ future behavior, it was Rose who would act as an example of how Jackie, Ethel, and Joan were supposed to behave.
As soon as he and Rose were married, Joseph started seeing other women, and in spite of his own Catholic background, he flaunted his affairs in front of his entire family. Rose immediately started having babies—almost one after the other. A stoic woman, she believed in strict discipline for her children and ran her household as if it were an army barracks. She would have only limited contact with her children, however. Each time a new child was born, Rose would hire another nanny.
Rose, who went to church every morning and allowed sexual relations with her husband only for childbearing purposes, at first tried to curb Joseph’s unfaithfulness. Early in their marriage, she became dismayed by her husband’s philandering and returned to the open arms of her parents (leaving her three children with their nannies). Eventually, though, she went back to Joseph and learned to ignore as best she could his indiscretions.
As Mrs. Joseph Patrick Kennedy, Rose had problems other than her husband’s unfaithfulness, such as the deaths of two of her children and the mental retardation of another. Twenty-nine-year-old Joseph Patrick Jr. died when his plane exploded during war maneuvers in 1944. Twenty-eight-year-old Kathleen (nicknamed “Kick”), widow of the Marquis of Hartington who, after her husband was killed in action and over her mother’s heated objections, began an affair with the Protestant and already-married British Earl Peter Fitzwilliam, died with him in yet another plane mishap in 1948.
Rose and Joseph’s oldest daughter, Rose Marie, known as “Rosemary,” had been born retarded, perhaps as a result of a lack of oxygen. For years, Rose denied anything was wrong. When she finally had her daughter tested, she learned that Rosemary had the mental capacity of a seven- to nine-year-old. In 1949, after doctors performed a lobotomy on her, Rosemary was institutionalized. At the time of this writing, she is eighty-one years old.
Joseph’s womanizing gradually became more brazen. In 1928 he began an almost public affair with screen actress Gloria Swanson. Rose knew what was going on between them, yet she chose to convey to the world that she believed the beautiful actress was an important business associate of her loving and entrepreneurial husband. Later, Gloria would say that Rose was either “a fool or a saint.”
Rose’s modus operandi throughout her marriage was simple: If one doesn’t see it, one doesn’t have to deal with it. Her way of coping with a humiliating situation was to pretend that it was not occurring, or to blame the press for writing about it.
“[I] began to accept the idea that gossip and slander and denunciation and even vilification are part of the price one pays for being in public life,” she said in her memoir, A Time to Remember, which was actually written by Robert Coughlin with her approval. “But neither Ethel nor Jackie nor Joan had been brought up in a political atmosphere. I made sure to warn them in advance what they were in for: that they might be hearing and reading all sorts of scandalous gossip and accusations about members of our family, about their husbands, and for that matter about themselves, and eventually even about their children; that they should understand this and be prepared from the very beginning, otherwise, they might be very unhappy.”
It is said that the Kennedy sons admired the way their mother turned a blind eye to her husband’s infidelities. The sons viewed their mother’s determination to keep her marriage together as a confirmation of her great strength and resolve, and also as her way of respecting her husband’s desire to do just as he pleased.
Jackie Kennedy may not have felt threatened by most of the women with whom her husband became involved, but Marilyn Monroe was another matter. In terms of her private life, at least based on the best evidence we have, nothing bothered Jackie more than her husband’s assignations with Marilyn.
Even today, no one seems sure when Jack’s affair with Marilyn began. Some have said that he had been introduced to her by his sister Pat and her husband, Peter Lawford, in 1955, and the affair commenced immediately. Others insist the two met a year earlier.
At the time, Marilyn Monroe was a personality as famous and, in her own way, as prominent as John F. Kennedy. In the show business world there was as much public interest and scrutiny about the life of the blonde movie star as there was in the political arena about the Kennedys. As a result there was a very real possibility that the affair could become public knowledge and that the scandal could destroy the careers of everyone involved. “Yes, there was concern,” says Peter Summers, one of Kennedy’s political advisers with the job of handling relations with the TV networks during the 1960 campaign. “And Marilyn was spoken to very frankly about it. The President was spoken to very frankly about it.”
“There were actually some good times with Marilyn,” recalls George Smathers. “Jack, Marilyn, I, and other friends would all get aboard the Honey Fitz and go sailing down the Potomac, and then turn around and come back. That would get you back at around eleven-thirty at night, just in time to get Jack to bed. This kind of thing went on frequently. Marilyn felt a part of the family, I think.”
In the summer of 1961, Marilyn apparently thought it would be interesting to wangle a formal White House invitation. Jackie was in the midst of planning a state dinner to be held in honor of Pakistan’s President Mohammed Ayub Khan at George Washington’s Virginia estate, Mount Vernon, just outside of the capital. Marilyn called Jack to tell him she wanted to attend, but he did not return her telephone call. Bobby, who didn’t really know Marilyn at this particular time, intercepted a message from her. When he mentioned it to Ethel, Ethel alerted Jackie. Jackie pondered the notion of inviting Marilyn, wondering aloud if perhaps Jack “should be forced to face his little mistakes.” In the end, however, it was decided not to extend an invitation to the actress.
Jackie had an eye toward history that seemed to overshadow any personal matters. According to those who knew her best, she was concerned—for her husband, her children, and herself—that Jack’s relationship with Marilyn might be a political liability. “What would happen if news of the affair leaked out before the presidential election in 1964?” asked George Smathers rhetorically. “Sure, she was bothered by the prospect.” Apparently, Jackie actually felt great pity for Marilyn and thought her husband was acting irresponsibly by engaging in an affair with a woman who clearly could not control herself. “She’s a suicide waiting to happen,” Jackie said of Marilyn.
One woman who worked for Jackie throughout her time at the White House and for many years afterward (and who does not wish to be identified) overheard a conversation between Jack and Jackie regarding Marilyn Monroe. She recalls, “I was walking through the East Wing, and the two of them were having a discussion. I overheard just a piece of it, but enough to let me know there was trouble.”
She reports that Jackie said to Jack, “I want you to stop it. I don’t like it one bit, Jack. This one is different. This one worries me. She’s trouble.” She adds that Jackie used graphic language, which she never used unless she was upset. “She wanted Jack to knock it off with Marilyn,” says the source, “leave her alone, have some pity on her.”
Jack denied being anything more than Marilyn’s friend. “Sure,” he told his wife. “If you want me to stop being friends with her, that’s no problem.”
In the era of the late 1950s and 1960s the public was completely unaware of what was going on with the President and the movie star. Today, Jack would never get away with such an affair, nor with his other womanizing. The impeachment of President Bill Clinton and the publicity surrounding his personal affairs illustrates that it’s a different America today, and the media is different as well. These days, the public consequences of illicit behavior in the White House can be grave. As Jack’s own son, the late John Kennedy, Jr., said in 1998, “Hellish torment awaits those who mix an undisciplined libido with a political career.”
Recalls Helen Thomas, “In the sixties, it was a different time, and you had certain unspoken agreements. It wasn’t like today…. The media is different, more invasive now. JFK and Marilyn would be in all the papers today, on all the tabloid shows. The affair would be huge news. But back then, we were more polite.”
Michael Selsman, Marilyn’s press agent at the time through the Arthur Jacobs Agency, recalls a time when members of the press had a covenant not only with the White House but with publicists and one another to protect the highest office in the land. Selsman says, “Reporters knew where to draw the line, and it was a matter of doing business. What I would do, as a publicist, was trade ‘exclusives’ about my other clients in order to keep the Marilyn-JFK stories quiet and everyone in the press happy. No one in the media ever caused a problem. You really didn’t attack a sitting president back then with his personal life, only his politics.”
“We were respectful of the First Lady,” concludes James Bacon, a veteran reporter working in Hollywood at the time and a good friend of the Kennedys and Monroe. “You wouldn’t have written about such a thing just out of respect for Jackie, never mind what he was doing.”
“Okay, now how many more pieces are we looking at?” Jackie Kennedy asked a young White House curator, Jim Ketchum. America’s glamorous First Lady was sitting cross-legged on top of a two-drawer file cabinet, a clipboard in one hand, a pen in the other. In tight blue jeans and a white sweatshirt, her dark hair pulled back into a ponytail with a white bow, she was the picture of wholesome perfection—including the giant ink blotch on her left cheek. She and Ketchum were in the Broadcast Room of the White House, which was used for storage those days. They were keeping track of some invaluable antiques being returned to the White House after an exhibition in New Jersey.
“There’s a lot left, Mrs. Kennedy,” Ketchum answered, as he too checked the inventory sheet. “Looks like we’re going to be here for a while.”
“Really?” Jackie said, looking up from her list, a surprised expression on her face. “Well, I have things to do. I have a state dinner to plan. Come with me. We don’t have all day.”
“She then jumped down off the cabinet, walked out to the truck, and for the next hour, helped six rather amazed movers carry valuable pieces of furniture into the White House storage area,” recalls Ketchum, a smile on his face at the memory even now, so many decades later. “Later one of the guys asked me, ‘Who was that lady?’ When I said, ‘The First Lady,’ his jaw slackened. I don’t think we who were involved in White House restoration ever saw her as the symbol of pristine elegance that the rest of the country saw,” he concluded. “To us, she was Mrs. Kennedy, the go-getter. Jackie, the kid.”
Ketchum recalls, “That wasn’t the only time she ever went out there and unloaded a truck with the boys. It was a regular routine for Jackie, who was the most energetic and smartest person I have ever worked for. And holding it all together was a wild sense of humor which played a vital role, I think, in her surviving some of the slings and arrows that she had to suffer during the White House years. I remember that she had dictated a letter saying that she wanted to help the tourists understand the significance of some of the pieces in the state rooms. So to achieve that, she said in her memo, she wanted to place ‘tastefully designed vitrines’ in the East Wing, which would hold pamphlets and that sort of thing. Her handwriting was sometimes hard to read, and the architect wrote her back saying that he was confused. Did she really want him to come up with ‘tastefully designed latrines’ for the East Wing? Jackie couldn’t stop laughing when she got that letter. She showed it to everyone she came in contact with for days.
“She loved her work,” Ketchum adds, “and didn’t take herself that seriously, and loved it if you didn’t take yourself that seriously, either. Whatever was going on in her personal life—and I have no idea what that was because she never, ever presented it to me—she lived her own life in the White House, and in a fulfilling way.”
She realized early on that she owed it to herself to not compromise her goals, and to tend her own needs as well as those of her children. So, even though in the public consciousness she and Jack were inseparable, she actually built a life for herself separate and apart from her husband’s. Bobby Kennedy, who always seemed to have a bit of a crush on his sister-in-law, recognized as much when, in 1961, he said to writer Laura Bergquist Knebel, “Jackie has always kept her own identity. That’s important in a woman. She’s poetic, whimsical, provocative, independent, and yet very feminine. What husband wants to come home at night and talk to another version of himself? Jack knows she’ll never greet him with ‘What’s new in Laos?’ ”
Larry Newman, who joined the Secret Service in 1960 and in the fall of 1961 was promoted to presidential detail, was assigned to Jackie along with Clint Hill. Because the essence of his job had to do with observing Jackie’s activities, he can say with authority, “The way she was validated my wanting to protect her…. There was a sadness there… but she made it work somehow. She definitely channeled her energy and any frustration she had into special projects.”
“She survived because of the interests she had,” observed Dorothy Tubridy, a Kennedy family friend from Ireland, “in ballet and art and those kinds of things that the Kennedy sisters weren’t particularly interested in. She had her own life, she made her own interests, and she created this atmosphere about herself. I think it helped.”
One of the accomplishments for which Jackie Kennedy will always be highly regarded was her restoration and refurbishing of the White House. The well-traveled Jackie had always considered European culture the most artistic in terms of style and aesthetics, but as First Lady she refocused her devotion for “the finer things” in her native land. In the process of refurbishing the White House, she would learn a great deal about American history and art, and she passed that knowledge on to millions of citizens. Comments Jackie made to her sister-in-law Joan during a luncheon in Washington, when Joan complained about Ted’s philandering, would seem to indicate that Jackie had other motives for her work at the White House. She told Joan that she would “find something for you to do at the White House. That’ll keep you busy. You won’t give Teddy a second thought.”
“I think Jackie wanted to make her mark, keep herself busy,” said Mary Barelli Gallagher, who was Jackie’s personal secretary. “Any woman in her circumstances would understand. I think she needed an outlet for whatever that natural female instinct is to put her stamp on things.”
As has been widely reported, Jackie’s first reaction, when Mamie Eisenhower took her on a tour, to the presidential quarters had been one of utter disbelief. She could not understand why the most important family in the country should have to reside in such a cold and dreary place.
With her newfound position, Jackie had the power to make changes happen, and happen quickly. There were 132 rooms in the White House at this time, and during Jack and Jackie’s stay there, their second-floor living quarters consisted of a living room, kitchen, dining area, and five bedrooms. The Secret Service was not permitted in the family’s quarters so as not to intrude upon their privacy, and also so that the living area would not look like an official governmental office but like a home.
First, Jackie persuaded Congress to designate the White House a national museum, thus guaranteeing the necessary funding to do whatever she wanted to do with it and also to ensure that her work there would be preserved for future generations. Of course, her purpose would prove to be twofold: She would not only be able to indulge her expensive tastes in antiques and other furnishings, she would also be doing something historically relevant for the White House. By refurbishing the presidential quarters, she would be redesigning her own personal space in a tasteful, elegant way that she and her family could enjoy for years to come.
With typical determination and zeal, Jackie thrust herself full-speed into the project. She used her time while she was recovering from John’s birth to study the history of the White House and its decor. Then she set her plan into action. “Everything in the White House must have a reason for being there,” Jackie declared. “It would be sacrilege merely to redecorate—a word I hate. It must be restored. And that has nothing to do with decoration. That is a question of scholarship.”
Since some of the rooms cost as much as $250,000 to restore, Jackie had to rely on the generosity of the multimillionaire members of her restoration committee to underwrite the costs. She became an expert at charming the heads of corporations into donating things she wanted for the White House: carpets, fabrics, chairs. While the donor got the honor of supplying a small piece of history to the Kennedy White House, Jackie got those antique wing chairs she wanted so badly.
Using her charm, Jackie managed to coax some of her many socialite friends into donating valuable art to the White House collection. She secured over 160 new paintings to adorn the White House walls.
Along with soliciting treasures from outside sources, Jackie also thoroughly explored the White House basement and storage facilities. Her treasure hunts uncovered Lincoln’s china, a Bellange pier table, and President Monroe’s gold and silver flatware. So focused was she on her work that she once completely ignored Martin Luther King, Jr., in an elevator because she had just learned of the existence of a certain antique chair in the White House basement.
While it may seem to minimize the importance of Jackie’s work, the fact—at least according to those who knew her best—is that shopping and buying had always been a great ego fortifier for Jackie Kennedy. Even Jackie herself said, “I think that shopping to give yourself a lift is a valuable form of do-it-yourself therapy.”
“Like a lot of women, she felt better about things—and about her marriage, I would venture to say—when she was busy,” concluded her longtime friend Joan Braden. “She stayed busy, a lot,” Braden said with a laugh. “I’d never known anyone so busy.”
Jackie’s White House labor was definitely a great success as far as the country was concerned, and it was historically relevant as well. Her specific ideas on how to use the presidential home to preserve the history of the country made her a pioneer in the historical preservation movement, which was sorely needed nationally. Jackie’s work would also directly inspire President Lyndon Johnson to promote successful legislation for establishing the National Endowment for the Humanities as well as the National Endowment for the Arts.
Madcap Ethel during the Kennedy Presidency
Ethel Kennedy, taking full advantage of the Kennedy craze, was determined to let her own inimitable personality leave an imprint on the Kennedy years, but in a very different way from her sister-in-law the First Lady. While Jackie was usually serious, refined, and dignified, Ethel was madcap, boisterous, and fun-loving.
Jackie’s soirees at the White House were written up and much discussed for their careful elegance and sophistication. Under the First Lady’s discerning eye, once-stodgy state dinners became more relaxed and enjoyable, although they were as carefully choreographed as ever. One of her innovative changes was to have smaller tables at dinner parties so that the guests at each table could more easily interact with each other. She mixed artists, musicians, writers, and entertainers with heads of state. “Jackie’s style was unique,” says etiquette expert Letitia Baldrige, who was Jackie’s social secretary. “She knew everything about every person on the guest list.”
During their shortened term in office, the Kennedys would host sixty-six state dinners, not to mention the dozens of private parties for friends, politicians, and other associates. “She wanted everything that was the finest in music, drama, ballet, opera, poetry,” recalls the president’s press secretary Pierre Salinger, “and set a tone that would encourage culture around the country.”
“Suddenly, this inbred, old-style society that was utterly foreign to the rest of the country was on the stage,” said former White House Time magazine correspondent Hugh Sidey. “Washington was visible all over the world. They were young people who liked a good time.”
“The French know this,” Jackie once noted. “Anybody knows this: If you put busy men in an attractive atmosphere where the surroundings are comfortable, the food is good, you relax, you unwind, there’s some stimulating conversation. You know, sometimes quite a lot can happen. Contacts can be made, you might discuss something… you might have different foreigners there and then say…‘Maybe we ought to see each other next week on that,’ or… it can be very valuable that way…. Social life, when it’s used, is part of the art of living in Washington.”
Jackie did it one way; Ethel did it another way entirely.
Betty Beale, a society columnist for the Washington Evening Star who covered eight presidents and their wives at glamorous White House functions from Truman through Reagan, observes, “Ethel never pretended to be chic. She was a terribly active frequent mother, who had a busy home life with all of those children, but somehow ended up finding herself the second most prominent hostess in the nation—Jackie being the first—all as a result of her brother-in-law becoming president. But their styles, from dress to entertaining, were entirely different. She had clearly decided that if she had to do it, she would be as different from Jackie Kennedy doing it as was humanly possible.”
Ethel prided herself on the inelegant, comical touches that set her parties apart and were very much an extension of her own outlandish persona. As a result she became one of the most talked-about party-givers in the country. For example, at a formal St. Patrick’s Day dinner party, Ethel brought the traditional green motif to new extremes. Men in dressy black tie and ladies in formal evening gowns—all with green accessories—were dumbfounded when they discovered, among the green centerpieces, the largest live bullfrogs Ethel could find. Decorative bullfrogs as a living centerpiece were a touch that only Ethel would think of. “At another party, she turned the lights down low,” recalls Betty Beale, “and put a live chicken in the middle of the table, for fun. She really wanted people to be happy. She set a tone for things, and wanted to surround herself and Bobby with a sense of gaiety. She was fun.”
Guests arriving for a dinner party in honor of General Maxwell Taylor, a family friend for whom her youngest son was named, were surprised to drive up to Hickory Hill only to find a man dangling from a tree by parachute. Ethel had hung a dummy from a limb to pay homage to Taylor, who had parachuted into Normandy on D-Day.
Stories about Ethel’s party antics are often recounted with good humor by family members at Hyannis Port gatherings. When she threw a party for the veteran diplomat and statesman Averell Harriman on his seventy-fifth birthday, Ethel decorated Hickory Hill with hundreds of photos of Harriman taken with world-famous figures through the years, adding an outlandish caption to each photo. And when the much respected poet Robert Frost came to dinner, madcap Ethel handed each guest a pad and pencil and announced a poetry-writing contest. Then there was the time Ethel playfully sprayed the shirt of a young member of a visiting European family with shaving cream.
C. Wyatt Dickerson, married to the late newscaster Nancy Dickerson, attended many parties at Ethel’s home and recalls her as “a spectacular hostess, with all of the Kennedy polish and charm but a dash of madness. At one party, Arthur Schlesinger was pushed into the pool. Peter Lawford and I were hiding in the bushes hoping that we wouldn’t be next.”
Guests in full dress being tossed into the Kennedy swimming pool—or “dunking,” as it came to be called in political circles—became another of Ethel Kennedy’s trademarks. In fact, taking an unexpected dip at a formal party at Hickory Hill became a sort of initiation into the Kennedy family’s good favor. One knew he was a beloved friend of Mr. and Mrs. Bobby Kennedy when he was dunked by Ethel during one of her gatherings. Senator Kenneth Keating of New York once sent Ethel a letter saying, “I hope the mad rumor isn’t true—that you’re changing the name of Hickory Hill to Drip-Dry Manor.” Even some of the most respected newspapers of the day, like the New York Times, reported on who was dunked at the latest Kennedy bash.
Sometimes Ethel’s eccentric behavior affected the seating arrangements. When she threw herself a birthday party, for instance, she seated the twenty-four women guests at one table, while their male companions found themselves seated at another.
Much of what Ethel did with her life, though, was not considered traditional behavior, especially by the family’s matriarch, Rose.
“Rose Kennedy thought Ethel’s parties were outrageously overdone,” says Barbara Gibson, who was Rose’s secretary. “After attending one, she made a comment to me about it that was typical of the way she felt about Ethel: ‘Oh my, now aren’t we rich.’
“Rose disapproved of Ethel, mostly. She didn’t approve of the way she kept Hickory Hill, the way she raised her children. There were always plates of food lying around all over the place. Whenever anybody finished a meal or a snack, that’s where the dish was left. The kids ran wild. The place was a wreck.
“Ethel used to go through cooks like water. The cooking school would send her chefs just for the experience, but they wouldn’t last long. She could be completely unreasonable. She must have had twenty-five secretaries in a five-year period, she was that difficult. Her spending habits also annoyed Mrs. Kennedy,” continues Barbara Gibson. “For instance, she would go shopping and see something she liked, then buy it in every color. If she saw a belt she liked at Saks Fifth Avenue, she would order six of them. Mrs. Kennedy thoroughly disapproved of this kind of spending. Ethel would buy expensive perfumes in decorator bottles, and when Rose would go into the bedroom and see those big bottles on the dresser, she would become absolutely distraught.”
While Jackie and Ethel were considered exemplary hostesses by their friends and by others in Washington and Georgetown political circles, Joan Kennedy didn’t fare as well in that regard in the beginning of the Camelot years. In time she would be regarded as one of the city’s most successful hostesses—but it wasn’t always that way.
Kennedy intimates still recall what happened when twenty-nine-year-old Joan hosted a fifteenth-anniversary party for Ethel and Bobby at her and Ted’s Georgetown home on June 25, 1965. For Joan, who rarely entertained, this was an important evening. “We’ve never given a big party in Washington,” she said excitedly, “and we want it be the best ever.” Always insecure in her role as a Kennedy wife, Joan set out to make her sister- and brother-in-law’s party the social event of the season.
Unfortunately, once Joan’s planning was well under way, she discovered that Washington socialite Mrs. Perle Mesta*—well known for her ultraglamorous, ultraextravagant parties—was hosting a bash honoring Senate Majority leader Mike Mansfield of Montana on the same night. Perle had invited to her splendid Northwest Washington penthouse many of the same guests Joan had invited to her event. After some quick checking, Joan was horrified to learn that most guests had accepted invitations to both parties.
Calling it “a ghastly social impasse,” the New York Times facetiously reported the story in a four-column headline: “Crisis in Capital; Two Parties on the Same Night.”
Since Perle was having a dinner party and Joan’s was an “after-dinner dance,” there was some hope that it might work out, with guests having dinner at the Mestas’ and then driving over to the Kennedys’ for dancing and entertainment. Joan was doubtful, but she had no choice but to forge ahead with her big night.
“She’s having filet of sole and guinea hen,” Joan wailed. “How can I compete with that?” Doing her best to try, Joan booked Lester Lanin’s orchestra, as well as a group of flamenco dancers from the Spanish Pavilion of the New York World’s Fair.
Perle retaliated by announcing that she had decided to host drinks and dancing after her party, hoping that would hold the guests at her place. Now there was an out-and-out social war between the two Washington hostesses.
As it turned out, however, there were no winners in this particular battle. Kennedy historian Lester David, who attended Joan’s party, painted the scene: “Joan ordered a huge tent set up in her garden, a dance floor placed over the grass, pretty little pink-covered tables with gilt chairs, and chairs of wrought iron painted white for the shrubbed patio. A fountain, with lights playing upon the spraying water, would splash prettily atop a stepped-up terrace in the rear.”
Yet in spite of Joan’s extravagance, of the one hundred senators invited, only sixteen showed up. She also got a couple of cabinet members and the wife of the French ambassador. It was a disappointing turnout.
“With parties like this one, who needs wakes?” Ethel deadpanned, looking around at the sparse crowd. “There are more flamenco dancers here than there are guests!”
For all her planning, Perle didn’t fare much better, with fifty guests in all—a few more than Joan, but nothing near the number that had been expected. Not wanting to snub either hostess, people had decided to play it safe by staying home.
“I think it was so mean of Perle to do that,” Joan lamented later to her friend Joan Braden. “How many parties do I give? Why couldn’t she let me shine, just once!”
Trying to Understand Each Other
“It’s not always easy,” Joan Kennedy once said when discussing the Kennedy women, “because we are so different. We really have had to work to try to understand each other. None of it has ever come easily. We have our own personalities, even though the public thinks we’re all the same, just one big Kennedy wife.”
Yet the three wives had very different personalities: Jackie was strong and independent, Ethel was difficult and ambitious, and Joan was insecure, sensitive, and long-suffering.
Like Jackie, Joan could not compete with the Kennedy sisters or Ethel in sports such as sailing, waterskiing, and football. However, whereas Jackie adopted the attitude that she was above those silly sports and wanted nothing to do with them anyway, Joan felt she was inferior.
“I’m just a flop,” she told family nurse Luella Hennessey after an unsuccessful day on water skis. “They all do it so well.”
Luella Hennessey, who had known the family since the 1930s, recalled, “She admired the Kennedys so—their self-confidence, their poise, their physical strength. She knew she didn’t have their stamina, that she hadn’t been brought up for this kind of competition, but to please her family, especially her husband, she wanted with all her heart to be as good as the others. When she found again and again that she wasn’t, she was terribly disheartened.”
“I always said that Ted should have married my younger sister, Candy,” Joan recalls. “She was always the female athlete. She plays tennis and golf and rides beautifully, where I’m allergic to horses.”
At Hyannis Port, the nonathletic Kennedy wives, Joan and Jackie, would take long walks and discuss books, music, and cooking recipes, while Ethel and the Kennedy brood, including Eunice, Jean, and Pat—whom Jackie called “The Rah Rah Girls”—engaged in sports.
“You know, when they have nothing better to do, they run in place, or they jump all over each other like wild gorillas,” Jackie once told Joan.
Whereas Jackie had wit and sarcasm, Joan was just nice. She rarely said anything unkind or critical about anyone, even in jest. “If someone opened the door for me, I would send them a thank-you note,” she once recalled.
As sisters will often do, Jackie, Ethel, and Joan sometimes crossed the fine line between teasing and hurtfulness. Once the Kennedy women were sitting on Joseph and Rose’s porch telling one another about their secret fantasies.
“Oh, my,” Jackie said dreamily, “I so wanted to be a ballerina. That was always my dream, my most secret fantasy of all.”
“What?” Ethel screamed out. “You must be joking! With those clodhoppers?” She pointed at Jackie’s size elevens. “You’d be a lot better off going out for soccer!”
Everyone laughed heartily, including Jackie. She could dish it out, as well as take it. Jackie would snipe at Ethel and rib her about “bucked teeth” or the disorganized way she kept house: “like a war zone,” Jackie would say of Ethel’s household, “a complete war zone!” She also did a mean impression of Ethel. She’d buck out her front teeth, pop her eyes, extend her hand, and say, “Hiya, Keed.” Ethel would be annoyed every time Jackie did it for friends.
Joan could not be teased about any of her shortcomings by anyone, let alone her sisters-in-law, who so intimidated her. Jackie liked Joan immediately and instinctively knew that she was too sensitive to rib. However, Ethel couldn’t resist mocking Joan from time to time.
“As a sister [-in-law], she’s an easy mark,” Ethel would say with a grin. “How can you not enjoy watching Joan Kennedy squirm.”
One well-known story among Kennedy intimates shows Ethel in a poor light, criticizing Joan’s fashion taste. For a Hyannis Port boating excursion, Joan showed up wearing a stylish, leopard-print swimsuit with matching hat and scarf. She looked stunning, even if her choice of clothing may have been inappropriate for a rugged day of boating. As soon as Ethel saw Joan, she began to mock her. “What did you think, that there would be photographers here?” she asked. “Is that what you thought? That this was a Look magazine cover story? Maybe I should have dressed up like a model, too.”
Realizing that Joan was at a loss for words, Ethel smiled cheerily and said, “Oh, forget it, Joan. Why don’t you go on over there and get yourself some fried chicken. Eunice really made a good batch this time.”
For the rest of the day, Joan said little. It was as if she couldn’t wait for the day—which had started out on such a promising note—to just end.
“Why did Ethel have to do that?” Eunice asked. “I just don’t understand that woman. We’re all sisters, after all.”
True to Ethel Kennedy’s contradictory nature, though, there were also times when she would come to Joan’s rescue. Kennedy intimates remember one of those moments well because it was under such unusual circumstances.
It happened on January 29, 1961, the evening Jackie and Jack opened the White House for its first public party. The invitees included Cabinet officers, congressional leaders, new Cabinet appointees, as well as campaign workers and family members. Also, certain members of the press were invited. A bar had been set up in the family dining room, and another in the East Wing, which was unusual. The previous administration had not served hard liquor at large parties. Rather, the Eisenhowers just spiked the fruit punch and hoped for the best. The Kennedys, however, believed that in order to entertain well a full bar was mandatory.
“Ted seemed to have spent an awful lot of time at the East Wing bar,” recalled one reporter present at the festivities. “So much so that his wife was becoming annoyed.”
Joan looked elegant in a streamlined pink, asymmetrical evening gown, her blonde hair pulled back in a simple chignon. When Jackie saw her, she rushed over and complimented her. “Oh my God, Joan! Just look at you,” she exclaimed, her brown eyes wide with enthusiasm. “You look fantastic in that color. That’s your color, Joan. Pink. Always wear pink.”
Joan smiled graciously, letting the First Lady’s compliment sink in.
“Oh yeah? Well you shoulda seen her when she woke up this morning,” cracked a male voice behind her.
“It was Ted,” remembered the reporter, “just a little drunk, and a lot mean. He was holding his dessert in one hand [Frambois a la crème Chantilly: raspberries topped with whipped cream], and spooning it out with the other. He had a smug look on his face.”
Jackie stared at her brother-in-law for a moment, her lips pressed together, a hard look in her eyes. She started to speak but checked herself. Instead, she walked away, shaking her head in disgust.
Ten minutes later, a campaign worker came over to Joan and paid her a compliment about her hairstyle. “Why, thank you,” Joan said, her smile bright. “I just thought I’d try something a little different, you know?”
“You wanna see different?” Ted asked, cutting in. He had walked away, but suddenly he was back. “You oughta see her hair when she wakes up in the morning,” he said with a chuckle. “It’s not so pretty.”
As the staffer walked off, muttering to herself, the expression on Joan’s face was of complete bewilderment. Quick tears came to her eyes; she blinked rapidly.
Ethel Kennedy happened to have overheard the exchange. She grabbed Ted by the arm. “What’s the matter with you?” she demanded. “This is your wife. How dare you insult her here, of all places? Now leave her alone, you big brute.” Then Ethel grabbed Joan’s hand. “Come on,” she said to her stunned sister-in-law, “I have someone I want you to meet.” The two women headed for the other side of the room, leaving Ted staring into his empty dessert bowl. As they left, Joan, with an aching expression on her face, looked over her shoulder at her embarrassed husband. For just a moment, it was evident that there was a richness of understanding between Ethel and Joan.
Jackie’s Documentary: A Tour of the White House
It was February 14, 1962, when the public got its longest and closest look at Jackie Kennedy in a remarkable hour-long documentary, A Tour of the White House with Mrs. John F. Kennedy. During the program, television cameras followed the First Lady and news correspondent Charles Collingwood from room to room as she answered questions about the recent renovations she and her committee had made to the presidential quarters. In truth, Jackie’s television special was as much a political exercise as it was an opportunity to show off her work, for as First Lady she represented her husband in everything she did.
Politics being the essence of the Kennedy men’s world, much was expected of the Kennedy women whenever campaign time rolled around, and they did their part, usually with great success. TV appearances, though, were a bit more challenging.
In 1958 during Jack’s senatorial campaign, a television special was broadcast to Massachusetts viewers titled At Home with the Kennedys, featuring Rose, Jackie, Eunice, and Jean, who had her baby, one-year-old Steve Jr., on her lap. Sitting up as straight as rods, their hands clasped in their laps, they looked like robots. “You have the Sacred Heart way of sitting,” explained Joan, who, though she wasn’t present for this television appearance, was well aware of the importance of posture in the Kennedy family. “Rose showed us all how to sit on stage, poised. You don’t have your legs crossed. They’re together, maybe crossed at the ankle. From the beginning, she was after me about my poor posture. I was five feet eight when I was twelve, one of those tall girls who are always scrunched over. And she would say, ‘Stand up straight. You have a beautiful figure. Stand up and show it.’ ”
During the television special Rose, in a sensible dress suit with pearls, wondered aloud at her son Jack’s good fortune in finding a wife so fond of campaigning. Jackie, the rhythm of her speech robotic and her demeanor stiff, replied, “I’ve always enjoyed campaigning so much, Mrs. Kennedy.” She pronounced each syllable slowly, deliberately, and unnaturally, in an odd, upper-class tone. “Since September 15, Jack and I have been traveling through the state trying to meet as many people as we can. Your son Teddy, who as you know is a campaign manager, set up the schedule for us last summer. We visited 184 communities.”
“Well, congratulations, Jackie,” Rose said, as if giving her a royal blessing, “and congratulations to Jack for having found a wife who is so enjoying the campaign.”
This television show—which also featured home movies narrated by Eunice and Jackie—is actually credited with being helpful to Jack’s victory. Apparently, the public was fascinated by the Kennedys whatever way it could get them.
Joan, praised for her blonde beauty, did not giver herself credit for the attributes she had, so her lack of confidence was easily noticeable on camera whenever she had to give a televised speech, usually at a press conference.
Ethel carried her “rah-rah” spirit into the political arena, but politics exhausted her and television was her greatest enemy. She too appeared wooden and unnatural whenever she was interviewed, and, worse, she never really looked as attractive on television as she did in life. Her features were somehow hardened by the camera’s lens, and she knew it.
“I am just not that ugly,” she once said after seeing herself being interviewed on a late-night talk show. “I refuse to accept it.”
The nation got a real surprise when A Tour of the White House was broadcast in February 1962. One of the reasons this special was groundbreaking is that cameras had never before been allowed in the upstairs residence of the White House. The most startling revelation to the forty-six million viewers, however, was not Jackie’s work on the White House but Jackie herself. She seemed knowledgeable enough about the furniture and heirlooms she had used to decorate the rooms, including the Reception Room, State Dining Room, Red Room, Blue Room, and Lincoln Room. She rattled off the names of donors, as well as the history of wallpaper, silverware, china, sofas, desks, lamps, clocks, and portraits. But her delivery was stiff, and she seemed a bit dazed. She appeared to be reading cue cards or, at the very least, to have memorized large blocks of information. She projected an impression almost of slow-wittedness.
It was as if everything Jackie had to say had been so carefully scrutinized in advance and memorized before each take, that there was no possibility she would be able to come up with a single anecdote on her own, nor would she take the chance of doing so. (Later, it was learned that she had made a number of errors and had recorded corrections to be dubbed over the mistakes.)
Jackie Kennedy, who was thirty-three at the time, had so much class, sophistication, and self-confidence; yet throughout the program she seemed self-conscious, as if terrified of making a mistake. Her lack of stage presence was startling, considering her position in the country. Even her walk seemed awkward and unsteady. Her nervousness did have its endearing moments, though. “If you knew her, you would know that she was the last person in the world you would ever have expected to be seen giving a televised tour,” says Jim Ketchum. “It was just not in her, or her manner. It must have taken great courage.”
It should also be noted that television coverage of public figures was unsophisticated at that time and that events such as Jackie’s tour were relatively new. Viewers were not expecting technical wizardry, nor that their public figures be polished and smooth. Today, Jackie would have had to take courses in media training just to live up to the standards of “sound bite” television. It’s interesting that people have always said the reason Jackie never gave interviews in her later years was that she was hoping to maintain a sense of mystery about her life. But according to those who knew her best, the actual reason was that she knew she was terrible on television. She made a wooden interview subject, and that she had so little charisma when in front of a camera was her real secret.
Also, she never felt that she was articulate, even decades later. When her friend Aileen Mehle (the gossip columnist “Suzy”) asked Jackie for an interview, instead of just begging off without explanation, Jackie said, “I couldn’t. I just couldn’t. I’d feel like such a jackass, like such a fool. My answers are always so asinine.”
During her White House tour, though at times she seemed almost unearthly, she really was fascinating to watch. People today watch A Tour of the White House with Mrs. John F. Kennedy with as much fascination as did viewers in the sixties.
Jackie and Jack hosted a small dinner party at the White House on the night Jackie’s television special aired. Their guests were reporter Ben Bradlee, who at that time worked for Newsweek, and his lovely wife, Tony; Max Freedman, American correspondent for the Manchester Guardian; and New York socialite “Fifi” Fell, a friend of Jackie’s. It was nanny Maud Shaw’s day off, so Jackie had her hands full with the children as well as with dinner preparations. And to make a woman’s life even more complex, a king had visited earlier that day.
King Ibn Saud of Saudi Arabia had come by the White House bearing gifts, including some for little John that confounded his mother: a small jacket that would have sold for about five dollars at any Sears, as well as a few other children’s clothes that the King had turned inside out, apparently to prove they had never before been worn. Jack and Jackie, in turn, gave the King a relief map of the United States. As soon as the King took off for Saudi Arabia, the dinner guests arrived.
After a meal of fettuccini rené (fettuccini alfredo, to which was added chicken stock and sour cream), the party moved to a small sitting area off the Lincoln Room to watch Jackie’s show.
They watched the program—which was broadcast on all three networks—in absolute silence, and Ben Bradlee later said they were “impressed with Jackie’s knowledge and poise.” Oddly, Bradlee’s wife, Tony, felt that Jack was actually jealous of the attention Jackie was getting, as all eyes were on her during the “performance.” Also, Jack had referred to her as “Jackie” during a brief spot he had on the show, and he now wondered aloud if perhaps he should have called her “Jacqueline,” as he usually did in public.
After the show had aired, the phone rang constantly, with friends and family wanting to lodge their opinions. Jackie wasn’t interested in their comments, however, perhaps feeling some would be critical. When Eunice telephoned, Jackie vigorously shook her head, indicating that she did not want to speak to her. In front of guests, the moment hung awkwardly and uncomfortably.
Jack winked at his guests and told his sister, “Look, poor Jackie went to bed. She’s crying her eyes out. So call back tomorrow.” Then he quickly hung up.
Later, and privately, everyone present would agree that the show was “unusual” and that the voice that had come out of Jackie that night on the air was a revelation. She sounded as if she had just learned the English language phonetically. Her voice was so soft and breathy during the filming that producer Perry Wolff, standing less than four feet away, could not hear a word she was saying.
“When she was placed in a formal situation as the center of attention, her voice, and the way she acted, was a retreat from herself,” former senator John Glenn observed, “more formal as, perhaps, a defense mechanism. She was careful what she did, careful about every word she said. But in private she sounded different—relaxed, easy.”
It would seem that Jackie, ever conscious of trying to be all things to all people—the perfect mother, the perfect wife, the perfect First Lady, and the all-round perfect woman—chose to mimic a voice that in that day was considered demure and feminine. Hairdresser Mickey Song, who had styled Jackie’s hair before she became First Lady, recalls, “When I first met her she had a normal voice. I remember seeing her later on TV when she did the tour and thinking, ‘I don’t remember her sounding like that.’ ”
“She was such an innocent girl when she first came to the White House in 1961,” recalls Robin Duke, wife of the President’s chief of protocol, Angier Biddle Duke. “She didn’t know how to talk on television. She was so inexperienced that she put on that wispy little baby voice, which none of us had ever heard her use before.”
Jim Ketchum observes, “I think she was a bit self-conscious of herself and, yes, put the voice on. When talking to her day to day, you weren’t aware of her sounding like that. It was a mode she shifted into when the little red light started flashing on the camera. It was a very different sound from what I heard day in and day out at the White House.”
Ethel, never one to pull a punch, summed it up best when, while viewing the special with Bobby and friends, she said, “Oh my God, where’d that voice come from?” Ethel was accustomed to Jackie’s “other voice,” the one she used privately. It was a deeper, more expressive tone, one that Jackie would use when she was angry at Jack or at one of her staff members—or angry at Ethel.
The day after the broadcast, according to a Kennedy intimate, Ethel telephoned Jackie to render her review. “Look, if you want my opinion, Jackie,” she said—even though Jackie did not ask for it—“I think you should act more normally when you do those kinds of things in the future.”
In her defense, Jackie said that she was acting normally.
“Oh, hogwash,” Ethel countered. “I know you, Jackie. And you’re not that way at all.”
Sister-in-law Joan also telephoned Jackie, but to praise her. “I couldn’t have done it,” she said later. “I couldn’t have gone up there in front of the nation and talked so knowledgeably about all of those old antiques. Jackie has such class, and ease.”
Jackie appreciated Joan’s support, and she probably would have accepted her criticism as well, knowing that it wasn’t malicious in intent. However, she was so stung by Ethel’s comments that Kennedy insiders were surprised at her reaction, especially since she was not ordinarily sensitive about her voice. Jim Ketchum remembers an employee at the White House who did an impression of Jackie that, had she been a sensitive person, would have hurt her feelings. “But she would gather us all together and make this woman do the impression at the drop of a hat,” he says. “ ‘No one is leaving this room until you do it,’ she’d say, and she loved it. ‘Do it again!’ she’d say, laughing. ‘One day I’m going to make you do this at a private party with Jack and the others. Jack would adore it.’ ”
For whatever reason, and true to her contradictory nature, Jackie did not like Ethel critiquing her performance and acted distantly toward her for the next few weeks. Rather than bring her hurt to the surface, perhaps she was just allowing Ethel to wonder what she was thinking.
“Lots of luck in that regard,” Ethel said to reporter Laura Bergquist Knebel, who was writing a cover story on Jackie for Look magazine. “The wheels go ’round constantly in her head. You can’t pigeonhole her. You have a hard time getting to the bottom of that barrel.”
Then, as if to take the sting from her observation because she was, after all, talking to a journalist, Ethel quickly added, “Which is great for Jack, who’s so inquisitive.”
The public didn’t seem to mind Jackie’s girlish delivery in the least. If anything, her appearance on the television special added to the nation’s fascination. “I remember watching and listening to Mrs. Kennedy more than thinking about the White House,” Barbara Bush would recall.
College girls across the land began imitating her breathless voice, which was described by one student as sounding “expensive.” Plastic surgeons reported clients asking for nose “bobs,” to look just like Jackie. She was a movie star without ever having made a movie, and the public was more captivated by her than ever.
Despite the fact that it was poorly directed and edited in an amateurish manner, the documentary went on to win an Emmy and a Peabody Award. “Television at its best,” wrote a critic for the Washington Post. White House historian Carl Anthony says: “Jackie Kennedy’s interest in the restoration of the White House was the first truly public project of a First Lady to be permanently linked in the public’s mind with the role of the First Lady.”
Jackie’s popularity reached beyond the White House walls: Her clothes, hair, and makeup were having a visible impact on 1960s culture. “Everyone copied her and mimicked her,” Letitia Baldrige said. “So she had an enormous influence on the American public.”
On March 14, 1962, reporters jammed into Joan Kennedy’s small living room at 3 Charles River Square (which she and Ted had moved into in 1961) to hear her husband, Ted, make the formal announcement of his candidacy for the Senate. As the press noisily converged upon the Kennedys, their two-year-old daughter, Kara, began to wail uncontrollably in the nursery off the main hallway, and Joan appeared distracted by Kara’s cries. A nurse shut the door quickly to muffle the baby’s crying, but Joan still appeared uneasy.
Ted’s political career, like those of his brothers, was really the brainchild of the Kennedy patriarch, Joseph. Ted never wanted to be a senator. Knowing that he would always be in competition with his brothers for familial as well as public acceptance in the political arena, he had told Joan that he wanted to get as far away from the confines of the Kennedy dynasty as possible—to the West Coast, in fact.
“His main reason was that in a new state, among new people, he would have to succeed or fail on his own,” Joan recalls.
In the early sixties, however, when the young couple went to the West Coast to start looking for a home, Joseph made it clear that not only were they expected to stay in Massachusetts, but that Ted would run for the Senate the following year and take Jack’s seat. Joseph always believed that the family had a proprietary claim to that seat. “I paid for it,” he said. “It belongs to the family.”
Even Jack was against Ted’s candidacy, fearing that charges of nepotism would damage his Presidency. He suggested to his father that Ted be allowed to live outside the public eye, that he should be the one brother with a normal family life—an idea that suited Joan just fine.
Joan almost got her wish when it was determined that Ted could not be appointed to Jack’s vacant seat because he would not have reached the age of thirty—the minimum age for a senator, as dictated by the Constitution—until February 22, 1962. Someone would have to fill the chair for a year until a new election could be held in 1962 to complete the final two years of Jack’s unexpired term. Governor Foster Furcolo was persuaded by the White House to name Benjamin Smith, a former house mate of Jack’s at Harvard and a close family friend, who agreed to vacate the seat after the term so that a Kennedy could possibly move into it.
Because the boys usually did what Joseph told them to do, though, there was really no debate. Ted would run for the Senate, even though his legislative experience was nonexistent.
After he finally announced his candidacy for the Senate on March 14, the reaction against was immediate. The Wall Street Journal reported: “If a third Kennedy acquires high national office, the rest of us might as well deed the country to the Kennedys.” If he lost, the Journal warned, “he might find that at the next family dinner he would have to eat in the kitchen.” The Washington Post paraphrased Winston Churchill, saying Ted was a modest man, “with much to be modest about.” Joan was dismayed and felt that the media was “mean-minded and cynical.”
It got worse, though, at the end of the month, when a family secret was revealed: Ted had cheated on a Spanish test at Harvard eleven years earlier—he’d had another student take the test for him—and was expelled as a result. The reason he had done so, as he later explained, was that Joseph had been banking on his son passing all his exams, and there was no way he was going to pass Spanish: As a student who always struggled through his classes, Ted had particular trouble with languages. Also, if he didn’t pass his Spanish class, he would get kicked off the varsity football team. So he did what he felt he had to do. After nineteen-year-old Ted was expelled from Harvard, he enlisted in the army for two years. Ted was later reinstated at the prestigious college, and after finally graduating from Harvard, he went on to the University of Virginia Law School.
Joan felt that Ted had made an honest mistake and that his father had been indirectly responsible by always putting too much pressure on Ted. Joan believed that it should not be held against her husband. She couldn’t fathom why “such a big deal” had been made of the matter when it had happened eleven years earlier. This would be her first inkling of what she would later call “the cruelty of politics.”
Jack called to tell Ted that he had met with reporters from the Boston Globe, but to no avail; the negative story would run. Joan was so anxious that she called Jackie to see if there was anything she as First Lady could do to put the brakes on this runaway scandal.
On March 26, 1962, Jackie Kennedy was in London at the town house of her sister, Lee Radziwill. She was making a two-day rest stop, recovering from a strenuous and much-publicized fifteen-day tour of India and Pakistan. (“She really broke her ass on that trip,” Jack would tell Ben Bradlee.) On March 28, Jackie would dine with Queen Elizabeth II at Buckingham Palace. She would then return to Washington on March 29, a day before the story about Ted was scheduled to hit the stands.
The Radziwills, Lee and her husband Prince Stanislaw, had invited a few friends for an impromptu dinner to honor Jackie on her first night in London. Together they watched the BBC’s broadcast of the First Lady’s White House tour, which was shown in England at a later date than it had been in America.
Just before the broadcast got under way, the telephone rang: It was Joan Kennedy calling from the United States.
“She was upset,” recalls Mari Kumlin, a designer friend of Lee’s who was visiting her from Switzerland. “We kept hearing Jackie say things like ‘Now calm down, Joan. It’s not that bad, Joan. Take it easy, Joan. Don’t be ridiculous, Joan.’ Apparently, this big scandal was about to break, something to do with Ted having cheated on a Spanish test and getting kicked out of Harvard because of it. Jackie hung up with Joan and placed a call to Jack to see if there was anything he could do. From what I later understood, he apparently told her that he had already tried to stop the story, had met with the newspaper reporters and had even suggested that they run the juicy tidbit as part of a bigger story about Ted, but that the reporters felt that the cheating incident would get buried that way. They wanted to make it a big deal.”
As the others watched her flickering image before them on the television set, Jackie preoccupied herself with the matter at hand in Washington. She called Joan back to tell her that nothing could be done about it.
“Secrets always come out, don’t they?” she observed to Joan. “Sometimes it takes years, sometimes not. We’re lucky this one took eleven years, I guess.”
Joan said something—it’s not known what—to which Jackie, in the presence of the others in the room, responded, “Look, if I were you, Joan, I would just forget it. Act like it’s not even happening. And just go on with your life and Ted’s campaign.
“Trust me. When it comes out, it will be the biggest news in the land,” Jackie continued, “and then two days later something else will come along and that will be even bigger news. Who knows?” The First Lady laughed, “Maybe we’ll get lucky and someone important will keel over and drop dead.”
Before she signed off, she said, “Now go and hug Kara. That will make everything all right.”
After Jackie had hung up, she said to the others, “You know, that poor dear is not cut out for this kind of life, she really isn’t. She’s like a sister, and I worry about her because I’m afraid her troubles have only just begun.”
“Teddy cheated on a Spanish test?” Lee asked, ignoring Jackie’s opinion of Joan. She knew that Jackie’s brother-in-law had been kicked out of Harvard but she didn’t know the reason why.
“I guess so,” Jackie said, shrugging her shoulders with resignation. “Are you the least bit surprised?”
Jackie didn’t mention that when Ted was still an undergraduate at Harvard, he had asked her to write a term paper for him, and she had done it, “but only because I felt sorry for him,” she would later explain. “He just could never keep up. Never.”
The story about Ted’s cheating at Harvard broke, as expected, the day after Jackie returned to Washington. As headlines screamed out his lack of judgment, Ted became dejected. “He feels like he’s been kicked in the balls,” Jack said privately, “he’s really singing the blues.”
Jack also noted in a conversation with Ben Bradlee that Ted’s cheating “wouldn’t go over with the WASPs. They take a very dim view of looking over your shoulder at someone else’s exam paper. They go in more for stealing from stockholders and banks.”
Jackie’s advice to Joan, however, proved to be right on the mark. After Ted had made his apologies to the public, his campaign for his party’s nomination to fill JFK’s Senate seat against his opponent, Edward McCormack,* rolled on, despite the humiliation. Ted would stump until early June under the slogan “He can do more for Massachusetts.” At the Democratic Party Convention in June 1962, he defeated Ed McCormack by a two-to-one margin.
Bobby and Ethel Kennedy first encountered Marilyn Monroe on February 1, 1962, at a party for Bobby hosted by Peter Lawford and his wife Pat, Bobby’s sister, at the Lawfords’ twenty-seven-room Malibu mansion. According to family friend Joan Braden, who attended the party, Marilyn was first introduced to Bobby by Pat. He didn’t seem impressed until Braden whispered to him that this was “the Marilyn Monroe, the genuine article. That got his attention,” she said, laughing.
In her 1989 memoir, Just Enough Rope, Joan Braden wrote, “Bobby turned and I turned and there she was—blond, beautiful, red lips at the ready, clad in a black-lace dress which barely concealed the tips of her perfectly formed breasts and tightly fitted every curve of the body unparalleled. Bobby paid attention. He sat next to her at dinner; around our table of eight were Kim Novak, Angie Dickinson, and me. Who the men between us were, I can’t remember. I can only remember the women and the dresses which showed off their bosoms.”
Years later, in an interview, Joan added: “They had an instant rapport, not surprising in that they were both charismatic, smart people. Bobby enjoyed talking to intelligent, beautiful women, and Marilyn certainly fit the bill. She was also inquisitive in a childlike way, which I think he found refreshing. I found her to be delightful, and everyone at the party was completely enthralled by her and rather dazzled by her presence.”
At the dinner table, Marilyn proceeded to further enchant Bobby. “From her tiny black purse, she extracted a folded piece of paper, and unfolded it to reveal, in bright lipstick, a list of questions,” said Braden. “The first was, ‘What does an Attorney General do?’ There were some giggles from somewhere at the table and the man next to me whispered, ‘Don’t. She’s had a sad and lonely life and she has no self-confidence at all.’ ” Marilyn read other lipstick-written questions, each of which, Braden recalls, “was as innocent and childlike as the first, totally without guile or pretense except for the medium in which they were written. Bobby was enthralled.”
One might question how Bobby could be so openly flirtatious at a party at which his wife was also in attendance. Ethel had grown accustomed to this sort of thing, however, and, although disapproving of it, she kept her mouth shut.
Ethel had actually been excited about meeting Marilyn. She was not immune to the power of the screen star’s charisma and personality. In fact, about a year earlier, she had said that she wanted Marilyn to play her in a movie that was being developed by 20th Century-Fox based on Bobby Kennedy’s book The Enemy Within. (The film was never made.)
Now, a year later, Ethel was in the same room with Marilyn, who seemed to be flirting with her husband. Ethel reportedly said later to Pat Kennedy in the company of two Kennedy aides, “I just think she’s a big phony, and if I’m never around her again, that would be fine with me. Women like that make me so mad—trying to seduce a married man. I’m furious about this, I really am.”
“Oh, Ethel, Marilyn’s harmless,” said Pat.
“Harmless, my foot,” exclaimed Ethel. “This one is where I draw the line,” she said, apparently more adamant about this woman than she was about all the others.
As the evening wore on, Bobby seemed to fall further under Monroe’s spell, especially when he started coaching her in the rudiments of the popular dance craze the Twist, all under the suspicious gaze of Ethel. When Marilyn became too drunk to see herself to her Brentwood home, Bobby offered to drive her. Perhaps mindful of Ethel’s ever-frozen stare, he asked his press agent, Ed Guthman, to accompany them. Marilyn plopped herself in the front seat next to Bobby, leaving Guthman in the back. Following the short drive to her house, Bobby walked the wobbly Marilyn unsteadily to her door, where she was met by her housekeeper, Eunice Murray.
After this party, Bobby and Marilyn apparently began seeing one another socially whenever he was on the West Coast.
Peter Dye, a frequent guest at the Lawford home, recalls, “I know Marilyn was nuts about him because she told me as much. She was fascinated by him. I also think she was scared to death of him because he gave off an air about himself.”
Max Block, a former president of the Meat Cutters Union, says that he and one of Bobby’s enemies, Jimmy Hoffa, were told about meetings between Bobby and Marilyn Monroe at the Desert Inn in Las Vegas by the manager of the hotel, Wilbur Clark. “He told me he checked them in every few weeks into a suite of rooms on the seventh floor,” says Max Block. “One day I was sitting with him, and Bobby passed by and said, ‘Hello, Wilbur.’ Clark said, ‘Hello, Bobby. This is my friend Max Block.’ Kennedy said, ‘Oh, I know Block from New York.’ And he kept going. I asked where he was going, and Clark said, ‘He’s going to see Marilyn upstairs.’ When I mentioned to Jimmy about Bobby and Marilyn Monroe, he said, ‘I know all about that.’ ”
“Life’s Too Short to Worry about Marilyn Monroe”
In the spring of 1962, the President of the United States would celebrate his forty-fifth birthday on May 29. Peter Lawford came up with the idea of having Marilyn sing “Happy Birthday” to Jack at a huge birthday salute being planned at Madison Square Garden. Many other celebrities would be performing at the gala, which was thrown by the Democratic Party to raise money for the next presidential campaign; performers would include singers such as Ella Fitzgerald, Maria Callas, and Peggy Lee. The notion of the sexy movie star serenading the President might have been an example of Lawford’s warped sense of humor; friends insist that having Marilyn as the show’s finale was his idea of an in-joke.
At this time, Marilyn Monroe was causing problems for her studio, 20th Century-Fox, during production of her latest film, Something’s Got to Give. Pleading illness, she had missed so many days of principal photography that the movie was behind schedule. Naturally, the studio heads were adamantly opposed to her taking more time off to attend the President’s birthday celebration.
On the other hand, Bobby Kennedy was just as determined to have Monroe present. Upon learning that Fox was threatening a lawsuit if she left the set to attend the gala, Bobby personally telephoned studio head Peter Levathes in Hollywood to ask that Monroe be permitted to fly to New York without penalty. He explained that her performance would be “very important to the President of the United States.” When Levathes turned him down, Bobby became exasperated.
Bobby then went over Levathes’s head to the most powerful man at Fox at the time, financier Milton Gould, to whom he explained that Marilyn’s appearance was “of critical importance to the current administration.” Gould recalls Bobby as having said, “The President wants it, and I want it.” When Gould’s answer was emphatically negative, the Attorney General threatened him, telling him that he would be “sorry for this” and reminding him that he was “dealing with the First Family in America.”
Bobby Kennedy needn’t have worried. With or without the studio’s permission, Marilyn Monroe was determined to perform at the event. She announced that she would not be available for work and then made plans to leave for New York. (Her decision would result in an eventual breach-of-contract lawsuit from Fox.)
Famous for her revealing wardrobe, Marilyn had designer Jean Louis create what was probably the most daring gown of her entire career—one made of the sheerest flesh-colored netting. With the fabric covered by hundreds of rhinestones, Marilyn appeared to be wearing nothing but beads speckled over luscious flesh. (In October 1999, at an auction of Marilyn’s belongings at Christie’s, in New York, this gown commanded more than a million dollars.)
By her own choice, the First Lady would not be present for the Madison Square Garden birthday party. She had heard about Marilyn Monroe’s planned performance despite the fact that the chairman of the Democratic Party had called one of the show’s organizers, Richard Adler (who wrote the music to The Pajama Game and Damn Yankees), to demand that Marilyn be removed.
It would seem that Jackie suspected trouble ahead. “I’m not going to sit and watch that,” she told her Secret Service agent in an unusual moment of candor. “If you ask me, I think this administration is completely out of control with all of this Marilyn business.”
When the agent did not respond, Jackie may have realized the inappropriate nature of her comment, because she said, “Forget I ever said that, please.”
Nunziata Lisi, a friend of Lee Radziwill’s who lived in Italy at the time, says, “According to what Lee told me, Jackie did not have a fight with Jack about the Madison Square Garden matter, or even a discussion about it. Her position, from what I gathered, was that if Jack actually approved of such a thing, knowing full well that she would be unhappy about it—and maybe even humiliated by it—then it wasn’t worth a big brouhaha. It was just not worth going. Or, as Lee told me Jackie put it, ‘Life’s too short to worry about Marilyn Monroe.’ ”
As she always did when she wanted to get away, Jackie took the kids to Glen Ora, outside Middleburg, Virginia, two hours from Washington. She and Jack rented this four-hundred-acre, seven-bedroom estate as a weekend retreat. Jackie always savored her time there, referring to Middleburg as “home” and Washington as “the White House.”
By 1962, Jackie was spending as many as four days a week at Glen Ora with her children, her horses, and other animals, living what she called “a good, clean life”—which, more often than not, did not include Jack. Jack hated Glen Ora. While Jackie had a strong affinity for horses, the President was allergic to them.
While at Glen Ora during this particular May, Jackie participated in the Loudoun Hunt Horse Show, taking a third-place ribbon. “It was very simple there at Glen Ora,” Eve Four, a friend of Jackie’s from Middleburg, recalled to First Lady historian Carl Anthony. “The press would poke around, usually when there was a big event going on. Sometimes, someone would call me and tell me more about what we had just done than even I knew. Jackie said, ‘Look, if I worried about what people said about me every day, I couldn’t get up in the morning. I learned very quickly.’ ”
Eve Fout further recalled that at Glen Ora, Jackie “lived like everyone else. Wait in line at the store, go right into any of the shops. She always had meals at home. Only four times in all those years did she go out to eat, two times at a restaurant, two times at friends’ homes. She said that if that was antisocial, then that is what she was, and should be, at that period in her life.”
On May 19, 1962, approximately twenty thousand Democrats celebrated the President’s forty-fifth birthday at massive Madison Square Garden (even though Jack’s birthday was still ten days away). Jack, Bobby, Ethel, Rose, Pat, and Eunice were all present.
Backstage, Monroe was buckling under the pressure and was jittery at the prospects of such an important appearance. Up close, her ivory face makeup and heavy eyeliner gave her an almost Kabuki-like appearance, adding to her aura of fragility. After all the other performers had done their numbers, Peter Lawford finally brought her onto the stage. A gasp from the audience greeted her as she trotted delicately out like an oriental empress. The $12,000 Jean Louis beaded gown was so tight, she could take only the tiniest of mincing steps at a time. Hugh Sidey of Time magazine, who was present at the gala, recalls, “There was a feeling of euphoria mixed with a sense of astonishment that this scene was actually taking place, and that it was for the benefit of the President of the United States, who seemed to go limp. When I say ‘limp,’ I mean that he was visibly affected. His mouth was wide open, as if he didn’t know whether to be shocked, excited, appalled, or what.”
After Lawford helped her remove her ermine stole, Marilyn sang her little birthday song to the President and then another number, with special lyrics written for the occasion by Richard Adler, to the tune of “Thanks for the Memories,” Bob Hope’s theme song. (“Thanks, Mr. President/For all the things you’ve done/The battles that you’ve won/The way you deal with U.S. Steel/And our problems by the ton/We thank you so much.”) While performing, she seductively ran her hands up her curvaceous body and nearly cupped her breasts. It was an act that might have been more appropriate at a burlesque show than at a political fund-raiser.
After Marilyn had the audience join her in another rousing round of “Happy Birthday,” she brought Jack onto the stage. “I can now retire from politics after having had ‘Happy Birthday’ sung to me in such a wholesome way,” he joked from behind a podium emblazoned by the presidential seal.
A friend of Marilyn’s, Jeanne Martin—whose husband of twelve years, entertainer Dean Martin, was co-starring with Marilyn in Something’s Got to Give at this time—can still vividly recall the strong emotions she felt as she sat in the VIP section of the audience more than three decades ago. Of Monroe’s stage presence, she says, “That performance was beyond the pale. I squirmed in my seat, tried to look away…. It belittled the entire Presidency, as well as Jackie’s position as First Lady.”
Jeanne, who has remained close to the Kennedys through the years, put the blame on the President himself. “Certainly Marilyn couldn’t have done it without Jack’s approval,” she says. “I never believed it was a complete surprise to the President. Why would he allow her to do that?” (And in fact, Marilyn’s performance was not a surprise: Jack had been forewarned by Bobby.)
Beverly Brennan, an investment banker who met Pat Kennedy through Peter Lawford in 1954, recalls that Pat found the performance “hysterical and very good.” As for Jackie, Pat said, “She can take a joke. She has such a vicious sense of humor herself.” Pat Kennedy also told Beverly Brennan that she had telephoned Jackie at Glen Ora when she heard that the First Lady wasn’t going to be present at the celebration, to assure her that the performance would be “just a harmless Marilyn Monroe prank.” She assured her that, as Marilyn’s close friend, she would never allow the screen star to do anything that would embarrass the First Lady, and she also advised Jackie that her absence would only focus more attention on the spectacle. Apparently, Jackie was not convinced.
The day after the President’s birthday party, Jackie, still at Glen Ora, saw a news broadcast of Marilyn’s breathless, sultry rendition of “Happy Birthday.”
Jackie’s right-hand man, Clint Hill, was with her at Glen Ora, as always. Hill, a former football star at Concordia College in North Dakota, was married to his high-school sweetheart, Gwen Brown. Much more than just a Secret Service agent to Jackie, he was now responsible for many aspects of her busy life. “I also dealt with her maid, I dealt with her nanny for the children, and her day-to-day operations,” he recalls. “On a lot of things she would deal directly with me instead of going to a social secretary or a press secretary.”
Jackie, appearing bewildered and frustrated, paced the living room. When the phone rang, she jumped for it. It was Ethel, calling to express her anger about Monroe’s act and the way Jack had responded to it. Ethel apparently felt, as had Jeanne Martin and others, that Marilyn’s performance was an insult to Jackie. Ethel said she was calling to make sure Jackie was not too upset, and to discuss with her how she might handle the matter with the President.
As Jackie spoke to Ethel, her voice rose. “My understanding of it is that Bobby was the one who orchestrated the whole goddamn thing,” she said, blazing out the words in frustration. “The Attorney General is the troublemaker here, Ethel. Not the President. So it’s Bobby I’m angry at, not Jack.”
“It’s just all so exhausting,” a weary Jackie told Ethel. “And what about that poor woman?” she added, referring apparently to Marilyn. “Look at how they are exploiting her.”
As the conversation ended, Jackie thanked Ethel for her concern and asked where she could locate Bobby. Told that the Attorney General was in his office, she promptly called him. The two spoke angrily for about five minutes. Jackie’s terse, obscenity-laced end of the conversation was completely uncharacteristic of the warm rapport she ordinarily shared with Bobby. However, she was clearly upset. After accusing Bobby of having sanctioned “a sick game” with a movie star, Jackie hung up on him, her hands visibly shaking.
Angry about the ongoing scandal regarding her husband’s relationship with Marilyn Monroe, it now seems—based on the best evidence available—that Jackie Kennedy finally gave the President an ultimatum immediately following the Madison Square Garden celebration: Stop seeing Marilyn, or lose his First Lady.
A Secret Service agent who spent much of his time on White House detail protecting the First Lady and her children—who asked not to be named in connection with the ultimatum since he still maintains a close relationship to the family—explains how Jackie went about it. The agent says that when Jack joined his wife at Glen Ora two days after the Marilyn Monroe performance, she told him that if he didn’t end his association with Marilyn “once and for all,” she would leave him. It would be done quietly at first, Jackie told him. However, just prior to the 1964 presidential campaign, she threatened, she would officially file for divorce. The agent says, “After that threat, I never heard another word about him and Marilyn Monroe.”
Beverly Brennan, Pat Lawford’s friend from Los Angeles, further corroborates the story, saying that after the Madison Square Garden show, Pat Lawford told her, “Do you know that Jackie actually threatened to divorce Jack unless he stopped being friends with Marilyn? And he agreed to such a thing?” Brennan says that Pat was “dumbfounded by the whole thing.”
Nunziata Lisi, Lee Radziwill’s friend from Italy, says, “Lee told me that with the threat of his crumbling marriage interfering with Jack’s possible reelection in 1964, Jackie had finally found her strongest bargaining chip: divorce.” Lee told Nunziata that she doubted Jackie would ever have actually given up her position as First Lady, but she applauded her sister’s decision to finally force an end to the affair.
“Jackie’s sick to death of this whole thing,” Jack told his friend George Smathers. “She’s all over me about it. So let’s end it with her [Monroe] before it’s too late.”
The President then made swift moves to distance himself from the star. At his request, Smathers contacted a mutual friend of his and the Kennedys, Bill Thompson, and asked him to speak to Marilyn about, as Smathers puts it, “putting a bridle on her mouth and not talking too much because it was getting to be a story around the country.”
Meanwhile, Jack simply stopped returning Marilyn’s telephone calls. As far as he was concerned, the affair was over.
Bobby’s Rumored Affair with Marilyn
By the summer of 1962, the resumption of atmospheric testing of nuclear weapons was causing great alarm among Americans, while heightened tensions with the Soviet Union continued to threaten world peace. Obviously, these matters were of great concern to the Kennedys, as they were to the rest of the country; in Ethel Kennedy’s household, however, another troublesome situation seemed to monopolize a great deal of her time: Bobby and, yet again, Marilyn.
Ethel had been infuriated by Bobby’s flirtatious behavior with Marilyn at the Madison Square Garden after-party.* The next day she called her sister, Georgeann, and, according to Georgeann’s husband, George Terrien, said that she would have liked to have scratched Monroe’s eyes out. “But Ethel was a good Kennedy wife,” notes Terrien, and “she kept her mouth shut and looked the other way.”
The true nature of the relationship between Bobby and Marilyn still stirs controversy among Monroe and Kennedy confidantes and family members.
“Let me just set this straight once and for all,” said Chuck Spalding, who was close enough to the Kennedys that he could at least have an opinion about it. “The answer is a flat-out ‘no.’ Marilyn liked Jack, maybe loved him. She flirted with Bobby, and he flirted back, but that was it. These stories about Bobby and Marilyn are all junk. Maybe Ethel thought they were having an affair, but I am certain that it was nothing more than a flirtation.”
“If Marilyn and Bobby were involved, it was very gently orchestrated,” said Milt Ebbins. “I was Peter’s [Lawford] closest friend. He told me everything—things that will never be revealed. He never told me about Bobby and Marilyn, and he told me things that would have been considered much more confidential than that.”
Even though there are dozens of peripheral people in and around the lives of both principals who claim that the two did have a sexual affair, those closest to the two are adamant that the relationship never grew past the flirtation stage. Unfortunately, one important person in Bobby’s life believed that he was indeed intimate with Marilyn Monroe, and that person was Ethel Kennedy.
“She most certainly did believe it,” says Leah Mason, who worked for Ethel as an assistant off and on for many years at Hickory Hill. “She was sure that an affair was going on. And she was extremely unhappy about it.”
Ethel apparently attempted to recruit Frank Sinatra to talk to Monroe about her relationship with Bobby. According to Sinatra’s friend Jim Whiting, “Frank didn’t really believe that anything serious was going on between them, and he figured if anything was happening, it was probably just Marilyn flirting, pretty much the way she used to flirt with everyone.” And yet whenever Frank Sinatra did ask Marilyn Monroe about her relationship with the Kennedys, she was evasive. In the end, neither Sinatra nor anyone else would be much help to Ethel Kennedy.
By this time the life of Kennedy patriarch Joseph had taken a dramatic and tragic turn. On December 19, 1961, he had suffered a stroke while playing golf at the Palm Beach Country Club that left him severely debilitated. Jack and Jackie had been in Palm Beach at the time. Jack had left for Washington early in the day while Jackie and Caroline stayed behind in Palm Beach. (John Jr. was in Washington with the children’s nanny, Maud Shaw.) Apparently, Joe didn’t notice any symptoms until he returned to the estate for a swim with Jackie. After going to his room to rest and change, he emerged unable to speak or move his right side. Joe’s niece Ann Gargan took him to St. Mary’s Hospital in West Palm Beach while Jackie telephoned Jack and Bobby to tell them what had happened.
The prognosis for Joseph was not good. After he’d been on the critical list a few days, he was given Last Rites. If he did live, he would be paralyzed, would probably never walk again, and would not speak. The family was devastated by this tragic turn of events.
“Well, I’m sorry but I just can’t believe he won’t walk,” Jackie told Bobby one afternoon shortly after the stroke. In fact, she refused to shed a tear for Grandpa.
“Why should I cry?” she asked. “I know he will be fine.”
Immediately after receiving word of the stroke, all of the Kennedys went to Palm Beach to visit the ailing Joseph and to lend emotional support to Rose. To his children, Joseph was still the family’s respected patriarch, the indomitable figure whose vision had been responsible for the historical dynasty that was not only their own proud legacy, but also the birthright of their children. His daughters- and sons-in-law, as well as his own offspring, felt unequivocal respect, love, and admiration for Joseph. Though Joseph was ruthless, “… he’s the reason we exist at all,” Jackie had said. “Without him, without his vision, his dream, his desires for his children, none of us would be who we are. We’d all have done something with our lives, obviously, but not this.” For his part, Jack had critical differences with his father on certain political issues, but he loved him deeply. This sudden illness was a terrible blow.
While Jackie seemed sure from the outset that Joseph would recover, the rest of the family seemed resigned to their patriarch’s paralysis. Even the ever-religious Ethel had little faith in a miracle, saying that it was “God’s will” that Joseph not walk again.
The day she first visited Joseph in the hospital in Florida, Jackie went to a department store in Palm Beach and bought a walking cane. She and Ethel were standing in Rose’s kitchen in Palm Beach when Jackie pulled the cane from a box. Ethel looked at it with incredulity. “It’s useless, you know,” she said. “Grandpa will never walk again. Didn’t you hear?”
“I just need to get it engraved,” Jackie said, ignoring her sister-in-law’s words. “Now, let’s see where I can have that done.” Jackie turned to Dora, the cook. “Where’s Frank?” she asked. “He’ll know.”
Before leaving the kitchen to find Frank Saunders, the Kennedy chauffeur, Jackie turned to Ethel and added, “Oh, and by the way, Ethel, Grandpa will walk again. I can promise you that.” Jackie intended to keep the walking cane until she felt that it was time for Joe to use it, then she would give it to him as a gift.
Six months later, Joseph was a patient in Horizon House, a rehabilitation center in New York. Joseph had endured a difficult half-year of recovery at Hyannis Port. Before he was taken to the center, his convalescence was slow and arduous. For Rose, her husband’s challenges took on nightmarish proportions. It was as if she could do nothing right for him. “Ya! Ya! Ya!” he would scream at her, swinging his fists in frustration. Rose would run from the room in tears, asking Rita Dallas, “What did I do? What did I do?” Every day a new drama unfolded, whether it had to do with Joseph’s refusal to eat or his insistence on getting out of his wheelchair. Once he struck Rita, giving her a black eye. So by the time Joseph was whisked off to Horizon House, it was a welcome relief for Rose and the household staff (a total of ninety-three nurses would work for the Kennedys during the years after the stroke).
Unlike Rose, who could do nothing right for Joseph, it seemed Jackie could do no wrong. Many people wondered how Jackie could feel so much warm emotion towards a man who so blatantly flaunted his infidelities, who so thoroughly manipulated his family’s lives, who used his wealth to try to control and contain everyone around him. But Joseph, like his son Jack, reminded Jackie of her own father, the flamboyant, woman-loving Black Jack.
From the first time she met the Kennedys, Jackie had found a staunch ally in Jack’s father. She set out to charm Joseph, and she succeeded. Jackie did not have to be guarded the way she acted with him; she wasn’t afraid of Joseph. She genuinely loved him. He felt the same, and he also enjoyed her sense of humor. One of his prized possessions was an original watercolor painting by Jackie of dozens of Kennedys romping on a beach. Overhead, a plane trails a banner: “You can’t take it with you. Dad’s got it all.” Joseph hung the painting in the living room of his Palm Beach mansion.
Another favorite painting of his by Jackie was a watercolor in which protesters march holding picket signs reading: “Put Jackie and Joan back in American clothes”—a spoof of a silly 1960 campaign controversy having to do with Jackie, Ethel, and Joan wearing only French-designed clothing.
Often defensive because his Irish Catholic background kept him from being accepted in society, Joseph appreciated that Jackie could move easily in social circles closed to him, and he recognized that her beauty and her knowledge of art and music had always been valuable assets to Jack’s political career. He also admired her independence. While his own children deferred to his wishes, Jackie used to tease him. It was as if Joseph had taken her father’s place in her life, especially when Jackie and Joseph would sit poring through photo albums of her wedding. Jackie, with her slender frame and delicate femininity, was just the type of woman that Joseph responded to. They adored each other.
The day after his arrival at Horizon House, as Rita Dallas tried to convince Joseph to take a nap, there was a knock on the door. It opened slowly, and Jackie peeked in. Joseph’s face brightened at the sight of her.
Jackie walked into Joseph’s room and sat on a footstool at the side of his bed. As Rita Dallas looked on, Jackie took Joseph’s deformed hand into her own. She told him that she was praying for him and that she had great faith in a “speedy recovery.”
Joseph nodded his head and placed his hand on her cheek. Jackie rested her head on his lap and kissed his hand. Then she stood up to kiss the side of his face that had been paralyzed.
Joseph worked tirelessly at Horizon House to regain his faculties, with periodic visits from all of his family members lending their support and encouragement—except for Ethel, who said that she could not bear to see her father-in-law in such a weakened state.
Joan would sometimes visit her father-in-law with Ted, and she would often show up at the hospital alone. Nurses remember her sitting and talking to the old man for hours, leaving his side only to break down in tears in the hallway. She so loved Joseph, perhaps because he praised her at every opportunity, even at Jackie’s expense.
One story about Joseph that Joan has often told has to do with the time she, Jackie, Ethel, their husbands, and the rest of the Kennedys were at the Big House for Thanksgiving dinner. They were all gathered around Rose’s polished fruitwood table in her ivory-and-gold dining room. As it did every year, a centerpiece of gourds, small pumpkins, bananas, apples, and autumn leaves with four silver candlesticks decorated the table, with platters of food placed all about it: hot clam broth; a butter-browned twenty-six-pound turkey on a silver serving dish; homemade cranberry sauce; buttered string beans; creamed onions; mashed orange sweet potatoes with a melted marshmallow topping; corn muffins; and for dessert, apple or pumpkin pie and vanilla ice cream. “Eh, now this is living,” Ted would say.
Despite their tremendous wealth and the manner in which they relished their lifestyle, the Kennedys were also notoriously thrifty. Rose was known to run around the house scolding the help for leaving lights on; she would loosen bulbs in the closets because “you don’t need light in a closet.” Joseph and Rose both liked to think they had money problems, though they had millions.
“No one in this family lives within her means, except for Joan,” Joseph said as they ate. “She’s thrifty, and I like that about her, let me tell you.”
Once Ted bought Joan a diamond pin worth many thousands of dollars. Joan decided to wear it to an embassy reception in Tokyo, and to offset its loveliness she wore two strings of pearls that she had purchased for fifteen dollars each at Garfinckel’s in Washington. “Everyone thinks they look real,” she told a reporter candidly. “But, you know, I don’t think I’ll buy the real thing. These are good enough, don’t you think?” That was the kind of behavior Joseph liked in Joan.
“Now you, young lady,” Joseph said, pointing an accusatory finger at Jackie, who was known for shopping binges that involved tens of thousands of dollars spent on antiques, clothes, and jewels. “I see not the slightest indication that you have any idea of how much money you spend. Bills come in from Italy, Paris, Rome, all over the world for your extravagances. It’s completely ridiculous to have such disregard for the value of money. You should be more like Joan.”
Ethel, sitting next to Joseph, may have feared he might criticize her next. In truth, Ethel was as big a spendthrift as Jackie, with no concept of the value of money. Once when an accountant told her that her checking account was overdrawn, she responded very seriously, “But how can that be? I still have checks left!” Barbara Gibson, who would later become Rose’s personal secretary, says, “Ethel was big on fine wines and would order her favorite, Pouilly Fuissé, by the case. She would buy designer dresses she liked in a variety of colors. When you went to her home for dinner, it was always luxurious—lobster tails, prime rib. I remember when Rose Kennedy and I went to Ethel’s once, and the menu was Alaskan King Crab. Sarcastically, Rose said something like, ‘It must be nice to be so very, very rich.’ ”
If being reprimanded for her spending habits hurt Jackie at all, she knew just how to receive the criticism with good grace, allowing Joan her moment of glory.
“Oh, you are so right, Grandpa,” Jackie said, with a pointed look at Ethel. “We should all be more like Joan.”
Joan enjoyed telling that story, and she told it often. “I love Grandpa and Jackie for that,” she said.
Joseph’s illness was therefore especially difficult for his youngest daughter-in-law, and the visits were emotionally draining. Ted told her that if visiting his father was so upsetting, perhaps she should stop going. Yet Joan continued to go.
One day Joan showed up with Jackie, and the two sisters-in-law wheeled Joseph up and down the hospital corridors, gossiping and laughing like sisters, as if the old man wasn’t even there. One of Joseph’s therapists, Patricia Moran, remembers Joseph abruptly stamping his foot on the floor in order to get their attention. “It’s as if he was saying, ‘Pay attention to me, why don’t you.’ ” Afterwards, she says, they all laughed heartily, Joseph included.
“Gosh, what can we do to get Ethel down here?” Jackie would ask Joan. “When is she going to learn to deal with the real world? It is often not pretty, you know? Maybe Bobby can do something.” Even Bobby, however, was unable to convince his wife to visit Joseph.
Despite her reluctance to show up at Horizon House, Ethel had great love, respect, and admiration for her father-in-law, holding him in high esteem and, like Jackie and Joan, seemingly ignoring the fact (or maybe just accepting it and not allowing it to affect her opinion of him) that it was really Joseph who had set the standard for the womanizing that would continue to plague all their marriages. Like Jackie and Joan, Ethel always made certain that her children treated Grandpa with the utmost respect.
“Everything we have, all that we are, we owe to Grandpa,” Ethel would tell her offspring just before they visited Joseph. “You see that bike? It’s because of Grandpa that you have it,” she would say. “You see that swimming pool? It’s because of Grandpa that you have it. Now go over there and kiss your Grandpa.”
Joseph Kennedy made rapid progress during his therapy, though he did not regain his speech and never would; the day soon arrived in the summer of 1962 when he would take his first poststroke steps—a major achievement in the life of any handicapped person and the ultimate goal of months of painstaking therapy. It was a miracle, Rose said, “a true miracle.”
With fitted leg brace and a surgical shoe, Joseph was about to rise from his wheelchair when a doctor handed him a hook-handled cane supplied by the hospital. His face became crimson red as he screamed out, “No! No! No!” The ordinary cane was offensive; he wasn’t just any man and would not use the cane anyone else would be given. He threw the offending stick across the room, narrowly missing a nurse. After a great deal of coaxing, Joseph finally agreed to use the cane, but only after the doctor had promised to buy him a new, more handsome one.
With two attending physicians, several staff doctors, many patients, his business associate Ham Brown, and his nurses Luella Hennessey and Rita Dallas watching—a full audience—Joseph was just rising from the wheelchair again when there was a clattering of heels in the hall. All eyes turned to see Jackie quickly walking down the hallway flanked by two Secret Service agents, one of whom was Clint Hill. “Please, stop!” she implored.
Surprised, Joseph dropped back down into his chair, his mouth agape. Jackie, dressed in a pale yellow and white sleeveless shift with white heels and accessories, rushed to her father-in-law like a beam of light. She bent down and kissed him on the cheek, and soon the entire room was filled with her exuberant energy. Jackie said that she had heard Joe was going to be taking his first steps, and she wanted to be with him when he did so.
Joseph’s eyes were brimming with tears as Jackie hugged him warmly. Taking his face in her hands, she continued, “The whole family is so proud of you. Jack told me to give you a big hug.” They began to weep. Reaching into her pocketbook, she took out a handkerchief. “Aren’t we ridiculous?” she asked with a smile as she wiped his eyes.
Jackie motioned to Clint Hill to come to her side. The agent handed the First Lady a long, wrapped package. Jackie opened the side of the box and pulled from it the expensive black and silver walking stick she had purchased the day she heard Joseph had been stricken and would never again walk. On the band was engraved “To Grandpa, with love, Jackie.”
Joseph took the walking stick and rose from his chair; Jackie hooked her arm through his. “Come on,” she said. “Let’s take a walk.”
Life at the Hyannis Port Compound
Despite the controversies surrounding the Kennedy brothers’ relationships with Marilyn Monroe, family life at the Hyannis Port compound continued as if nothing was wrong. Keeping the family name unsullied was of prime importance to the Kennedys, even among each other.
In the tradition set by Rose, if family members didn’t recognize unpleasant things, then surely they weren’t happening. Those who married into the stoical clan had to follow the Kennedy line, no matter what their private opinions. So it was easy for them to celebrate the Fourth of July in 1962 at Hyannis Port as if they didn’t have a care in the world.
Cape Cod is where the many Kennedys would congregate during the summer months and for holidays, birthdays, or during times of trouble. Whereas the Palm Beach compound—the winter home—was inhabited by Joseph and Rose, with rented homes nearby for the others, in Hyannis Port everyone was thrown together in close proximity.
In many ways, the beauty and serenity of the Hyannis Port compound made it seem a million miles away from the real world, especially in the summer of 1962, when racial tensions and violence were at an incendiary level in some American cities, particularly in the South. In a couple of months, the situation would escalate into a race riot when James Meredith would attempt to register at the all-white University of Mississippi. That night, Jack would appeal to white Mississippians in a nine-minute televised speech, during which he would plead for racial tolerance.
“Summer picnics were the favorite outings of young and old alike during those wonderful Cape Cod days,” recalled Jacques Lowe. “Basket upon basket would be filled with hot dogs and hard-boiled eggs, hamburgers and marshmallows, cokes and beer. All the Kennedy children and their friends and pets would crowd into the Marlin [the Kennedy yacht] and motor over to some nearby island such as Great Island. There on the beach, a barbecue would be set up, baseball bats and footballs would come out, and the children and the grown-ups would partake in the simple joy of living.”
Jackie would find herself at the Hyannis Port compound often, even in later years, after she was no longer a Kennedy. She enjoyed the peace and serenity there, as well as a sense of security, and though she may not have wanted to admit it for fear that her presence would become obligatory, she actually enjoyed the company of most of the Kennedys. She and Jack rented from Morton Downey another home nearby on Squaw Island, so they had a place to go to when Jackie tired of being so close to the family.
Jackie always disliked celebrities who visited Hyannis Port and expected her to be gracious to them. “Being nice is what I have to do at the White House as part of my job,” she explained to one of her secretaries, “but I don’t want to have to do it here [at Hyannis]. When I’m here, I’m off.”
Judy Garland owned a summer home in the area, near the yacht club, and enjoyed visiting the Kennedys in her free time. As her teenaged children, Liza Minnelli and Lorna Luft, played with Ethel and Bobby’s children, a barefoot Judy would wander from one Kennedy home to the other, a martini in one hand and a cream cheese and olive sandwich in the other. Ethel would welcome her with open arms but, according to Frank Saunders, Rose’s chauffeur, Jackie thought of her as “that woman who thinks she can just drop in whenever she wants.” Once, when Jackie was painting with watercolors on her sunporch, Judy barged in and attempted to engage her in a conversation. As Judy later complained to Rose, Jackie said, “I don’t mean to be rude, but you’ll have to stop talking. Watch, if you like. But no one talks to me when I’m painting.” As a disgruntled Judy rushed off, Jackie hollered after her, “Next time, Miss Garland, please call first.”
One weekend soon after Jack was elected to the Oval Office, Frank Sinatra came to visit. Annoyed that her husband would allow the singer access to their private getaway when he was well aware of her feelings about him, Jackie refused to leave her bedroom for the entire weekend. Sinatra had a basket of roses delivered to her home. When he left the compound at the end of the weekend, the basket was still on the sunporch, the roses wilted and the card unopened.
Ethel loved the Hyannis Port way of life and could often be found in Rose’s kitchen, cooking or making fresh coffee for her sisters-in-law (though she would bristle when Jackie would ask for hers to be “dusted with just a whisper of cinnamon”). Like Jackie and Jack, Joan and Ted had a home on Squaw Island (though, unlike the First Couple, they did not also have one in the compound), only about five minutes from Rose and Joseph and the other Kennedys. For Joan, never comfortable with her role as a Kennedy wife, being so close to all of those Kennedys was sometimes more than she could bear. In Hyannis Port, she took comfort in knowing that her retreat on Squaw Island was just a short distance away when it all became too much for her.
Joseph and Rose’s home on Scudder Avenue was not the big, extravagant mansion expected by many visitors, but rather a simple, white-painted, Cape Cod–style two-floor home with a veranda that wrapped around the front and sides. Furnished simply rather than elegantly, the home boasted a pool and tennis court, which were used by all of the Kennedys. Boats were always docked in front of the main house in time for summer jaunts. Walks on the nearby beach provided not only recreation for the family but also meditation during times of difficulty.
No matter what calamity was going on in the rest of the country—or in the individual Kennedy homes—the Fourth of July was a favorite time for the Kennedy family because it marked the beginning of summer. By July 1962, Joseph Kennedy was home from the rehabilitation center, making the holiday all the more momentous.
The arrival of the President and First Lady was the much-anticipated event that kicked off the holiday festivities. Also present for this Fourth of July celebration—they always seemed to be in recent years—were a number of celebrities, politicians, and, of course, members of the press with cameramen and photographers in tow. On the water in front of the main house were Coast Guard cutters, holding back pleasure boats and sightseers. The Honey Fitz, Jack’s yacht, and the Marlin, the Kennedy family’s boat, were both anchored in the Sound, bobbing up and down on calm waters. Early in the afternoon of the Fourth, the entire family—as well as governesses, nurses, gardeners, and other employees—gathered outside of Rose and Joseph’s home, waiting for the guests of honor: Jack and Jackie. Ethel and Bobby were there, of course, and Ted and Joan. Also present, as they were for all family functions, were the Kennedy sisters: Eunice, Pat, and Jean, and their husbands, Sargent Shriver, Peter Lawford, and Stephen Smith.
The Fourth of July in Hyannis Port, 1962
Seventy-one-year-old Rose Kennedy, attired in her favorite shade of pale rose, waited regally in her bedroom for her son, the President, and his wife, Jackie, to make their grand Fourth of July appearance at the Kennedy compound. On her dress were safety-pinned notes containing suggestions she wished to make to her children during the day’s festivities; on some days she would be covered almost head to toe in these notated reminders. As the matriarch of the Kennedy clan, she felt that Jack and Jackie should come to her rather than expect her to come to them—but that was only when they visited her at her own home. When visiting the White House, Rose stayed to herself, treating her son and his wife almost as if they were strangers.
“I never wanted to intrude on his time,” she once said, “or the time of my husband. I always thought they had a lot of responsibilities, a lot of things on their minds, and I would keep out of the way and leave them uninterrupted.” Rose treated her son very formally after he became Chief Executive, referring to him as “Mr. President” in public, always with an eye toward protocol.
(As she aged, Rose continued to see only what she wished to see. When told that Pat had a drinking problem, her response was “Impossible! Pat doesn’t drink.” When told that Joan also seemed to be imbibing too often, her reaction was, “Impossible! Joan could never keep that figure of hers if she drank.” When told that Bobby was having an affair with Marilyn, she told her secretary, Barbara Gibson, “Impossible! Bobby is much too sanctimonious to have an affair.”)
At the appointed time, the eyes of every Kennedy family member and guest scoured the skies until they finally caught the breathtaking sight of the three presidential helicopters. They would land, one by one, on a pad that had been built at the front of Joseph and Rose’s lawn, off the cul-de-sac, as people all around cheered with excitement and delight.
The first two helicopters carried governmental aides and chiefs of staff, as well as Secret Service agents. Once landed, the officers quickly exited and then lined up in front of the third helicopter, forming an honor guard. Finally, the President, his full head of hair blowing in the wind, made his spectacular entrance from the third aircraft. He stopped for a moment and waved to the tourists, acknowledging the people waving to him from the boats. Whistles began to blow in a wild salute, and every tourist shouted and cheered. It was clear from the loud reaction that people adored him.
On the porch, Jack’s family applauded and the staff stood respectfully at attention. Taking in the scene of adulation before him, Jack eagerly bolted down the steps. Then he turned to await Jackie, Caroline, and the children’s nanny, Maud Shaw, who was carrying John. After taking a moment to gather his family around him, he and his small brood walked through the honor guard. Then all of the children—cousins, nieces, and nephews—broke loose from their parents and swooped down across the lawn, screaming, jumping, and cheering for the President.
Flashing his trademark grin, Jack walked straight to his seventy-three-year-old father’s wheelchair. He put his hand on his shoulder and kissed the old man on the cheek. Jackie, wearing a navy-blue two-piece dress suit with matching hat and gloves, knelt down in front of Joseph and whispered in his ear with a sly conspirator’s smile. He laughed with delight at their private moment. Others began to approach Jackie respectfully, waiting for her to recognize them, then saying just a word or two. However, there seemed to be one dissenter: Ethel, who stood alone in a corner. She must have known that she was expected to greet Jackie, but she did not seem eager to do so. Perhaps it still bothered her that Jackie was accorded such reverence from relatives. She had earlier told Bobby she believed that, when they were all together at the private Hyannis Port retreat, Jackie should be treated like everyone else in the family.
After a receiving line of family members was formed, with Ethel included, the First Couple greeted their relatives in a more organized fashion: Ted and Joan, Sargent and Eunice Shriver, Stephen and Jean Smith, Peter and Pat Lawford. Jack and Jackie shook hands with everyone. Then they reached Bobby and Ethel.
Jack and Bobby shook hands firmly, then Jack embraced Ethel. Jackie greeted Ethel with a warm hug. Ethel, caught up in the moment, responded with a tight sisterly hug of her own. Instead of moving along, as she had done with the rest of the family, the First Lady stopped for a moment and whispered something in Ethel’s ear, an honor thus far accorded only to Joseph Kennedy. Ethel’s eyes widened at Jackie’s comment, then she broke into an ear-to-ear grin. Impulsively, she kissed Jackie on the cheek in appreciation, and then gazed at her devotedly. To everyone present, Ethel’s glowing expression indicated that even she could not resist Jackie’s charm. Clearly, she was bowled over that Jackie had deemed her worthy of even an extra moment of sisterly chatter.
Jackie and Ethel Kennedy both seemed to enjoy the public eye, and even though they often complained about the constant attention, in truth they thrived on it because they felt in control. Jackie and Ethel both had the kind of relationship with the press in which reporters knew which lines of privacy they could not cross.
“The reporters all loved her,” recalls newsman James Brady of Ethel. “She chewed gum and called us ‘kiddo,’ and helped us get hold of Bobby for a quote when he was closeted with more important people. She also invited us out to the house in Virginia to play football and get thrown in the swimming pool and meet the famous jocks and pretty girls who always seemed to be hanging around. She was lively and unspoiled, suntanned and athletic—no great beauty and no intellectual, but she was everything else the Girl Scout oath requires.”
Look magazine’s Laura Bergquist Knebel once noted that she would edit her material when writing about Jackie and Ethel so that the two women and their powerful husbands would not be offended by anything that was published. Besides being good business for the magazine, it also prevented Knebel from having to endure the wrath of the two wives should she publish something they felt was too much of an invasion. Jackie, the “letter-writer” of the two, would be the first to make her feelings known in a stinging note.
Joan, however, was such a congenial person that reporters like Bergquist Knebel felt a more casual relationship with her. They could “chat” with her—tape recorder running—and every word she said was on the record, even the ones that could prove embarrassing. She was a private person living a public existence.
“I felt sorry for Joan,” says Helen Thomas. “I thought she was so gentle, so beautiful and so fragile, and being thrown into the situation she was in was difficult—not only for her to deal with, but for us to watch her do it, firsthand. She was always very gracious to us and very nice. I think she was really a tragedy. You wanted to protect her, which wasn’t always possible under the circumstances.”
Jackie and Ethel knew how to censor themselves in interviews. It somehow came naturally to them to say only that which they would not later regret reading. However, when Joan had to give interviews to magazine and newspaper reporters because her husband or one of his handlers asked her to do so, she couldn’t help but panic. After being burned by a few embarrassing articles, it was as if every word she uttered had to be so carefully selected that she was almost afraid to speak at all.
For instance, in one interview, she said, “You know, Jackie talked me into wearing a wig. She has three of them, and she wears them a lot, especially for traveling. I tried one, but it just felt silly.”
Apparently, Joan wasn’t aware of the fact that much of the media had been speculating that Jackie wore wigs from time to time, a speculation that Jackie’s spokespeople had said had no validity whatsoever. “The First Lady in a wig?” Letitia Baldrige said, outraged. “Why, never!”
When Joan made her comments, a resounding “Ah-ha!” could practically be heard en masse from a suspicious media. One of Jackie’s handlers telephoned Joan to tell her that the First Lady would appreciate it if she did not give away any of her grooming secrets in the future. “The First Lady is livid,” Joan was told. “She guards her privacy with her very life, and you should know that.”
At that time—not only because of Joan’s occasional faux pas but also because it was a politically correct thing to do—many publications would send completed stories to the Kennedy camp for approval prior to publication. This practice—regarded as unethical by some reporters—assured that cooperative magazines would be on the Kennedys’ “approved list” for future stories and that writers from the magazines would have “access” when such cooperation was necessary to complete a feature.
Magazines such as Time and Newsweek would always publish unauthorized features rather than jeopardize their reputations as unbiased, credible sources of news. But many—in particular the women’s magazines, such as Ladies’ Home Journal and Good Housekeeping, which appealed to a large cross section of female voters—would happily send their stories to the Kennedy camp before publication, in order to ingratiate themselves with the family. This practice always proved to be problematic for all three Kennedy wives because whatever they said in interviews for these magazines would be picked apart by their husbands and their husbands’ attorneys and publicists prior to publication. As a result, they would often be berated for not having had better judgment in expressing themselves.
An excellent example of the extremes to which the Kennedys went to make certain that the wholesome, spit-and-polish image they wished to feed their constituency remained intact is the way a simple “puff-piece” story about Ted in the women’s magazine Redbook was handled. Ted had encouraged Joan to consent to an interview for the story, and prior to its publication, the feature was gone over repeatedly by Bobby and Ted, as well as attorneys and publicists and other Kennedy handlers, each word scrutinized for its impact and meaning.
The twenty-eight-page manuscript for Redbook, titled “What Makes Teddy Run” and written by William Peters, was submitted to the Kennedy camp by Peters for its approval on December 1, 1961. The feature was sent to Ted’s office. Ted then sent a copy of it to Bobby for his approval as well, along with a memo (not dated, but found in the Kennedy Library).
Ted noted in his memo to Bobby that the first half of the article was favorable, but that his greatest concerns included a comment from Joan about her youth in Bronxville in which she was quoted as having said: “The entire community is so highly restricted that I actually never met a Jew as I was growing up.” He was also concerned about Joan’s description of the amenities found at the Kennedys’ Cape Cod compound: “Besides all of the sports equipment—boats, water skis, tennis courts, riding horses, nearby golf courses, and everything else—they have their own projection room for movies. If you want a steam bath, they have that, too!”
Ted also noted Joan’s comment that even when the adults are playing “hide-and-seek and kick-the-can with the children, they play as though they were adult games of wits. They play hard, and to win.” There were other problems as well, having to do with the writer’s references to, as Ted put it, “my emotional detachment and insensitivity” when it came to segregation issues at the University of Virginia, where he attended school.
In response to this memo, Bobby wrote a six-page memorandum to Ted, dated December 14, 1961. In it, he suggested that Ted speak directly to the author, William Peters, about his concerns, rather than go above his head to the magazine’s editor.
“You will want to have them eliminate the quote on what Joan said about never meeting a Jew,” Bobby wrote. And regarding Joan’s enthusiasm for the luxuries found at Cape Cod, Bobby suggested that Ted ask Peters to “leave out the projection room and the steam bath. I would just say to him that you don’t think it adds anything and it might appear that it shows our bragging about being more fortunate than others.” Bobby also suggested, “Peters should straighten out the fact that you did know there had been Negroes at the law school.” Bobby pointed out other passages in Peters’s article that he wanted to change.
All of the changes that the Kennedys hoped would be made to the Redbook story were made before the magazine went on sale.*
Joan would continue to cause problems with her candor. A size eight, she was always a clothes horse, enjoyed fashion, and often wore gowns that had been designed by Oscar de la Renta and Galanos, as well as Zuckerman suits and dresses by Mollie Parnis and Adele Simpson. In 1962, she would tell an interviewer that she appreciated Oleg Cassini’s clothes “because he gives me fifty percent off, which I think is terribly nice.” Cassini wasn’t happy that Joan had announced that she got a discount to wear, and advertise, his creations, and he sent the magazine’s editor a letter saying that Joan was “mistaken.” (“Why, I don’t recall that at all,” Oleg Cassini says today. “I know that I didn’t design anything for her specifically. But if she ever wore my clothing, I’m sure I was honored.”)
“Ted is the favorite uncle,” Joan also said to the same reporter when talking about the Kennedy offspring. “He’s so big, he can roughhouse with all the children. The President is the same way. But now his back is a problem. He can barely pick up his own son.”
The White House was extremely sensitive to reports about Jack’s bad back, which had become an issue in the 1960 election. Ever since the 1954 spinal surgery, the Kennedy handlers were careful to never mention his back as a problem. Dr. Janet Travell regularly administered Novocain injections just to get Jack through the day because he was so crippled by his back, and the White House did all it could to keep the truth of his condition under wraps. Then, in one interview, Joan blew years of public relations strategy.
“What is wrong with you?” Ted asked Joan after reading the story. “Are you crazy? Look at the mess you’ve caused.”
Joan burst into tears and apologized.
The matter became such a Kennedy camp scandal that Bobby told Ted, “We’re going to have to just make sure Joan doesn’t say a word about anything to anybody. What else can we do? Tell her to issue a denial. And tell her not to say a single thing about anyone’s health ever again.”
So, doing her Kennedy duty, Joan issued the required denial, saying, “My remarks were taken completely out of context.” The media jumped all over Joan, making her out to be either a liar or an idiot. “Personally, I think she’s doing the best she can,” Ethel said to a secretary of hers, trying to be charitable. “I mean, we’re talking about Joan here, aren’t we?”
When Jackie heard about what had been happening, she telephoned Joan to put her mind at ease. According to what Joan later told family friend Joan Braden, Jackie said not to worry about what had occurred. “Look, you’re only human,” she told Joan. “My goodness, they are overreacting, those guys.” Jackie said that it was obviously true that Jack had a back problem, and the fact that he could still run the country despite it should be considered “admirable, not controversial. So don’t give it a second thought, Joan,” she concluded.
Joan later said that she was so grateful to Jackie for trying to put her mind at ease, “I couldn’t stop crying for three days about the whole thing.”
Of the three wives, Joan was still the best liked by reporters, despite—or maybe even because of—her blunders with the press. Her brand of thoughtfulness was rare on Capitol Hill. For instance, a fashion reporter from a Washington daily once telephoned her to ask what she intended to wear at a charity fashion show. The writer explained that she wanted to put her “piece to bed” on the day of the show rather than wait until after the show had occurred to write about it. The fashion reporter was unethical, perhaps, but Joan empathized with the woman when she said she wanted to spend some extra time with her children.
“I’ll be wearing a lovely white chiffon gown,” Joan said, before giving details of the designer and exact description.
However, that night at dinner before the show, Joan spilled red wine on herself. Some of the other senators’ wives who were not modeling offered to switch dresses with her, but Joan wouldn’t hear of it.
“I promised a writer I’d be wearing this dress, and she already wrote her story,” Joan explained as she frantically attempted to remove the stain with seltzer water. “I can’t embarrass her. So I’m going to wear this darn dress if it’s the last thing I do.”
Joan did wear the gown, wine stain and all.
Pat Finds Jackie “So Insecure”
By mid-July 1962, the President had ended his relationship with Marilyn Monroe. In fact, Jack had so quickly distanced himself from Marilyn that, according to close associates, he referred to the actress, his relationship with her, and Jackie’s concern about it as “The Monroe Matter.” However, Marilyn was still not entirely out of the picture. Jackie was now apparently aware that Bobby also had some involvement with the actress, though she was unsure to what extent. In Jackie’s view, Marilyn Monroe was probably like a bad headache that wouldn’t go away.
It was Lee Radziwill’s idea that Jackie meet her in Italy for a vacation to take some time away from “The Monroe Matter.”
Nunziata Lisi, the Italian friend of Lee Radziwill’s who lived in the small, picturesque Italian resort village of Ravello, on the southern coast of Italy, now says, “Lee told me that she wanted to take Jackie’s mind off a big problem having to do with the President and a famous movie star, whom she did not name.
“She said that Jackie was completely worn out by the whole business and, for some reason, thought that it was all going to come out, be made public, because there was so much carelessness involved in it,” says Lisi. “She didn’t want to be around for the fallout. She was exhausted. Lee suggested that she spend a couple of weeks in Ravello—where Jackie’s stepbrother Gore Vidal would later live—so I made all of the arrangements for her to arrive on August 6. Lee was in France and would be meeting Jackie in Italy. Most of all, I was looking forward to meeting the much-beloved Jackie Kennedy, and was hopeful that she would forget all of her troubles while in the lovely town of Ravello.”
Before leaving for Ravello, Jackie had decided to rent her summer home at Hyannis Port to her sisters-in-law, Eunice and Pat. Though she didn’t say so at the time, it seemed clear to people that she planned to be gone all summer.
Preparing the house for Eunice and Pat was no easy task. The home was furnished simply but in good taste, with a lot of white-painted rattan furniture and large, stuffed, floral-printed sofas and chairs. Jackie asked her secretary to make certain that recently purchased cushions for the furniture on the porch—where Jackie did many of her watercolors—were stored out of sight in the basement. They were replaced by a much older set, there and also outside on the patio. Not trusting that her nieces and nephews would be as considerate of the furniture as her own children, Jackie ordered old, worn, green chintz slipcovers put on the indoor furniture over the flower-patterned cushions. All of her expensive glass and china was to be stored, and only the cheap pieces left on view. All towels and other linens, including sheets and pillowcases, were to be packed away in the basement. John Jr.’s and Caroline’s toys were to be stashed away as well, lest any of their rowdy cousins break one of them. “But you can leave the croquet set,” Jackie said. “I don’t see how they can break a croquet set.”
After the house was ready for them, Jackie met with Pat there to talk about the terms of the rental, according to Beverly Brennan. “As I recall it, the plan was that the two sisters-in-law would rent the place for the months of July, August, and September, at $1,800 per month,” said Brennan. “But the problem was that Jackie wanted all of the money up front—$5,400. Pat had a check prepared for only $900 for the first month. Jackie was adamant. Grudgingly, Pat tore up the original check and wrote another for $2,700, telling Jackie she would have to get the rest from Eunice.”
At that meeting, according to what Pat Lawford later told Beverly Brennan, Jackie took this opportunity to discuss the Marilyn Monroe problem, and she asked Pat to talk to Marilyn. Jackie may have been just as concerned about Bobby’s relationship with Marilyn at this time as she had been about Jack’s. It’s not known what Jackie asked Pat to say to Marilyn.
Pat, always determined to maintain her privacy, did not discuss many details of her talk with Jackie about Marilyn, but she did later tell Brennan that she thought Jackie was being “ridiculous.” She told her, “Jackie is the First Lady. What does Marilyn have that she doesn’t have? Why is Jackie so insecure? I don’t get it.”
“Jackie probably left the meeting feeling that Pat was completely useless to her,” said Brennan. “She accepted Pat’s money and took off with her Secret Service agent to her home on Squaw Island. Later, I was at a party with Pat and Peter, and Pat said, ‘You know, Jackie is still upset about this Marilyn thing. What do you think about that?’ And Peter said, ‘With all she has to worry about, she’s still worried about Marilyn? I think that’s absolutely priceless,’ to which Pat said, ‘I agree. Isn’t it?’ Then they shared a laugh. It seemed to me that they both rather enjoyed the fact that Jackie was annoyed, as if she was somehow getting her comeuppance for some transgression that I didn’t know about.”
Marilyn Monroe’s actions during the last day and night of her life have been studied and documented by dozens of biographers and historians in seemingly countless books about the tragic movie star. It is known that on her last day of life Marilyn Monroe was greatly distressed. Dr. Ralph Greenson, who saw her late that afternoon, observed that she seemed “somewhat drugged and depressed” and, as a precaution, asked Marilyn’s housekeeper, Eunice Murray, to spend the night with her.
Alone in her bedroom with her pills, Marilyn Monroe took her phone with her, put on a stack of her favorite Frank Sinatra records, and closed the door. She made a series of phone calls to reach out to friends such as Peter Lawford and Sydney Guilaroff, her hairdresser. She often called people to tell them that she was thinking about committing suicide. In fact, she had tried to kill herself on numerous occasions in the past, and had been saved just in time by the people she had warned of her intentions.
Whether she had actually intended it to happen or whether it was purely an accident, on this evening Marilyn Monroe slipped under the complete control of the many pills she had taken. Some time later in the evening, in the stillness of her locked bedroom, alone, naked, her hand still clutching the phone, she closed her eyes for the final time.
On August 6, Bobby and Ethel were with their San Francisco host John Bates when they heard the news on the radio: Marilyn Monroe was dead. Bates recalls, “To tell you the truth, we didn’t treat it that seriously. Bobby said something like, ‘Wow. Imagine that. Marilyn’s dead.’ It was taken lightly by both him and Ethel.”
Ed Guthman, Bobby Kennedy’s press representative, was also in San Francisco, where Bobby was set to address the American Bar Association. He says that Bobby had a slightly more emotional reaction. “We talked about the terrible tragedy,” Guthman said. “He said, ‘How terrible. How truly terrible.’ That was about it.”
“I believe it was Monday morning when I heard from Ethel,” says her assistant, Leah Mason. “Bobby was going to give his speech to the lawyers that day, and I believe she said they were headed to Seattle after that for the World’s Fair. Then they were going fishing on the Washington coast before camping on the Olympic Peninsula with Justice [William O.] Douglas. She called me at Hickory Hill specifically to tell me that if anyone called to ask about Marilyn’s death, they should be told to contact Mr. Kennedy’s office. That I shouldn’t have any comment. Nobody called, though. I didn’t get one call…. Mrs. Kennedy sounded upset,” says Mason. “She said, ‘That poor woman, she actually killed herself. Can you believe it? I’m sure she must have overdosed. How terrible.’ ”
Ethel knew virtually nothing about Monroe; it appears that she considered reaching out to any survivors Monroe might have had. “I wonder if she has a mother living, or any children,” she said to Mason. “I don’t know a thing about her. You find out.”
Later that day Mason did some research and found out that Marilyn had died childless, that her father was unknown, and that her mother was in a mental hospital somewhere. The next day Ethel called Mason. “I then told her what I learned about Marilyn’s family,” Mason remembers. “Ethel was quiet for a moment. Then she said, ‘How awful,’ and hung up the phone without even saying good-bye.”
Jackie Kennedy flew to New York from Virginia with four tennis racquets, a golf bag, and eleven suitcases in preparation for her trip to Ravello for the vacation suggested by her sister, Lee Radziwill. The trip had been specifically designed to help Jackie forget her Marilyn-related problems. Ironically, on that same day, while in New York, Jackie heard about the movie star’s death from news reports—and almost canceled the vacation.
Nunziata Lisi, who had helped organize and plan the trip and was anxious to meet the First Lady, recalls, “I received a telephone call from Lee telling me that she had just heard from Jackie, and that Jackie wanted to cancel the trip because Marilyn Monroe had died. I was shocked. This was the first I had heard of her death. She said that Jackie was ‘bloody distressed’ about it.
“Then that’s even more reason for her to come,” Lisi remembers having told Radziwill.
“That’s what I think,” Lee told her. “But Jacks [Lee’s nickname for her sister] is very distraught, and she wants to go back to Virginia now. She said she’s in no mood for a vacation.”
“But I don’t understand why she cares so much about a death of this movie star,” Lisi said. “I know it’s terrible, but—really!”
Lisi recalls that there was a pause on the line, after which Lee said, “What can I tell you? She had great empathy for this person. I don’t know why… I don’t even know that she’s met her.”
Two hours after her first conversation with Nunziata, Lee called back.
“Guess what!” she said, brightly. “Jackie’s coming after all. I talked her into it. Thank goodness. I think the trip will do her a world of good.” Jackie would be accompanied by her daughter, Caroline, Maud Shaw, and three Secret Service agents. Her son, John, would stay behind, sick with the flu.
It would seem that she never openly discussed it, so it’s not known exactly why Jackie Kennedy was so upset about Marilyn’s death, only that she most certainly felt great anxiety over it. In the end, Jackie’s specific feelings about Marilyn Monroe remain as much a mystery as the movie star’s death. However, unlike what has been assumed for decades, Jackie most certainly was impacted by Monroe’s death, as was made clear to observers before and during her trip to Ravello, which was described by a White House press release as “a private vacation.”
As distressed as she was about Marilyn’s death privately, in public Jackie remained remote and detached from it. She released a simple statement to the media: “She will go on eternally,” the release said. With that impersonal statement, Jackie Kennedy closed the subject of Marilyn Monroe, refusing to ever discuss her again publicly.
The picturesque clifftop village of Ravello, Italy, some twenty-five miles south of Naples on the Gulf of Salerno, must have seemed to Jackie a million miles away from her marital woes. El Episcopio, the twelve-room villa that Lee Radziwill had rented for her sister, was perched like a swallow’s nest on top of a steep, eleven-hundred-foot cliff. The sixteenth-century villa, with its own private beach across the bay, had been inhabited by the last King of Italy, Vittorio Emmanuel III, and his wife, Elena. It was the perfect place for the kind of isolation Jackie seemed to require after the death of Marilyn Monroe. This was actually Jackie’s second time in Ravello; she had visited a decade earlier when she was a student in France, but only for a night.
From her room, Lee’s view was a spectacular panorama of ice-blue sky and deep aqua water. As she opened her window, a cool sea breeze filled the room. “After breakfast, I’ll introduce you to my sister,” she promised her friend Nunziata Lisi. “She’s so troubled these days. Her husband is making her crazy, you know?”
As they gossiped about Jackie’s troubles, the two women stared out the window at the thrilling scenic view. Lowering their gaze, they noticed a lone figure perched on one of the jutting rocks below.
“Why, that can’t be her, can it?” Nunziata said.
Nunziata recalls that Lee went to a dresser, opened a drawer, and pulled from it a large pair of binoculars. She then went back to the window and began peering through the glasses at the scene below.
“Oh, my God,” she exclaimed. “That is her.” She handed the binoculars to Nunziata.
“Why, she looks like the loneliest woman in the world, doesn’t she?” Nunziata said.
Lee sighed deeply. “That is so like her to be sitting down there by herself,” she said sadly. “My poor, poor sister. She has it all, but she has nothing.”
“But that’s just not safe,” Nunziata said, ignoring Lee’s comment about Jackie and still looking through the glasses. It had been a long, steep walk for Jackie to get to the coast, three hundred uneven steps ending at a small rocky landing. Alone with her thoughts, Jackie was so still that she seemed at one with the scenery, as if she were a statue. “She shouldn’t be sitting down there,” Nunziata said, alarmed. “Why, one good wave, and America will have lost its First Lady.”
“Oh, let’s just leave her,” Lee said after a moment’s hesitation. “She’s thinking. That’s why I brought her here, anyway. To think.”
“But…”
“Don’t worry,” Lee said. “I guarantee that there’s a Secret Service man somewhere.”
Lee took the glasses from her friend and scanned the area. “See, right over there, behind that rock, there’s one,” she said, pointing.
Then, after a beat: “And there! Look—another. And over there—look, still another.”
Because of the way Jackie had reacted to Marilyn’s death, Lee wanted her sister’s vacation to be special. The spot had been recommended to her by millionaire Gianni Agnelli who, with his brother Umberto, manufactured the Italian Fiat automobile. (Gianni had met Jack and Jackie earlier, in 1955, on board Aristotle Onassis’s yacht.) Lee had decided that the usual chef employed by the villa was not suitable and instead hired a sophisticated French chef she knew in London. She also organized a ten-car procession with police motorcade to pick up Jackie at the airport.
Mayor Lorenzo Mansi and practically the entire population of Ravello (2,500 people) were on hand to greet Jackie at the bottom of the hill leading to the resort. A troupe of sixteen children, wearing traditional Italian costumes, performed a tarantella dance, much to Jackie’s delight. Meanwhile, all of the quaint shops in Ravello had been decorated by the owners in carnival colors to celebrate Jackie’s visit.
Paolo Caruso, head of the tourist bureau at that time, recalls, “It was like the arrival of a saint, the way she was treated by the Ravellesi. She looked beautiful in white harem pants and white top, with black belt and matching bag and gloves. She had on a white scarf, tied around her neck, which she took off after a while. She smiled, waved, and was very gracious.”
“Privately, I found her to be a very quiet, very sad person when I finally got to meet her,” Nunziata Lisi said. “She, the Prince, Lee, I, and a bunch of others went on Gianni’s [Agnelli] yacht, The Agnelli, on her first evening at the resort. We sailed under the stars to Capri, which was about twenty miles. We ate spaghetti and piccata and drank the local wine. It was an evening of almost intolerable sweetness and melancholy.
“Irene Galitizine-Medici, who was one of the country’s top designers, was also aboard with her husband. I remember that Jackie didn’t like her at all. At one point, Irene said to her, ‘My dear, I would love to design some little frock for you to wear to one of those fabulous White House balls.’ Jackie stared at her rather coolly and said, ‘Dear, I don’t wear little frocks, and I already have a designer, thank you.’
“She was in a bad mood the entire trip, very preoccupied,” recalls Nunziata Lisi. “As if things couldn’t get worse, she had just gotten a wire from her secretary that her cat (Tom Kitten) had died. The poor dear was upset about that as well. So we were on the yacht, drifting on the Mediterranean, and some person said, ‘Have you heard this awful news about Marilyn Monroe?’ and I noticed Jackie immediately become very rigid. Lee interrupted quickly and said, ‘Oh, please. Nothing unpleasant while on the way to Capri.’
“ ‘But the poor dear committed suicide, haven’t you heard?’ the person said, continuing on about Marilyn. ‘They found her dead, lying nude in her bed.’ At that, Jackie suddenly turned and snapped, ‘Isn’t it tragic enough without all of us sitting here under a full moon and gossiping about it?’ When she said that, everyone stopped and stared at her, stunned.”
Jackie got up from her chair and walked to the other side of the yacht. There, with a faint smile, she watched as a couple of mandolin players and an Italian singer performed “O Sole Mio.”
The next day, the same party and some other friends of Lee’s and Jackie’s went to a nightclub in Ravello called Number Two. Wearing green Capri pants and a matching blouse, Jackie had to be coaxed by Lee to dance the cha-cha with Count Silvio Medici del Vascello. “She did not want to dance,” said one reporter who sneaked into the night-club. “She was in a dour mood. Something was bothering her. Lee Radziwill was going around to everyone and apologizing for her sister, saying she was under the weather.”
The next morning, Sunday, Jackie attended Mass at the local Catholic church. When she got there, she discovered that the pastor, Father Francesco Camera, expected her to sit on an ornate, sixteenth-century prie-dieu with red velvet pillows. Because this seat was usually reserved for the visiting Bishop of Amalfi, Jackie felt uncomfortable about using it and instead sat in one of the wooden pews, next to Mayor Mansi. Later, the Mayor would recall overhearing Jackie say to Caroline in Italian, which she spoke well, “Caroline, preghiamo per papa.” (“Caroline, let us pray for father.”)
The Kennedy Women Do Men’s Work
In the Kennedy world, politics was a man’s game—or at least that’s what the men liked to think. It did not appear that they had much tolerance for their wives’ opinions. “[Jack] Kennedy could not be swayed by any woman,” said Myer Feldman, who was Deputy Special Counsel to JFK. “He might be called a chauvinist today. He did not think most women were his equal.”
In fact, though, the wives were not just silent partners. They did have opinions, and they did make them known—whether their husbands were interested or not. Going all the way back to Rose and her relationship with Joe in the 1930s and ’40s, Kennedy wives often influenced the course of events.
Rose, who had a fine ear for politics and a keen sense of the right thing to do, was in her glory when Joe was Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s Ambassador to the Court of St. James. His position was a huge honor, especially for an Irish Catholic, and the Kennedys were generally approved of in England. They were a breath of fresh air, and the children—especially the older girls, who were popular with London society—made a favorable impression.
Sometimes Joe’s democratic ways of doing things were well received, but just as often they were not. Joe had become known for his unusual habits, acting in a less than distinguished—and less than British—manner by greeting people with his feet on his desk, chewing gum, swearing and losing his temper. While Rose was charmingly behaved, Joseph was often crass and undignified. He believed that the British were weak and could not be depended upon in a military conflict, and he made many enemies as a result of his outspokenness.
Even worse was Joe’s growing isolationism on the eve of World War II. Rose tried to get him to tone it down because FDR was about to be reelected and he needed the country behind him if he was going to send help to Great Britain. However, Joe was loud in his opposition to the President he supposedly served. When he went to Washington, he chewed out Roosevelt as though the President were an underling. Furious with him for his insolence, and confused by Joseph’s seeming support of some of Hitler’s actions (“I can’t for the life of me understand why anyone would want to go to war to save the Czechs,” he said when Hitler threatened to invade Czechoslovakia), Roosevelt saw to it that Kennedy resigned and he made sure his political career was at an end.
Rose was extremely upset. Yet if she had tried to talk to Joseph about any of it, he wouldn’t have listened. He and his sons had always been a stubborn bunch and, like a lot of men of their time, they had to be pushed into thinking of women as more than just the mothers of their children. It was especially ironic, then, that private poll soundings by the Kennedys always indicated that more women than men favored the family and its politics.
In 1946, when Jack ran for the House of Representatives in his first campaign, Rose and Eunice hosted a successful reception for 1,500—mostly women—at the Hotel Commander in Cambridge. It had been anticipated that Kennedy’s primary opponent, Mike Neville, would take Cambridge by a landslide, but in the end he barely won. Neville would later cite the Kennedy women’s luncheon as “the clincher” that made it such a close race. In the end, Jack would defeat a field of ten in the primaries and go on to an overwhelming victory in November over his Republican opponent, Lester Brown.
Five years later, in 1951, one of the factors that contributed to John Kennedy’s surviving the Republican landslide that swept Dwight D. Eisenhower into the Presidency was Rose’s involvement in the campaign. The family patriarch was completely perplexed when political strategies suggested that the Kennedy women—Rose in particular—be recruited to campaign. When John Powers, leader of Boston’s Democratic drive, wanted Rose to speak at a series of rallies for her son, Joseph roared, “But why? She’s a grandmother, for heaven’s sake.”
“She’s also a Gold Star mother,” John Powers said, “the mother of a congressman and a war hero, the beautiful wife of Joseph P. Kennedy and the daughter of John F. Fitzgerald—which means she’s hot stuff in Boston. I need her and I’ve got to have her.”
Rose loved campaigning and, as the daughter of a legendary mayor of Boston, knew exactly what she was doing when she was on the trail. She became a valuable asset to Jack’s senatorial campaign of ’51. On a typically busy day, she would change her clothes in the back seat of a car—wearing a glamorous gown and expensive jewels to give one speech to a formal gathering, then a simple skirt and blouse at another function at a union hall. Dave Powers recalls, “She wowed them everywhere.”
Rose, Eunice, Jean, Pat, and Ethel—who was the only Kennedy wife at the time—appeared all over the state during the senatorial campaign, at women’s clubs, street-corner rallies, and on front door steps after ringing doorbells. It was once calculated that more than 75,000 women attended coffee and tea parties hosted by the Kennedy women during that campaign. In the end, Kennedy ended up beating his opponent, the incumbent Senator Henry Cabot Lodge, Jr., by 70,737 votes.
Jackie’s participation in the family’s politics can be traced back to the Democratic Convention of 1956, in Chicago. As expected, most of the Kennedy women found a way to participate, except for Pat, who was eight months pregnant, and Rose, who was on vacation with Joseph in France. Jackie, expecting her own child in about a month, probably shouldn’t have gone either, since she’d already suffered one miscarriage. However, as the dutiful wife, she didn’t want to miss so important a moment in Jack’s life. Besides, Ethel was nearly eight months along herself, and she wasn’t letting that stop her from participating.
So, even though her doctors strongly suggested that she stay behind lest she jeopardize her health or the baby’s, Jackie was adamant that she be in Chicago to campaign with her husband. Adlai Stevenson was the likely Democratic candidate for president but the vice presidential spot was an open field, and the notion of a Stevenson-Kennedy ticket seemed a distinct possibility.
For his part, Jack also wanted his wife in Chicago, but not because he needed her emotional support so much as because he needed her for purposes of public relations. The divorced Stevenson would need a married running mate, and Jackie was the perfect, poster-board wife—not only married, but pregnant. She was also attractive, and since the convention was to be televised, Jack figured that once America got an eyeful of Jackie, he’d have a strong asset in her.
In the end, though Jack Kennedy came close, he fell just sixty-eight votes short of victory, losing to Tennessee Senator Estes Kefauver. Jackie, feeling overwrought and emotional from the entire week, was unable to hold back her tears. “So close,” she said, absentmindedly fingering her pearl necklace, “so, so close.”
Though he appeared gracious and humble publicly, Jack was bitterly disappointed by his loss and would express a strong private dislike for Stevenson the rest of his life. The problem was that, instead of just selecting his own running mate as had been expected, Stevenson had left the nomination to the floor in a mad race among the leading candidates: Kennedy, Estes Kefauver, Hubert Humphrey, and Albert Gore, Jr.
Jackie stood at her husband’s side as he confidently addressed the surging crowd. Even in defeat, he looked like a winner, so handsome, charismatic, and powerful.
Unfortunately, the baby girl Jackie was carrying would be stillborn shortly after the convention. Doctors told her that the stress of the political function may have affected the pregnancy.
Jackie Kennedy wasn’t a political person by nature; prior to meeting Jack she had never even voted. But once she became Jack’s wife, she wanted to know more and to become more involved. She loved to travel and she took many trips abroad while in the White House, as both sightseer and presidential emissary: five weeks in India and Pakistan, a month in Italy, time in Greece and Paris. Everywhere she went, she was greeted with great enthusiasm.
“I wasn’t very interested in politics before I married Jack,” she once noted, “but I’m learning by osmosis. People say I don’t know anything about politics, but you learn an enormous amount just being around politicians.”
“She was intensely interested in all of the political successes of her husband’s career,” recalls Letitia Baldrige. And here lies the great failure in projecting her real image to the American public, which thought of her as a wonderful wife and mother, which she was, and a beautiful, poised woman of artistic talent, which she also was. But people also saw her as someone who hated politics and hated politicians. In actual fact, although she didn’t like events like political conventions and meetings, she was a bright, intelligent person and was interested in the issues.
“All of the Kennedy wives were, in fact. They very definitely shared their opinions with their husbands and interrogated them as to what was going on. They were abreast and helpful,” adds Baldrige.
While what Letitia says is no doubt true, it wasn’t always obvious. One of Jack’s speechwriters, Ted Sorenson, says, “Offhand, I don’t recall hearing about her being his political sounding board. In a meeting, or even to me in private, he never said, ‘I was discussing this with Jackie and it occurred to her that we should do this,’ or, ‘in her opinion, so and so is unreliable.’ However, their personal relationship was totally private and kept very private. She could have played such a role without anyone knowing about it.”
“Jackie was intensely interested in foreign affairs in particular, and would often write letters to heads of states, friendly, social, chatty letters when she felt she needed to,” Baldrige continues. “Of course, we didn’t have carbon copies of what she had written and didn’t know what she was saying to these people. She would write for pages and pages to General de Gaulle and Prime Minister Nehru. She could have been setting policy for all we knew!
“This was all the result of her working with Jack upstairs [in their private quarters] and seeing how she could help, in her way, to further America’s political gains and foreign policies. I am sure no other First Lady has ever done that, and no other President has dared let his wife have so much latitude. I hope that history will one day unearth those letters. She was intensely interested in foreign affairs.”
Also, said Baldrige, “Jackie had a fantastic desire for historical knowledge, and she was a sponge once she learned it. She caught every nuance. And she wanted to know American history not just for herself, but for her husband. They were almost competitive in the knowledge they consumed, very much like Henry and Clare Luce in trying to one-up the other on historical facts and so forth, and I think on many points—well, he almost acquiesced that she knew more about history than he did.”
According to Kennedy intimate Chuck Spalding, Ethel was also “terribly interested in history and politics, really passionately interested in it. With politics, she had an advantage right from the start over Jackie, because she didn’t value her privacy as much as Jackie. Jackie was bigger on writing letters, traveling, and doing her work that way, she wasn’t that interested in dignitaries coming to the White House. Ethel had a tremendous enthusiasm for governmental people and for everything they were doing, but above all for everything that her husband was doing and how it related to him. That was a tremendous asset to Bobby.
“You never felt, from the minute you opened that front door at Hickory Hill, that you were impinging on their time, unless you were dull. Ethel hated dull people. I think it was possibly the most interesting house I have ever been in, and run in a funny kind of opulent simplicity. It was so cluttered. It was done only as Bobby and Ethel could do it, with dogs all over the place, children about, and dignitaries everywhere, all in the same proportion. Ethel was also a good speaker, when that was necessary. She was articulate.”
Joan, on the other hand, didn’t appear to have the self-confidence necessary to be as successful in politics. She lacked conviction, both in her own views and in being able to express the views of her husband. Like Jackie, she wasn’t innately political, either. “Politics never entered her mind, or the thoughts of either of her parents,” said Eilenne Harper, who knew the Bennetts in Bronxville.
“Her family was like many in the fifties in that, other than reading the newspaper to stay current on events, there was no interest in anything political until it was time to vote. They were Republican, as I recall. Joan once asked me, ‘Public affairs? I couldn’t care less about that kind of thing. Why would a girl care about any of that?’ It must be remembered that this was back when politics was not a dirty word, just a dull one. Few of the kids of that day were involved in what was going on in government, if only for the fact that little was going on that was of interest to most of them.” Joan’s lowest grades in college were always in political courses.
It was difficult for Joan to muster the kind of spirit Ethel was known for when it came to politics and quasi-political events, and she definitely did not have the same stamina. Once Joan was asked to christen a ship in Massachusetts, but she had to cancel at the last minute, explaining that she was six months pregnant. Ethel, eight months pregnant herself, stepped in for her sister-in-law and made her apologies. As she stood in front of the local officials and audience, her stomach extended so far in front of her she could barely reach the microphone stand, she quipped, “My sister-in-law Joan couldn’t make it today. She’s pregnant.”
Things would change for Joan, though, by the summer of 1962, for that was when she found herself stumping for her husband in his senatorial campaign. It was Ted’s campaign strategists’ idea to put Joan’s contagious personality and beauty to good use by having her do some politicking for him. Though she was nervous about the prospect, she seemed anxious to take her place among the ranks of Kennedy women who had participated in such campaigns. Perhaps to her it was almost a rite of passage.
Joan had had a certain amount of preparation for such a role, the result of a brief career as a model and actress—something she never liked to discuss much. Because of her success on the beauty pageant circuit, she had considered modeling in her early twenties and had discussed the possibility with her family. Everyone seemed supportive of the idea. By the end of 1957, Joan had blossomed into a beauty. At five feet seven and a half inches, she weighed 132 pounds, with a 36-inch bust, 25-inch waist, and 37-inch hips.
As fate would have it, Joan’s father, Harry, and a friend and former model, Candy Jones, were working together on an advertising campaign for a soap product. Jones’s husband, Harry Conover, happened to be director of a training school for models and a beauty consultant for Colgate, one of Harry Bennett’s biggest accounts. Candy Jones mentioned to Bennett that she and her husband were looking for a model. “Have I got a girl for you,” he said. “My daughter Joan.” Candy agreed to meet Joan.
Of that meeting, she once recalled, “Joan was one of those rare beauties we got infrequently. I found myself comparing her to an Ingrid Bergman when she was Joan’s age.”
Soon Joan was posing for photographers in different outfits—everything from casual wear to evening gowns—for consideration by advertising agencies. Within a couple of months, she had her first modeling assignment: sixty seconds on the air in a national commercial for Maxwell House coffee, for which she was paid $2,500.
After that, Joan worked steadily, modeling for beauty products and foods as well as making other television commercials. She became “The Revlon Girl” on The $64,000 Question and sang in commercials during The Perry Como Show (though she lost one Como commercial for Chesterfield cigarettes because she wasn’t convincing enough to the advertisers as a smoker). She joined the ensemble on Coke Time with Eddie Fisher and was scheduled to drink a Coca-Cola next to the show’s star during a live commercial; she was axed from the bit when Fisher realized she was obviously taller than he was.
When Joan signed with the Harry Conover agency for representation, her career’s momentum picked up even more. However, it was a career that would last only about a year and a half. While she enjoyed what she was doing, Joan was really an old-fashioned girl, her values a product of her time and place. She wanted to get married to what she called “my dream husband,” have children, and live in a nice home.
Now, with her life’s picture so completely different, Joan would use the poise and skill she had developed as a model to stump for her husband on the campaign trail. “Funny how life works, isn’t it?” she would observe to family friend Joan Braden.
Ted’s campaign manager, the attorney Gerard Doherty, had become a close friend of the couple and was concerned that Joan might not be able to take the emotional rigors of a campaign because he knew her personality. After all, the candidate wasn’t exactly a shoo-in: At just thirty, he was at the minimum age required for the position he hoped to win and had little governmental experience. To some he appeared to be just the spoiled kid brother of the President, playing off the family name.
Ted’s senatorial platform was a cautious approach to such liberal issues as draft reform and assistance for war refugees, as well as foolproof subjects such as the betterment of education. In time, Kennedy would become a strong politician and a respected Cold War liberal, especially after the death of Bobby. As the years passed, he would be highly regarded for important social legislation concerning the old, the poor, the unemployed and otherwise disenfranchised, as well as race relations. He has always seemed genuinely concerned about the challenges facing what Joan would call “everyday Americans.” But at the beginning, he had a long way to go to prove himself, as did Joan.
“The other Kennedy women took to politics like ducks to water,” Doherty recalled, “and little wonder, considering their natures and heritage. But we had to remember that Joan was a duck who had never been in water like this, and here she was being dropped into a very full lake. She had to prove to everybody that Teddy wasn’t just a smart-ass kid.”
Off Joan went in campaign worker Don Dowd’s blue Impala—followed by aides in a backup car in case of automotive trouble—all over Massachusetts, visiting hospitals to have her picture taken at the bedsides of sick children and then stopping by housing projects to be photographed with senior citizens. She would visit retired nuns in convents no one knew even existed in Massachusetts, and then attend a backyard afternoon party hosted in her honor by a complete stranger (usually a housewife contacted by campaign headquarters), during which Joan would shake hands and be photographed with about a hundred women.
Most important to the campaign were “coffee hours,” where a campaign worker would work with an interested housewife to sponsor a one-hour get-together for about fifty women from the neighborhood. Over delicate little cakes, the women would have the opportunity to meet Joan while drinking hot coffee from paper cups emblazoned with the slogan: “Coffee with Ted.” They would ask her questions about family and community services and, if polite, could even expect Joan to answer a few nonintrusive questions about Ted and the other Kennedys.
“Is Jackie really as nice as she seems?” was a popular query.
Also on the list: “Is President Kennedy as good-looking in person as he is on TV?”
“We knew these would pull in votes,” recalled Dowd, who was one of the chief coordinators of Ted’s senatorial campaign. “They were incredibly successful.”
One of the lessons Joan quickly learned was not to ask questions of anyone in the seemingly endless receiving lines that always formed during any guest appearance. Because she was so friendly, and even nervous, Joan sometimes became overly endearing as she would inquire into the lives of the women meeting her. This kind of probing from Joan only encouraged questions to her in return, leaving less time for her to meet the others.
After years of practice, both Jackie and Ethel had “receiving-line etiquette” down to a fine art, realizing that the line would move only as fast as they moved it. “Thank you! How lovely of you to come. So happy to see you,” they would say to any well-wisher. “ ’Bye now.” Then they would turn and look to the next person with a warm, engaging smile, thereby signaling to the last visitor that their time was up. If a person stayed in Jackie’s vision too long, she would fix him with her perfectly glazed smile and say nothing, creating a moment so awkward it would force the slowpoke on his or her way.
One popular Kennedy family anecdote has it that Ethel became so annoyed at one lingering woman in a long receiving line, she finally snapped at her, “Ma’am, if you don’t move along right now, I’ll have to sic the police on you. And we wouldn’t want that to happen, now would we?”
“Every vote is important,” Joan was told over and over. “Make it snappy.” (It only added to Joan’s dismay, however, when she would hear angry housewives whisper among themselves, “She didn’t even ask about me! Those Kennedys, they are so self-involved, aren’t they?”)
By August, Ted had been nominated by the Democratic Party over the opposition of the older and much more experienced Edward McCormack, nephew of House Speaker John W. McCormack, who had served as the state’s Attorney General. Ted would end up challenging the Republican candidate, George Lodge, son of Henry Cabot Lodge Jr., whom JFK had defeated for the same seat ten years earlier.
It was a bitter battle, and Joan would be an ancillary weapon. Like all of the Kennedy women, she would do anything required of her when it came to her husband’s campaigning, even the most absurd tasks. For instance, during one tour of Dalton, a small community in western Massachusetts, Ted gifted one blind boy with a puppy. A few weeks later, the puppy became ill with a hernia and had to be taken to an animal hospital in nearby Pittsfield. When it was learned that Joan would be swinging through Pittsfield on her tour, campaign workers felt it would make for good press if she went to the hospital to visit the sick animal. So Joan’s tight schedule was rearranged and, with a motorcade leading the way and news cameras documenting the trip, she went to call on the dog.
Visits to hospitals—for humans and for animals—residences, and churches were not difficult for Joan, though she was unnerved by the way women inevitably gawked at her. More difficult was the seemingly endless schedule of newspaper, television, and radio interviews. “I never know what to say,” she complained, “and I’m always so sure I’ll say the wrong thing. I’m afraid that I’ll be tricked.”
Worse for Joan than any other activity, though, was when she had to give a speech. Her first as a Kennedy wife took place on the night of August 18 at the American Legion post auditorium in Springfield, after a fifteen-hour day. Because the Legion post was in an Irish community and had been dedicated by Jack in the 1950s when he was a Massachusetts senator, it was thought that Joan would be among friends. When she walked into the auditorium, she gasped. The place was filled with over a thousand women.
After being introduced, to thunderous applause, Joan walked onto the stage and up to the podium. She took her place as the band played “A Pretty Girl Is Like a Melody,” the theme song always used whenever Joan made an appearance, and one about which she had ambivalent feelings because it seemed somehow demeaning. Wearing a powder-blue dress and matching shoes, she began slowly, rustling papers and cue cards on her rostrum, nervously trying to remember how to begin her speech. Then she put the paperwork aside.
“This is not what I’m good at,” she told the women, many of whom smiled up at her approvingly. Twisting her wedding band nervously, she continued, “I’m a wife and mother. I just happened to marry into the Kennedy family, and to one of the best-looking of the bunch.” The audience laughed at her little joke. “I don’t do this kind of thing because I enjoy it,” she said. “And I don’t do it for myself. I do it for Ted. And why? Because he’s the right man for the job, that’s why.”
Joan then spoke about her husband, his ideas about government (“a better, more enriched life for the elderly of Springfield”), and, at the end of her talk, why she believed Ted would be a good senator. “It’s because he really cares,” she said, “about all people. He may be young and he may be inexperienced, but he wants to do a good job. I so hope you’ll vote for my husband, Ted Kennedy.”
The place erupted into applause as Joan stood in the spotlight, beaming.
Of course, while Joan was doing her part, Ted was on a similar campaign trail, giving well-thought-out speeches, using his great charm and charisma as compensation for his lack of experience. He seemed sincere; voters liked him. In fact, the final tally on voting day would be 1,162,611 votes for Ted Kennedy and 877,669 for his opponent, Lodge. Just shy of thirty-one, Edward Moore Kennedy would become the youngest senator in Washington and the only brother of a sitting president to serve in the Upper House.
While Joan Kennedy campaigned for her husband, her sister-in-law Jackie was still away on her European vacation, of which Ravello had been a highlight. It was as if she couldn’t spend enough time away from the White House. In mid-September, she joined Jack for the America’s Cup races. Then she was off to New York for the opening of Philharmonic Hall, accompanied by John Rockefeller III. She finally returned to Washington on October 10, 1962, now more relaxed and with the Marilyn Monroe tragedy in some perspective.
“Lee told me that Jackie had finally had it out with her husband about Marilyn after they both attended the America’s Cup races,” recalls Nunziata Lisi. “He apparently told her that he had stopped seeing Marilyn before her death, and that he shouldn’t be held accountable for it. He said that she was actually in big trouble long before he started dating her. In the end, from what I understood, Jackie decided there was really no point in blaming him for what happened.”
Lee told Nunziata that, in speaking of Marilyn’s death, she and Jackie had agreed that “we’re all responsible for our own lives and for the choices we make.” However, Jackie made the observation that “it doesn’t help if one is a weak woman with a powerful man in her life influencing her to make all of the wrong choices.”
Lee said that she had to agree with that observation.
When she was in Ravello, Jackie befriended an Italian designer whose name she didn’t even remember by the time she got back to Washington. Having had a little too much to drink, she invited him to stay at the White House if he was ever in Washington. As soon as she returned, there was a message from the Italian Embassy: The designer was in town and wanted to take Jackie up on her offer.
“Oh, no!” she cried. “Why did I ever invite him? He was so dreary, I can’t bear to be in his presence again.”
“She came up with a wicked scheme,” recalls Jim Ketchum, “and got all of us who were working on the White House restoration to help. The Queen’s Room and the Lincoln Room were the principal guest rooms on the family floor. There was also a floor above with guest rooms, which she said we’d have to ignore for our present purposes. We were her partners in crime, she said. At her direction, we got tarps, paint buckets, ladders, even ashtrays with cigarette butts in them, and redecorated the rooms to make them look a complete mess, as if they were in the middle of construction.
“Then Jackie invited the designer to the White House for a visit and took him on a little tour.”
“As you can see, this is the Lincoln Room, one of the guest rooms,” Jackie told her guest. “Now, Mrs. [Rose] Kennedy sometimes naps here when she visits, even though it’s really for a gentleman. But heavens, look at it,” she added, feigning extreme disappointment. “Completely unavailable! What a shame. And look at all of those cigarette butts! I really must talk to the wallpaper hangers about that.”
Then she took her guest to the Queen’s Room. “And this is where you would have stayed, had it all worked out,” Jackie said, showing the man a room covered with dropcloths with all of the pictures off the wall and the paint buckets everywhere. “Oh, well,” she said cheerily. “Perhaps next time!”
The scheme worked, and the disappointed man went back to Italy without having stayed at the White House. But as Ketchum and his crew were preparing to straighten out the rooms and return them to their former majestic grandeur, Jackie realized she couldn’t resist one more hoax. “I want to play a trick on Jack,” she said.
She found the President, escorted him to the Lincoln Room, and said, “I just wanted you to see what we’re doing here, Jack.”
“Jackie, no!” a bewildered JFK exclaimed. “Not again. You already did the Lincoln Room. When is this going to end?”
Jackie broke into a grin, then into convulsive laughter.
“The two of them laughed themselves silly,” recalls Jim Ketchum.
On the unseasonably warm Tuesday morning of October 16, 1962, John Kennedy received alarming news that the Russians had broken a diplomatic promise and begun setting up bases in Cuba for nucleararmed, long-range missiles that would be able to penetrate deep into America. This crisis actually had its origins at the Bay of Pigs, eighteen months earlier, when Cuban leader Fidel Castro decimated a U.S.-sponsored invasion in what was one of the worst fiascos in America’s political history and an early blight on the JFK Presidency. Now, with the Russians’ latest action, there were two options: an immediate air strike and invasion of Cuba, or a naval blockade of the island to prevent Russian ships delivering more missiles. Kennedy opted for the blockade. His decision was taken as preliminary to a declaration of war. For the next several days, citizens of the United States could do nothing but worry, pray, and wait.
With Washington, D.C., in direct range of the Cuban missiles, if they were to be launched, there would be little time to escape—it would be only a matter of a few minutes to oblivion. Perhaps Jackie and Ethel would have time enough to be rushed with their families to the special air-raid shelter that existed outside the District of Columbia. Since Ted was not a member of Jack’s cabinet, it’s difficult to say whether he and Joan would have had immediate care taken for their safety. While Jackie and Ethel met for lunch at the White House that day, top-level advisers whipped in and out of side entrances to avoid being questioned by reporters as to the unfolding of the dramatic events.
The days of the crisis were tense; at night, a greatly concerned Jackie discussed the matter with her husband. “JFK turned to his wife whenever a crisis arose,” said one of Jack’s military aides, Major-General Chester Clifton. “The Berlin Wall, the Cuban missiles, the Bay of Pigs—he would talk with her about it. She wouldn’t advise his staff, she would advise him at night.”
“She made a point of not calling me up or anybody else on the substantive side to say, why don’t you do this or make sure you don’t do that,” adds Ted Sorenson. “I don’t think she saw herself as somebody who was involved substantively on policy questions beyond the specific areas of the arts or preservation. She was not involved except for dinner table conversation or pillow talk that might involve her. And that, we’ll never know.”
Recalled Chuck Spalding, “I remember there was a little squib in the New York Times. It said that ‘at four o’clock in the afternoon, the President had called up Mrs. Kennedy and they went and walked out in the Rose Garden.’ He was sharing with her the possible horror of what might happen.”
Letitia Baldrige adds, “Jackie would leave cartoons and limericks for Jack in unexpected places to cheer him up [during the crisis]. She would arrange for a special treat—like Joe’s Stone Crabs from Miami; old friends would pay morale-boosting calls at her prompting. Her most effective weapon was a surprise visit to his office with the children. Many days she would be waiting by the elevator to help him when he emerged from it, dragging himself on crutches [because of his bad back].”
By day, as their husbands and their aides and advisers huddled over documents and aerial photographs, Jackie and Ethel busied themselves in the White House school with Jackie’s two children and three of Ethel’s. Ethel Kennedy would remember these times as “the most troubling I can ever remember” as her husband and Jackie’s, the Attorney General and the President, strategized to avoid the kind of holocaust most Americans couldn’t even begin to fathom. Dorothy Tubridy, a friend of the Kennedy family from Ireland, happened to be visiting the White House at this difficult time. “Obviously, everyone was tremendously upset and worried about the whole thing,” she said in an oral history she gave in August 1966. “Naturally, we girls, all of us, didn’t say much about anything to anyone. We stayed to ourselves and let the men handle it. I do regret now that I didn’t ask more questions. But you felt you were bothering… you know, a little person like me.”
As Jackie played with Caroline in the kindergarten, Ethel walked over to Maud Shaw and, according to what Shaw once recalled, told her she was afraid that the Kennedy children would never know adulthood.
“Well then, maybe we should all go to Middleburg or Hyannis Port,” Maud Shaw suggested.
“As if we’re going to be safer there?” Ethel snapped at her. She added that if the missiles were launched, “no one on this side of the country will be safe anywhere” and concluded that “seventy-five million people will be annihilated. We must be prepared for the worst.”
Poor Maud Shaw looked as if she’d been stricken. Ethel suggested that if Jackie was seen leaving the White House at such a crucial time, “people will be evacuating their homes all over this side of the country! Here,” Ethel said, “you’d better read this if you’re supposed to be taking care of Jackie’s children.”
She reached into her purse and pulled out a pamphlet from the Child Study Association of America: “Children and the Threat of Nuclear War.”
Maud Shaw began reading aloud: “American children four years old and up are aware of a danger to life and they connect this danger with the language of nuclear war, fallout, Russia, radiation, and H-bombs. Children are likely to ask questions like: Is a bomb going to hit our house? Where will Daddy go if we’re bombed? Will he get to us in time? Will I die?”
Shaw stopped reading. “Oh, dear me,” she said, flustered. “Dear, dear me.”
“ ‘Oh, dear me’ is right,” Ethel concurred as she walked away, leaving the frightened nanny with her thoughts of doom.
A few moments later, Jackie walked over to Maud Shaw and asked her what she was reading. When Shaw showed Jackie the pamphlet and told her where she got it from, Jackie snapped it from her hands.
“Just what we need around here,” Jackie said, narrowing her eyes at Shaw. “Don’t you know that panic is catching? And that children are susceptible?”
That night, after Jack’s address to the nation, only a few were asked to remain for a private meal: Ethel and Bobby, the Radziwills, Oleg Cassini, Dorothy Tubridy, artist and Kennedy family friend Bill Walton, and Mary Meyer.*
At 6:50 P.M. the Kennedy guests sat in the eighteenth-century, Louis XVI–styled Oval Room on the second floor, decorated by Jackie in the shades of yellow favored by Dolley Madison. As they sipped a 1959 pouilly-fumé (it was nearly the end of the world, and the best they could do was a three-year-old wine?), the President prepared to go on national television to address the nation from his study. Wearing a dark-blue suit, blue tie, and crisp white shirt, Kennedy looked tired but determined. The gray at his temples seemed more pronounced than usual, the lines in his face deeper. As he gave his speech, his words sent chills down the spines of millions of Americans: “Each of these missiles in short is capable of striking Washington, D.C., the Panama Canal, Cape Canaveral, Mexico City, or any other city in the southeastern part of the United States, in Cental America, or the Caribbean area.”
Calmly, the President added, “Any nuclear missile launched from Cuba against any nation in the Western Hemisphere” would be regarded as an attack from the Soviet Union “requiring a full retaliatory response.” He concluded, “The cost of freedom is always high, but Americans have always paid it.”
After his fifteen-minute speech, Jack joined his guests for a dinner of sole Hortensia, canard à l’orange, wild rice, and épinards aux croutons. Typically, Jack was able to compartmentalize his world and enjoy a nice meal, wild rice and all, even though Armageddon seemed a distinct possibility. Oleg Cassini recalls, “The President seemed unshaken. Jackie, in colorful Pucci pants, was, as always, the perfect hostess. She tried to be cheerful and upbeat, but you could see the tension on her face. It was a difficult, difficult evening.”
At one point during the meal, McGeorge Bundy, the former Harvard dean turned adviser to the President for National Security Affairs, told Jack that he had heard the Russians might back down. Jack took a puff from his cigar, turned to Oleg Cassini, and said “Well, we still have twenty chances out of a hundred to be at war with them.”
“One wonders how Eleanor Roosevelt would handle this situation,” Jackie mused. The former First Lady, who was lying deathly ill in a New York hospital, had been on Jackie’s mind all day. Jackie couldn’t help but admire her, even though she still felt slighted over Eleanor Roosevelt’s initial refusal to support Jack’s presidential campaign. (“Well, you know, you liked Mrs. Roosevelt better than we did,” she once told Bill Walton.)
“How she got through World War II, well, I’ll never know,” Jackie said, shaking her head incredulously. “She must be such a brave lady. I pray to God to give me the strength to be half as much help to Jack as she had been to her husband.” (Eleanor Roosevelt would die on November 7, 1963; Jackie, Lady Bird Johnson, and Bess Truman would attend her funeral.)
Upon hearing Jackie’s words, Jack looked up from his meal and gazed lovingly across the table at his wife.
“If this is the end of the world, it’s God’s will,” Ethel said, ignoring Jackie’s sentiment. “There’s nothing we can do about it. We’re in God’s hands now.”
“Well then,” Jackie said, raising a glass of inexpensive Piper Heidsieck (vintage 1955!) in a toast, “God bless us all, everybody.”
“Yes, God bless us,” Mary Meyer repeated.
Everyone clinked glasses around the table, except for Ethel, who happened to be seated next to Mary, the interloper. As far as Ethel Kennedy was concerned, this woman was probably as much an adversary as Khrushchev.
The Cuban Missile Crisis was over in a matter of days—days during which America’s streets and stores were practically deserted, the air thick with apprehension and dread. In the end, it was said by Jack and his advisers that he was able to face down Khrushchev, thereby forcing the removal of the missiles. Other factors were at work as well. Robert McNamara, Kennedy’s Secretary of Defense, explains, “Khrushchev had sent us two conflicting cables, and we came up with the brilliant idea of sending a cable as though we’d never received the second one. Khrushchev’s second cable contained a proposal we couldn’t accept, with the implied threat at the end of the cable, ‘Give me an answer or it’s war.’ It was Bobby who came up with the idea of sending a cable back as if we hadn’t gotten the second one. Kennedy’s cable put forth our proposal and closed, ‘Let us know within twenty-four hours.’ That gave Khrushchev an out with his people.” Also a deal was made, of which the public was unaware, whereby the United States traded its armed missiles positioned in Turkey for Russia’s missiles headed for Cuba. This agreement was struck with an understanding between the United States and Russia that they would not make it public.*
By the end of the week, as the ordeal drew to a close, Jackie decided to spend the weekend at Glen Ora. She played with the children, rode, and hunted, happy and secure in the knowledge that Jack and Bobby had made the right moves and decisions and that Jack had also probably gained the respect and support of even his most vocal dissenters. On the Sunday after the crisis passed, Jack attended morning Mass at St. Stephens Catholic Church in Washington before joining Jackie in Virginia. Ethel and Bobby went back to their chaotic life at Hickory Hill.
Jackie considered the Nuclear Test Ban Treaty to be Jack’s greatest achievement. “There was nothing that caused greater concern in 1961 and 1962 than that there was no control over nuclear weapons,” she said. “So many countries would have atomic weapons and be testing them, and the world would be that much closer to total destruction. The Test Ban Treaty was finally signed. It was more a sense of enormous relief, and our future generations, and our children and theirs, would be safe.”
“She was immensely interested in the limited Test Ban Treaty and thought it an immense achievement,” recalled Robert McNamara. “I had been very involved in pushing for it, so [the President] gave me one of the pens he used to sign it. Subsequently, because she spoke of it with such pride, I gave her the pen.”
After the Cuban Missile Crisis passed, life went on for the Kennedys as it did for the rest of the country. “But there would always be that nagging in the back of our minds that such a thing could happen again, though we didn’t know how or when. It was just a sense of unpredictability about life in general,” said Joan, who waited out the ordeal at her and Ted’s home with their children. “I don’t think we ever forgot it, or took life for granted again, it was that close.” (True to their distinct personalities, Jackie took a more optimistic view about the future than Joan. In a letter to a friend, she wrote: “Perhaps saving old buildings and having new ones be right isn’t the most important thing in the world—if you are waiting for the bomb. But I think we are always going to be waiting for the bomb. And it won’t ever come.”)
At this time, Jackie’s concerns ranged from the nationally urgent, such as nuclear war; to the personally relevant, such as Jack’s ongoing affairs; to the ridiculous—such as what to do with a herd of cows.
At the end of the year, the Kennedys’ lease at Glen Ora was to expire. Because the owner was unhappy about the way Jackie had modified the home to suit herself—she had even made structural changes!—the lease would not be renewed. So Jackie was faced with the dilemma of what to do with a gift Lyndon Johnson had given her for the children: two cows that, over a period of two years, had become legion in number.
Jackie wrote to the vice president in October 1962, saying that she didn’t know what she would now do for a retreat, but “I can see myself plodding down a dusty lane, beating the rumps of a lowing herd in front of me, which is what your cows have now grown into.” (Actually, the Kennedys decided to build their own retreat elsewhere in Virginia.) Jackie wrote that she felt bad that she and Jack could no longer care for the cows, but because there were so many due to the “great fertility of LBJ cattle,” they would have to either give them to the Johnsons or sell them. She suggested that with the profit she would purchase a present in the Johnson’s name for the White House. Jackie noted that the “sad thing about having cows is the little calves you love the most always end up at the butcher! One thing I won’t do is eat any of them!” She closed by joking, “Now I know how Nehru feels about population control!” (Johnson decided to buy back the cows himself, and he gave the money back to Jackie so that she could purchase a gift in his name. Problem solved. Jackie wrote back that the gesture “almost made me weep.”)
In January 1963, twenty-seven-year-old Joan Kennedy would start a new life as the youngest wife of the youngest senator ever elected in the United States. After Ted won the election and Joan realized that a move from Boston was imminent, she recruited help from Jackie and Ethel in finding a place to live. Both women had gone through the same process when they had to move to Washington with their husbands, so they were eager to help Joan. Jackie was busy with her duties as First Lady, however, leaving Ethel to do most of the searching.
Ethel jumped at the opportunity to assist Joan, combing newspapers for rentals, speaking to real estate agents, and contacting friends to ask for referrals. By the time Joan got to Washington in December to take a look at potential residences, Ethel had forty places for her consideration. The two sisters-in-law looked at about fifteen of them before Joan made a decision: a four-bedroom, redbrick home at 31st Street in Georgetown. Ethel was at first adamant that Joan should see the rest of the homes. “But this is your house, and you have to live in it,” she said finally, yielding to Joan’s wishes. “I just think you won’t be here long. It’s too small.”
When Joan finally was moved in, though, Ethel loved the modest surroundings. “Pretty good choice, this place,” she told her sister-in-law at one luncheon there. Joan beamed.
Joan’s days became filled with the activities of a senator’s wife, doing such things as shuttling electorates down from Boston on sight-seeing trips to Capitol Hill, attending fund-raisers and luncheons with the other—mostly older—wives, and greeting large tours at the White House, one of the responsibilities of the Kennedy wives. She was also chairman of the Hope Ball and worked for the Joseph P. Kennedy Jr. Foundation.
Joan’s had become an exciting, unpredictable life. For instance, shortly after moving to Washington, she vacationed at the Kennedy compound in Palm Beach for a few days. Jack was also there and offered to take Joan—whom he referred to as “The Dish”—back to Washington aboard Air Force One. So off went Joan and the President in the private presidential plane, opulently decorated by Jackie. (“You asked for barbecue steak on that plane, and you were served barbecue steak,” said Secret Service agent Marty Venker. “It was barbecued before your eyes—three inches thick.”) After landing at Andrews Air Force Base, sister-and brother-in-law hopped into a helicopter, took off, and landed a few minutes later on the well-manicured lawn of the White House. Jack went straight to the Oval Office, already late for a meeting, while Joan decided to do a little snooping on the second floor in areas of Jackie’s private living quarters where no one ever dared venture.
Of course, Joan had often been a guest for dinner at the White House and had attended innumerable parties in the entertaining rooms. Jackie often urged Joan to play piano for the entertainment of the other guests. Joan always complied. After a few songs, Ted would jump up and sing “Heart of My Heart” to everyone’s delight. Joan’s playing was always in tune, while Ted’s baritone was always off-pitch.
On this day, Joan was alone in Jackie’s bedroom, and while she surely would never have dreamt of looking in the First Lady’s dresser drawers or medicine cabinet, she did sneak a look at her enormous clothes closet. “There was no one home,” Joan once explained of her private moment in the White House, “so one of the maids asked me in and showed me around. And there I was, like any tourist, rubbernecking in my very own sister-in-law’s house.”
Joan quickly became a popular fixture in Washington, so much so that when columnist Art Buchwald complied his Top Ten list of the city’s most beautiful women for The Washingtonian magazine, Joan was right on top. She wasn’t particularly happy about Buchwald’s compliment, however. “I’d like to be noted for something a little more substantial,” she said.
There were days Ted would spend in Boston, where he would be invited to a political function. Joan would have to drop whatever she was doing, leave instructions for the help, catch a cab to the airport, race for a plane, and be at his side, looking like a fashion plate, in just a matter of hours. Then she would be off to Japan with Ted as guests of the Japanese Council for International Understanding. Standing next to Cary Grant in the receiving line, Joan wold marvel at the fascinating turn her life had taken. Then back to Washington.
Those nights alone in Washington were problematic. It had been Ted’s decision that they attend few social gatherings on Capitol Hill because he was hoping to change his image. Ted knew that he was in office largely because of his name, and he was determined to prove himself a capable legislator. He didn’t want to be perceived as a young, frivolous person, and he felt that the less of a presence he and Joan had on the party circuit, the better. He said he didn’t want the Washington gossips to have “anything to chew on.” So Ted spent his nights working in the Senate office building next to the Capitol, while Joan stayed at home, bored and alone.
While Ted did work hard, his effort to refashion his image into that of a serious politician seemed disingenuous to some observers. Their skepticism might have stemmed from the fact that once he became a senator, his philandering became almost as high-profile as any legislation he hoped to pass.
Most memorable to all concerned was Ted’s prostitute in Belgium. When he first became a senator, Ted took a trip to Europe, leaving Joan at home. While in Antwerp, Belgium, he was invited by the American ambassador to a dinner party hosted by a wealthy couple in honor of the King and Queen. Ted showed up at the couple’s grand eighteenth-century home obviously inebriated and with a hooker on his arm. Hoping to keep Ted’s guest away from the view of royalty, the hostess hurried Ted and his date into a large, opulently appointed sitting room. Unfortunately, the hooker was so drunk that, while sitting on the antique couch and making out with Ted, she accidentally relieved herself, thereby ruining the priceless fabric. Details of this distasteful incident did make their way back to Joan, who was so humiliated by her husband’s actions that she even sent the Belgian couple a note of apology.
Despite their problems, Joan and Ted always had a passionate life of their own together. He had been her first lover. “Our good times together were so good,” Joan said many years later. “People look at a relationship from the outside and feel they can then be judgmental about it.” She pointed out that “the little moments, the times that are shared with each other,” were the times that kept the two of them together. “That’s why it makes me so mad when people say, ‘Oh, how could you stay with him?’ ” she observed. “What do they know? How dare they?”
It’s obvious that Ted and Joan shared a history of not only personal disappointments but also marital highlights, such as the births of their children. She felt that he was one of the few people who knew and understood her. “To think it would be easy for her to end that marriage would be to minimize her feelings for him,” said her friend Joan Braden. “No one can understand another woman’s marriage, not really. The history of their relationship was so important to Joan. It gave her an anchor. She loved Ted, faults and all, whether it made sense to do so or not. I’m sure a lot of people can relate to having had such blind adoration at one point or another in their lives.”
Of course, the fact that Ted was so important to her was the very reason it hurt so much when he wasn’t with her, and when she suspected he was with another woman.
“Before I confronted my alcoholism as a disease, I had withdrawn into myself,” Joan would say many years later. “Because I looked pretty, people kept telling me I had everything: a fantastic husband, terrific kids, talent at the piano, brains. They didn’t see how much I was hurting inside. Being a senator’s wife and a Kennedy didn’t help me. Many of my women friends later told me they didn’t call because I seemed unapproachable. So being painted as perfect and pretending everything was terrific was a terrible burden.
“I’m fine when I’m busy,” Joan added, perhaps alluding to Jackie’s advice to focus on things other than Ted and her marriage to him. “But when I’m alone… well, then it’s often not so good. The darkness sets in.”
“Sacred Heart alumnae, a thousand strong, are taking over the White House for a morning tour. And Mrs. Kennedy is out of town. We need someone to greet them. I promised them a Kennedy wife.”
It was May 1963 and White House Social Secretary Letitia Baldrige was on the telephone with the President, explaining a situation she had termed “a terrible, terrible dilemma.” Jackie, now pregnant again and due in September, was out of town, and there was no one to greet the Sacred Heart visitors.
“Well, call Ethel,” said the President. “She’s a Kennedy wife, isn’t she?”
“Impossible,” said Letitia. “She’s eight months pregnant and feeling big as a house. She says she won’t leave Hickory Hill.”
“Then call Joan,” suggested the President. “What about her?”
“She has morning sickness, too. She can’t even get out of bed, the poor dear is so weak.”
“Joan’s pregnant, too?” he asked, his tone incredulous.
“Yes,” exclaimed Letitia. “Two months. You knew that, Mr. President. We just made the announcement.”
“Well, I’d like to keep track,” he said with a chuckle, “but I have a country to run.”
All three Kennedy wives were pregnant at the same time: Ethel with her eighth child due in June; Joan with her third due in August; and Jackie also with her third due in September. “We’re all delighted to be pregnant again,” Ethel had told the press when Jackie finally announced her pregnancy, five months into it. (She had decided to wait until she felt certain all would go well. Nature did its part in helping Jackie conceal her pregnancy—even in her fifth month she did not look as if she were expecting.)
“Well, what’ll we do?” Letitia asked the President.
“I’ll be right down.”
When the President walked into the White House lobby, he was greeted by a thousand former students of Sacred Heart schools all across the country.
“I know you wanted to meet one of the Kennedy wives,” he told them, “but they’re all expecting babies, as you may know, and unavailable at this time. My sisters may all be expecting as well,” he joked. “I don’t know. Don’t quote me on that.”
Everyone laughed.
Letitia Baldrige recalled, “He gave them five minutes of his time, mentioned every cousin, aunt, or niece who had ever attended Sacred Heart, and he said, ‘You ladies are the best-looking group of women in the world. It has been my honor and privilege to come and speak to you. I’ll tell Jackie, Joan, and Ethel what they missed.’ ”
The Deaths of Infants Arabella and Patrick
Jackie Kennedy already had two children—Caroline, born on November 29, 1957, and John Fitzgerald Jr., on November 25, 1960—but John’s was a particularly difficult birth and it was thought that the baby wouldn’t survive because of respiratory difficulties. “Anyone who knew Jackie knew that she loved being a mother,” recalls Jim Ketchum, White House Curator during the Kennedy administration. “I saw a mother who spent a great deal of time with her children and who made it very clear that they were a priority, from the way they were watched over by the Secret Service—she always had problems with that—to the way they were taken care of on a daily basis by Maud Shaw when Jackie was busy. More often than not, though, it would be Mrs. Kennedy pushing the carriage on the South Lawn, Mrs. Kennedy taking them on pony rides, Mrs. Kennedy tending to them day and night. Before anything else, she was a mother, and whatever else happened afterward had to take second place with her time and energy. She got everything done, though. Youth had a lot to do with it, I suppose.”
Jackie had also been dealt the blow of a miscarriage early in her marriage, as well as a tragic stillborn baby. For the perfectionist that she was, the failure to carry any of her pregnancies successfully to term was devastating. Throughout her life, she had been able to work hard, give her all, and ultimately triumph—she had done everything that was expected and had always managed to exceed expectations. But having a baby was something completely out of her control. It wasn’t like mastering a foreign language, or winning a horse-riding competition, or finding the perfect husband.
The stillbirth was the most difficult for Jackie to accept. It happened in 1956, just after the Democratic Convention. Jackie’s misfortune at that time was compounded by the fact that Jack had chosen to be on a Mediterranean cruise around Capri and Elba during the final months of her pregnancy. Meanwhile, she had gone to Newport to be with her mother at Hammersmith Farm and wait for the baby there.
On August 23, 1956, a hemorrhaging Jackie was rushed to Newport Hospital. An emergency cesarean was performed and the baby was stillborn. When she awoke, Jackie found Bobby sitting in a chair, staring at her with tears in his eyes.
It had actually been Ethel’s idea that Bobby go to Jackie. Though Ethel was in the final stages of another pregnancy herself, her concern was with her sister-in-law. “She’s not as strong as she likes us to believe,” Ethel observed of Jackie. “I know the real Jackie, and she’ll be devastated.”
The first thing Jackie wanted to know from Bobby was whether the child she had given birth to was a boy or a girl. She still didn’t know that the baby was stillborn. Bobby had to break the news to her: The baby was a girl, and she was dead. In fact, he had already arranged for the infant’s burial. Through a flood of tears, Jackie managed to say that she had chosen a name for a girl: Arabella.
When Jackie asked if Jack knew what had happened to his daughter, it fell on Bobby to deliver more bad news: Jack could not be reached at sea, “but Eunice is trying her best to locate him.” After a couple of days, when Jack was finally located at the port of Genoa, he claimed to be upset about the news but decided not to return immediately. There wasn’t much he could do about it, he said, ignoring the obvious fact that his wife would need his emotional support during this terrible ordeal, and causing some observers to wonder just what kind of man he really was.
Some had already been critical of Jack for not being at his wife’s side in the last days of her pregnancy. The fact that he didn’t return at once when his child was born dead was inexplicable, even to his closest friends.
Two days after Jackie’s tragedy, her sister-in-law Pat Lawford gave birth to a daughter, Sydney. Then, two weeks later, Ethel would give birth to her fifth child, Mary Courtney. At just twenty-eight, Ethel would now be the mother of three boys and two girls, the oldest about to turn six years old.
It was difficult enough for Jackie to endure the death of her baby, but to be confronted by happy Kennedy pregnancies and successful births all around her made her feel even more inadequate. Making matters worse, doctors speculated that the rigors of the recent convention—which she had insisted on attending because she wanted to support her husband—had probably been “too much” for her. She actually may have lost the baby because of the convention, which made her feel all the more sad about her husband’s abandonment and which also forced her to question her own responsibility in the child’s death. It was a terrible, dark time filled with deep sadness, self-doubt, and recrimination, and she was alone.
In the end, Jack would be forced to return to the States when the press learned of the stillbirth. George Smathers and Joseph Kennedy convinced him that if he ever wanted to run for President, he had better first run to Jackie, lest he lose the potential vote of every woman in the country.
Seven years later, in 1963, Jackie was pregnant again, as were her sisters-in-law. However, in May 1963, Joan suffered a miscarriage of a child that was due in August, a month before Jackie’s. (Joan would have another miscarriage in June 1964, and yet another in August of 1969.) Joan had had some difficulty becoming pregnant, and her miscarriages would affect her deeply, especially since Ted had announced early in their marriage that he wanted at least ten children—and he wasn’t joking!
“It was discouraging and depressing for Joan not to see her way through her pregnancies as Ethel had,” the Kennedy’s family nurse, Luella Hennessey, once said. Hennessey had tended to the births of twenty-six children, including all of Ethel’s. She added that Joan’s self-confidence and self-esteem were further whittled because “she felt she wasn’t as healthy as the others because she had trouble carrying to full term, even though Jackie also had trouble. The problem [with Joan] was in a hormonal deficiency.”
Two months later, in July 1963, Ethel Kennedy gave birth to her eighth child, another boy, Christopher George—the second son to be delivered on the Fourth of July. Although he was born a week early, the latest addition to the ever-expanding Kennedy brood was healthy in every way. Ethel, on the other hand, was wiped out from this latest pregnancy, and took months to recover fully.
Although Ethel’s first pregnancy had resulted in deep depression and difficult delivery, her next five had been relatively easy. Being pregnant had never stopped her from going on with her life as usual, including the heated, competitive tennis matches with Bobby (which she usually won). She also continued to participate in the wild games of touch football that took place on weekends at Hickory Hill. With her first six pregnancies, Ethel continued to be extremely active right up to the time of delivery.
But during the birth of Kerry, her seventh child, there had been some complications during delivery and Ethel had been forced to undergo her first cesarean section. When it became clear that her eighth pregnancy, in 1963, would be troubled as well, Ethel was so determined to see it through that, uncharacteristically for her, she gave up all heavy physical exertion. She also became less social, spending most of her time at home. On weekends, when the Kennedy clan gathered for their usual touch football game, Ethel refrained from joining in and instead stayed indoors, resting. On the day of Bobby Jr.’s ninth birthday, she appeared only long enough to see him blow out the candles before scurrying back upstairs to bed. She seemed nervous, even upset, during the entire time she was “expecting,” and was extremely relieved when the baby was born safely.
As for Jackie, because of her history of troubled pregnancies, doctors were being particularly cautious this time, sharply curtailing her schedule by having her spend as much time as possible at Glen Ora or Squaw Island. But then, on a gray morning on August 7, after returning from the children’s horseback riding lessons on Squaw Island (she and Jack were no longer staying at Morton Downey’s at this time, but at another estate, called Brambletyde), Jackie went walking along the beach. Suddenly, she stumbled and fell. Normally, she would have gotten up, brushed off the sand, and continued walking. But she couldn’t get up this time—there was something wrong, she knew. She was experiencing pains. She dug her nails into the sand and screamed for help. Within seconds, she was surrounded by Secret Service agents, who helped her back to her home, and into bed.
When the pains did not subside, Jackie called her physician, who, fortunately, was vacationing nearby. Dr. John Walsh, professor of obstetrics and gynecology at the Georgetown University Medical School, arrived immediately. With the tragedy of her earlier unsuccessful pregnancies weighing heavily on her mind, Jackie was nearly hysterical with fear and dread. A helicopter was summoned, and she was taken to the military hospital at Otis Air Force Base, where she would give birth by cesarean—which had been anticipated all along, as all of her deliveries had been made in this fashion—to a four-pound ten-ounce baby boy. The child was so frail, however, it was decided that he be immediately baptized. He was given the name Patrick Bouvier Kennedy in honor of Jack’s grandfather and Jackie’s dad, Black Jack Bouvier. By the time Jack arrived, Patrick had been placed in an incubator. This time no one had to tell him that he should be by her side; their relationship had deepened at least that much in the years since Arabella’s death.
Sadly, Patrick Bouvier Kennedy died on August 9 from hyaline membrane disease, a lung ailment common to premature babies. The President was hit hard by his son’s death; many—including Jackie—said they had never before seen him cry. “That was the one time I saw him where he was genuinely cut to the bone,” recalls Secret Service agent Larry Newman. “When that boy died, it almost killed him, too.”
The First Lady was so overcome with grief that she sealed herself off in her makeshift suite at the military hospital while the press swarmed outside her window. Of course, Jackie received many letters of condolence, but probably none more perplexing—and filled with double meaning—than the one from Jack’s mistress, Mary Meyer. According to Secret Service visitation logs, Jack had been with Mary Meyer at the White House just two evenings before Patrick was born.
“Dear Jackie,” Mary wrote. “Anything I write seems too little—but nothing that I feel seems too much. I am so, so, so very sorry.”*
Baby Patrick was the first Kennedy to be buried in the large family plot at Holyhood Cemetery, in Brookline, recently purchased by Joseph Kennedy. As the little white casket was being lowered into the ground, Jack, overwhelmed with grief, put his hand on the coffin as if in a final farewell.
After Patrick’s funeral, it was Joan who provided the most comfort to Jack during the time he secluded himself at home.
“She was a rock through this for him,” said Joan Braden. “It was surprising to some. Joan was usually the one you needed to rally around in times of crisis. But for this one, she was there for Jack. I think she wanted to do it for Jackie, too. She felt terrible for what the two of them were going through. In so many ways, Joan was—is—probably the most sensitive person in the family. It’s easy to say someone would do anything for another person, but with Joan Kennedy, it was always the truth.”
Former Kennedy aide Dave Powers who stayed with Jack at Squaw Island recalled, “The first night [after the funeral], she just sat with him for a long, long time and just talked. There was none of the orthodoxy you might expect from Ethel. No talk about how Patrick was in heaven and happy, but rather just warm, human, simple talk.”
Jack and Jackie’s Squaw Island home was sparsely and simply furnished with comfortable, upholstered chairs and thick, woven rugs. It was large and airy, and spotlessly clean. On the walls were watercolored seascapes that had been painted by Jackie. As Joan and Jack stood before one of the paintings, Powers heard Joan say, “There’s no explaining what happened. I’m not like Ethel. I don’t know that all things happen for a reason. I just know that things happen.”
“That they do,” Jack said, his blue eyes tearing up.
“And when they happen,” Joan continued, “we just have to go on, somehow, and know that we have the strength to carry on. It’s in every one of us, Jack. That strength. It’s our birthright.”
“Do you have that strength, Joansie?” Jack asked, using Ted’s nickname for her. “Can you get through this life God has given us?”
Rather than answer the question, Joan embraced the President.
“I know one thing, Jack. You do,” she said as she held him. “Of all people, you do.”
“The President listened and was deeply moved,” said Dave Powers. “She left at eleven that night and the President walked with her out to the driveway. ‘You know,’ he told me when he returned to the house, ‘she’s a great girl.’ She was there the next night and the next, and the President was grateful. She did a great deal for him.”
It would seem, based on the remembrances of others close to the President, that Jack developed a new respect for his sister-in-law and for her unique brand of simple, common, and good sense. She wasn’t afraid to address difficult subjects, which was unusual in the emotionally closed-off Kennedy family and was behavior worthy of admiration, and she was even insightful in her clear-eyed assessment of emotional occurrences.
Thirty-four-year-old Jackie Kennedy’s mourning after the death of her infant was a private misery, and one the rest of the Kennedys were ill-equipped to handle. It’s never easy for a family to address the tragic death of any newborn. For the Kennedys, who rarely communicated their true feelings to one another, it was nearly impossible to come to terms openly with Patrick’s death. Jackie’s seeming emotional detachment—“I don’t really want to discuss it, thank you”—made some feel that she was “doing just fine under the circumstances.” She wasn’t. This was a darker time for her than most people knew.
For his part, Jack thought he was helping his wife by sparing her the specific details of Patrick’s illness prior to the baby’s death. “He did so much to protect Mrs. Kennedy at that time,” recalls Pam Turnure, Jackie’s secretary. “I didn’t realize until after Mrs. Kennedy had come home that she hadn’t understood how serious the boy was until he died. But he really protected her from all of this. He had a double concern—for her and for the child.”
During the grieving process, Jack, at a loss, did the best he could. When Jackie mentioned that she hadn’t heard from Adlai Stevenson, of whom she was very fond, Jack called Arthur Schlesinger to ask him to call Stevenson and have him drop her a note of condolence, “because I think it’ll make her feel a little better.”
Of course, Jack also had his insensitive moments. “Jackie,” he told her on one blue day, according to what Janet Auchincloss, Jackie’s mother, once said, “we must not create an atmosphere of sadness in the White House because this would not be good for anyone—not for the country, and not for the work we have to do.” One might imagine that those words did little to lift Jackie’s spirits, though she would never say one way or the other. Jackie’s well-meaning mother was also at a loss as to how to deal with the matter. “It’ll get better as time goes on,” was all that she could offer her daughter.
While pregnant, Jackie had decorated a nursery in the White House for Patrick with a white crib, rug, and curtains. The walls were done in blue, as if she had been expecting a boy. Now she was back at the White House, but without a baby. As days turned into weeks, Jackie fell into a disturbing melancholy, staring off into space, crying unexpectedly, and losing her appetite. No one knew what to say to her to console her, nor did they know how to handle her sudden crying jags and her many questions about her own responsibility in Patrick’s death. Perhaps if she hadn’t traveled so much in the early months of her pregnancy, if she had taken better care of herself, the baby would have lived. Hospital psychologists who had been recommended by Jackie’s doctor were not able to convince her to discuss her loss openly with them, nor could the priest that the family had asked to visit her on a regular basis. Feeling that it was the proper course of action to take, everyone in the family avoided the topic of Patrick’s death altogether and tried to act as if it hadn’t occurred.
It would be Joan, who had suffered her own miscarriage a month earlier, who would prove to be the most sensible when it came to understanding Jackie’s torment about Patrick.
“I think it hurts her so much more when we’re silent about it, acting as if it hadn’t happened,” Joan said of her sister-in-law at a luncheon with Pat, Eunice, and Ethel. According to what Ethel later explained to her friend Joan Braden, the women were sitting in Ethel’s kitchen in Hickory Hill eating clam chowder, which she always served from a large tureen her mother had given her, a family heirloom of sorts. Ethel had never had a miscarriage or stillbirth, but her last pregnancy had been troubled.
Ethel looked at Joan with a bewildered expression. “I just can’t believe that’s true,” she said, “that it hurts her for us to be quiet.” She added that if she had suffered such a tragedy, she would want to forget it had ever occurred and certainly wouldn’t want anyone reminding her of it. “I say we should just ask her how she’s doing, but never bring up what happened,” Ethel suggested. “Besides,” she concluded, “Jackie doesn’t want to talk about it.”
“Then we should force her to,” insisted Joan. “It’s for her own good. A grieving mother needs to know that she’s not the only one missing her child.”
“I don’t know,” Ethel relented. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe Jack should talk to her. But every time he starts, he gets nervous and goes and changes his shirt.” (Kennedy, always conscious of perspiration, would sometimes change his shirt four times a day.)
Eunice and Pat disagreed. The topic of Patrick’s death should definitely be verboten, they insisted, regardless of Joan’s opinion and Ethel’s wavering on it.
“Nobody wanted to bring it up, ever,” said Rose Kennedy’s secretary, Barbara Gibson. “Back in those days, you really didn’t know how to handle such a thing.”
Because of her own concerns about motherhood, Joan was the most sensitive to Jackie’s emotional distress after the loss of Patrick. “A child is the most precious thing there is,” she had said. However, because her sisters-in-law so adamantly opposed speaking with Jackie about her sadness, Joan unfortunately lost confidence in her instincts. In the end, faced with so much opposition, she decided not to talk to Jackie about her great loss.
Lee Radziwill Invites Jackie-in-Mourning
Lee Radziwill, Jackie’s sister, was also unsure about how to deal with Jackie during this difficult period. Though the two often confided in one another, Jackie was not forthcoming about her sadness over Patrick’s death. Besides her emotional torment, Jackie was also in great physical pain at this time. It had been her fourth cesarean, and she was not recovering as quickly as her physician, Dr. John Walsh, had hoped. She was told to curtail all of her social activities for four months. This left Jackie, who was ordinarily a busy woman, completely frustrated. With little to do since Jack’s sister, Eunice, had stepped in and taken over many of her engagements, at the end of two months Jackie was ready to scream.
“When all else fails,” Lee had said, “try getting away from it all.” Just as she had when Jackie was upset about “The Monroe Matter,” Lee decided that the best remedy for Jackie’s distress would be a vacation. In the fall of 1963, Lee suggested that Jackie take a cruise with her aboard the yacht of wealthy industrialist Aristotle Onassis.
Jackie first met Onassis at a dinner party in Georgetown in the 1950s, when Jack was a senator. Soon after, during a visit to Rose and Joe’s vacation spot in the south of France, Jack and Jackie had visited Onassis on his yacht, the Christina, docked at Monte Carlo. While Jack was with Winston Churchill, Onassis took Jackie on a tour of his ostentatious cruise liner, a converted 2,200-ton Canadian frigate that cost him a million dollars a year to operate. After that, whenever Aristotle Onassis and his wife, Tina, sailed to the States, they had always made it a point to dine with the young Kennedys.
Jack and Jackie thought Onassis one of the greatest storytellers they’d ever known. He loved telling Greek myths, fables, and other wild stories—he said that he believed in mermaids, for instance, and swore that a “stuffed mermaid” could be found in a secret location on the Suez Canal. He had held them both captive with tales about his rags-to-riches life, how he had amassed his fortune, and how he loved to spend it. (Much of it was fiction, as Jackie would later learn, but Onassis’s appeal was in his ability as a storyteller, not in his accuracy for detail.) His personal attorney of twenty years, Stelio Popademitrio, recalls of his client Onassis, “He was a bit larger—no, actually substantially larger—than life, and he knew it. Though you could say he was rather ugly, the moment he opened his mouth to speak, he could seduce anyone.”
When Lee told Ari, as he was known, that Jackie had accepted his invitation to cruise, Ari glowed at the prospect of entertaining the First Lady. (The news, however, did not sit well with the woman with whom he was having a romance, opera star Maria Callas.)
During Jackie’s recuperation, there had been growing concern about her sister Lee’s budding relationship with Ari, an assignation that would only serve to complicate matters for Jackie. (For the previous four years, Lee had been married to her second husband, the exiled Prince Stanislaw Albert Radziwill, known as “Stas,” pronounced “Stash,” a Polish nobleman who had made his fortune in British real estate.)
David Metcalfe, an insurance company executive in London, and a friend of Lee’s, told her biographer, Diana DuBois, of Lee’s affair with Onassis: “It was all supposed to be very discreet, but Ari was out in the open because he reveled in publicity. One couldn’t be discreet with Onassis.”
When the affair was brought to the President’s attention, partly because of a gossip item in the Washington Post, and then confirmed by his aides, he was uneasy about his sister-in-law’s new romance. While he liked Onassis personally, he was not eager to welcome him into the family. Over the years, the Greek millionaire had earned a personal and professional reputation that was shadowy. He had been embroiled in serious legal disputes with the United States government after being indicted for fraud during the Eisenhower years for not paying taxes on surplus American ships. Jack also had a loyalty to Lee’s husband, Stas, who had worked hard on behalf of the Kennedy-Johnson ticket in 1960 and had been very effective for him in Polish communities in the Midwest.
Jackie agreed that the romance was a problem and, unless Lee was serious about Onassis, not worth the political risks to Jack. In her weakened and exhausted condition, however, she didn’t have much more to say about it.
Of course, as was wont to happen in the Kennedy clan, other family members had plenty to say about the affair. Ethel, with her eye always on the bigger political picture, had heard about Lee’s involvement with Onassis and felt that the “situation,” as she called it, was a problem in the making.
“Talk to your brother about it,” she told Bobby, trying her best to adhere to protocol. “It’s a political liability. If it were personal, I’d speak to Jackie. But since it’s political, you should talk to Jack.”
Bobby agreed with his wife, and mentioned the matter to Jack, who, in turn, told him to bring it up with Jackie. “She’ll know what to do,” Jack said.
So, during a private White House luncheon, Bobby pulled Jackie aside and said, “Listen, this business with Lee and Onassis, just tell her to cool it, will you?” Wearily, Jackie said she would “try to look into it” once she was aboard the Christina.
History has always painted a picture of Jackie Kennedy eagerly joining her sister on Aristotle Onassis’s cruise, anxious for a vacation after the tragedy of her baby’s death. Nothing could be further from the truth. Based on the best evidence we now have, Jackie didn’t even want to go.
Says Lee Radziwill’s Swiss friend, Mari Kumlin, “Lee told me that Jackie was adamant that she wanted to stay with her children. She wasn’t happy, which was precisely the point of the trip.”
Jackie probably decided to take the trip, however, because it was easier than arguing with Lee about it. It was a pattern in her life, anyway, to get away when she needed time alone to think—whether it was to Glen Ora, Hyannis Port, or to some far-off country.
In the fall, the White House made it official: The First Lady was going away to rest, recuperate, and recover her peace of mind on a cruise on the Onassis yacht, though it was suggested in the press release that she was a guest of Stanislas Radziwill’s and that Onassis’s yacht had just been secured for the trip. Nevertheless, the decision was bound to stir up controversy, and it did. There were protests in Congress against allowing the First Lady to accept Onassis’s hospitality because of his ruthless reputation. Also, Jack’s advisers warned him that with an election campaign coming up in less than a year, voters would likely be offended at Jackie’s reappearance in the jet set so soon after the death of her baby. And, anyway, suggested the naysayers, why couldn’t Jackie vacation elsewhere?
Closer to the Kennedy home front, there was one woman who was unhappy about Jackie’s upcoming vacation with the controversial Onassis and, as usual, she was not afraid to make her views known: Ethel.
Ethel, still recovering from her difficult pregnancy, also had other matters that weighed heavily on her mind. At this time her sister Ann was involved in an extramarital affair with a wealthy, married New York businessman whom she had met at a cocktail party. Eventually Ann would become pregnant, give birth to a girl, and have to confess to her husband that the child was not his. Divorce proceedings followed this revelation. At the same time, Ethel’s brother, George, left his spouse and became romantically involved with a Swedish stockbroker. Ethel, with her high moral standards, was deeply troubled by these turns of events. To her mind, divorce was sinful; she would never have considered it, no matter what Bobby might do.
Ethel became preoccupied with Jackie’s controversial cruise plans. Her concern was not unreasonable: Bobby might have a chance at the Presidency one day, and any scandal that tarnished Jack would also, by association, affect Bobby. As sorry as she was for the loss of Patrick, Ethel was distressed by Jackie’s decision to cruise with Onassis, a man she referred to as “a known criminal if ever there was one.”
Usually a much more politically minded woman than Jackie—and an alarmist as well—Ethel had a meeting with Jackie at the White House and warned her sister-in-law that she could be playing into the hands of one of the world’s biggest scoundrels.
In a series of telephone conversations between the sisters-in-law that took place over a three-day period, Jackie stood her ground. She was cruising with Onassis, she said, and it would be none of Ethel’s business.
“But there are political ramifications to everything you, as First Lady, do,” Ethel protested, as if Jackie didn’t realize it. Ethel was amazed that Jackie couldn’t see the potential public relations problem of such a cruise, and even more astounded that Jack was allowing her to go.
“Well, I think they’re both crazy,” she told Lem Billings. “Jack is so cavalier about these things, and so is Jackie. This country will not be happy seeing pictures of the First Lady, so soon after Patrick’s death, carousing with the likes of Onassis. When Bobby and I are in the White House,” Ethel decided, “not one decision will ever be made that could cause any controversy whatsoever.”
Finally, perhaps out of frustration because Ethel would not drop the subject, Jackie was forced to tell her to keep her opinion to herself. Her patience tried, the First Lady then took the matter up with the Attorney General. According to George Smathers, Jackie told Bobby, “I don’t mean to be rude, but someone needs to remind your wife of her place. I’m going on this trip, and that’s final. I don’t do what Ethel wants me to do. She’s my friend,” Jackie continued, “but this is not her best moment.”
At the beginning of October 1963, Jackie Kennedy went off to Greece. This would be her second visit, for she had stayed in Greece previously, in June 1961, for nine days, after accompanying Jack on state visits to Paris, Vienna, and London. Even though she was supposed to curtail all engagements, the day she was scheduled to leave she decided to attend the welcoming ceremony for Emperor Haile Selassie of Ethiopia, reportedly because she just couldn’t resist meeting him.
After the African leader presented her with some choice leopard skins, she graciously bowed out and headed to the airport. Before she left, a floral arrangement was delivered to the White House for her—lilies from Ethel with a simple, handwritten card: “Have a safe trip to the land of the Hellenes.”
On the way to Greece, during the last leg of her flight between Rome and Athens, Jackie suddenly became nauseous and overcome with fatigue. She called for oxygen, and a stewardess quickly brought it to her seat. “Maybe this was a bad idea, after all,” she observed, weakly. Although she used only a small amount of oxygen, the concern for her need was great, and the President was immediately contacted about it. “She’ll be fine,” he said. “She’s strong as a racehorse.”
By the time she landed in Athens and was greeted by Lee, U.S. Ambassador Labouisse and other officials, Jackie looked pale but eager to begin her adventure. She and Lee were whisked by automobile to the villa of Greek shipping businessman Markos Nomikos, at Cavouri Bay, a seaside resort fifteen miles southeast of Athens. Here Jackie would spend the next couple of days in semiseclusion with her hosts and other guests, including Stelina Mavros, who worked as special assistant to Nomikos.
Mavros, who worked for the Greek mogul for three years, recalls, “We were all amazed at how weak the First Lady was. She had to be helped from a chair, for instance. Immediately, Lee began to hover over her, doing this and that for her, until Jackie finally said, ‘Please, I am not an invalid. Let me be.’ She stayed with us for three days until finally, we all boarded Ari’s yacht. She seemed unhappy, dreary, but determined to have a good time, anyway.”
A lifetime of living in the affluent homes of the Bouviers, the Auchinclosses, and the Kennedys had accustomed Jackie to luxury, yet even she was impressed by the opulence that awaited her on Onassis’s magnificent yacht. First of all, the Christina itself was staggering—more than a luxury liner, it was a floating paradise resort, complete with a beauty salon, movie theater, doctor’s office, forty-two telephones, and a mosaic swimming pool. There were also nine staterooms, each named for a different Greek island.
Among those aboard the cruise were Lee Radziwill and her husband, Stanislaw; dress designer Princess Irene Galitzine and her husband; Mrs. Constantine Garoufalidis; Stelina Mavros; Lee’s friend Accardi Gurney; and several others, including Kennedy’s Undersecretary of Commerce, Franklin D. Roosevelt, Jr., and his wife, Susan. (Roosevelt was sent to accompany Jackie, as Jack put it, to “add respectability to the whole thing.”)
While wandering about, guests would discover the ship to be lavishly, if gaudily decorated. Bar stools upholstered with scrotums of whales, lapis lazuli fireplaces, and gold-plated bathroom fixtures were a few of the yacht’s more garish embellishments.
Delighted to be entertaining the First Lady of the United States, Onassis outdid his own legendary extravagance. On their first morning at sea he had the entire ship decorated with hordes of red roses and pink gladioli. For passengers’ snacks, he had the ship abundantly stocked with rare delicacies, vintage wines, eight kinds of caviar, and fruits flown in from Paris especially for the occasion.
To further pamper his guests, the eccentric Greek hired a staff of sixty, including two hairdressers (hired just for Jackie), a Swedish masseur, and a full orchestra to entertain during dinner and for after-dinner dancing. Two chefs, one Greek, one French, were on call to prepare the passengers sumptuous feasts, which included caviar-filled eggs foie gras, steamed lobsters, and jumbo shrimp.
For a woman like Jackie, who had a remarkably discriminating eye for the finer things in life, the delicious excess of this cruise and the dazzling lifestyle it represented were not to be soon forgotten. Jackie, it was decided, would take the principal stateroom occupied at various times by Greta Garbo, Lady Pamela Churchill, Maria Callas, and Jackie’s own sister, Lee.
“Mrs. Kennedy is in charge here,” the sixty-three-year-old Aristotle proudly told the press, which had assembled to gawk at her while she boarded. “She’s the captain.” It was thought that Jackie would put the ship on course to the Aegean Islands, which she had enjoyed so much on her 1961 cruise. Instead, she said she wanted to go to Istanbul, then Lesbos Island, then Crete.
“By the time we got to Crete—which was, I think, the sixth day—Jackie seemed to be getting some of her strength back,” recalled Stelina Mavros. “She was very excited about seeing the relics of the Minoans [a 3,500-year-old civilization]. That afternoon, we all got into our bathing suits and went for a swim off the shore. Where we were headed next was the big question. It really was up to Jackie. She had a map, and she knew just where she wanted to go. We were in her hands.”
Jackie’s next stop was the harbor of Itea on the island of Delphi, then to the island of Levkas, and finally on to Smyrna. When the ship finally reached Smyrna, Jackie and Lee wanted a tour of Ari’s hometown. Up until this point, Ari had not emerged from his cabin when the Christina docked and everyone disembarked for tours, out of respect for the First Lady’s desire for privacy. He knew that if he made an appearance with Jackie, the paparazzi would descend upon them. But apparently Jackie didn’t care as much about that as Ari thought she did. She just wanted to see Smyrna, and so he obliged. The two toured Onassis’s childhood haunts as he told her more about his life, his loves, and in particular, his romance with Maria Callas. His father, with whom he had an acrimonious relationship, had been a successful tobacco merchant in the Turkish port of Smyrna. His mother died after a kidney operation when Ari was six years old. He was an only child, driven all of his life by his desire to be successful in order to win his father’s approval. A dejected-looking Lee trailed behind with some other friends as Ari and Jackie walked, hand in hand.
After Ari told Jackie his story, he asked her for her own. He encouraged her to talk about the one subject around which everyone else in her life tiptoed: Baby Patrick. “He had a son of his own whom he loved dearly,” says Stelina Mavros, “and he had great sympathy for what Jackie was going through. ‘You should talk about it,’ he told her. ‘You shouldn’t hold it in. It’s not good for you.’ First slowly, and then eagerly, Jackie opened up to Ari about her pain, her sorrow. He was a good listener, very sensitive, very compassionate, a good friend. Jackie told Lee that she really appreciated Ari’s ear. She so craved attention, she so craved understanding, someone in whom she could confide,” recalls Mavros. “I remember thinking, ‘How is it that the First Lady of the United States could be so desperate for a human touch?’ I overheard her say, ‘I would have loved that baby. I would have loved him so much.’ It made me cry.”
No man had given Jackie so much personal time and attention in a long while. Jackie would not forget Onassis’s compassion. It was clear that the two had a chemistry; photos taken of the two of them while they toured Ari’s homeland show a Jackie who was glowing once again. When those photos appeared in the press, the President was not happy about their publication, especially after Bobby telephoned him and asked, “Now, how does that look? Maybe Jackie should have listened to Ethel.”
According to Jack’s personal secretary of twelve years, Evelyn Lincoln, Ethel also logged a number of telephone calls to make certain that Jack knew that she had “warned Jackie, but would she listen to me? No. Never. She never listens to me, that one.”
Jack Summons Jackie—To No Avail
The President missed his wife, and he wanted her to come home. Rita Dallas, Joe’s nurse, remembered that Jack was “listless and moody” in Jackie’s absence. Using the excuse that the cruise was generating negative publicity, he called Jackie and demanded that she return. She refused. She was enjoying herself, she said, and she found Onassis a gracious host. When Jack protested, Jackie made it clear she would not be back in Washington a day sooner than the previously agreed-upon date of October 17.
Jack would later receive correspondence written by Jackie from the cruise, making it clear that her feelings for him were stronger than ever. “I miss you very much, which is nice,” Jackie wrote, “though it is a bit sad. But then I think of how lucky I am to miss you. I realize here [in Greece] so much that I am having something you can never have—the absence of tension. I wish so much I could give you that. But I can’t. So I give you every day while I think of you. [It is] the only thing I have to give and I hope it matters to you.”
“Jackie intimate with Ari? Rubbish,” says Stelina Mavros. “Everyone would have known about it because Ari would not have been so discreet to not let us all know in some way that he had won that prize. He did want her, I know that, because he said so after the cruise. ‘One day, she and I will meet again,’ he said, ‘and this time, nothing will stand in my way.’ He was very dramatic, like a fictional character in a play. That’s just how he spoke.”
Joseph Paolella, one of Jackie’s Secret Service agents, says that because the agents all knew what Jack was doing outside his marriage, they sometimes mused among themselves about the possibility of Jackie also being unfaithful.
“We used to ask, you know, ‘Does she have any boyfriends?’ She must have something going on,” recalls Paolella. “Or point to one of the guys on her detail and say, ‘How ’bout you? Are you the one?’ It was a common joke,” he says.
“If anything was going on, it most certainly would have been relayed through the agents. There was never a hint of anything like that going on with her. She spent a great deal of time away from Jack during the week at Glen Ora and if she ever wanted to do anything, she had plenty of opportunities. But she was devoted to her children, to her horses, and to living a good, country life.”
Jackie’s sexual relationship with Jack had been influenced for years by his roving eye, as well as his health problems, and she just had to learn to adjust to his approach to their private time together. Also, Jackie knew that her husband suffered from the chronic venereal disease nongonococcal urethritis, or chlamydia. A nurse who worked for Dr. Janet Travell, Kennedy’s physician, says that Jackie was terrified of the disease.
“It was one of her greatest fears, and certainly made her husband less than appealing as a sexual partner, let’s face facts,” said the nurse. “She told Dr. Travell that she believed Jack’s VD had something to do with the death of Patrick, and the other problems she had with pregnancies. Even John had had a tough time, almost died shortly after birth.”
In fact, according to the nurse, Dr. Travell confirmed to Jackie that the female partner is always infected after the first time she has intercourse with a man suffering from Jack’s condition. Her pregnancies can then be affected by the disease, sometimes resulting in premature births, sometimes in miscarriages, sometimes in stillbirths. That Jackie suffered from severe periods of postpartum depression after her pregnancies can also be explained by her having been infected by Jack’s sexually transmitted disease.
“I’m not sure, but I think I want to be thought of as desirable,” Jackie once told Ethel in a candid conversation about their husbands early in their marriages. According to what Ethel later recalled to Leah Mason, Jackie giggled nervously when she made the confession; women of her generation rarely spoke of such things.
“Then you shouldn’t have gotten married,” was Ethel’s response. “You don’t get fireworks with marriage. You get children.”
Ethel may have been like her mother-in-law Rose in the Victorian approach she took to physical intimacy with her husband: intercourse was not to be enjoyed, it was to be endured; it was a woman’s duty, and the reason to do it was to have children—not for joy, or passion. When Rose felt she had fulfilled her marital duty and had enough children, nine of them, she cut Joe off. As a devout Catholic, birth control was out of the question for her, and there was no other way she knew of to limit her brood.
Joan had her own emotional issues surrounding her sexuality, most having to do with self-esteem. Was she good enough for Ted? She never really believed so, and said so time after time. Still, in the first ten years of her marriage, Joan’s sex life with Ted was active. When they were together, she was making love to her husband.
Jackie was a healthy, vibrant, young and beautiful woman, brimming with self-confidence, always ready to take on the world. She had none of Ethel’s perhaps old-fashioned views about sexuality, and none of Joan’s self-esteem issues. Unfortunately, what she did have was a philandering husband who suffered from chlamydia.
Jackie’s relationship with her sister, Lee, was at this time what it had always been: complex. They loved each other dearly; each was often the other’s closest and most valued friend. In many ways, Jackie was Lee’s healer, and vice versa. They helped each other recover from life’s blows, from dramatic changes and problems, and from bad relationships.
The flip side of their relationship is that Jackie and Lee engaged in a not-always friendly competition for attention for many years, with Jackie usually the victor. When they were younger, Jackie’s mother, Janet Auchincloss, once observed, “Jackie always looked marvelously put together, while her sister Lee seemed blown out of a hurricane.” Both were stylish, glamorous, and charming but, as First Lady, Jackie was the one the world really cared about, not Lee.
While in Smyrna, Jackie and Lee had a heart-to-heart talk, during which Jackie explained the harm it would do to Jack’s political career if Lee continued the affair with Onassis. Also, Jackie said, Ari’s romance with Maria Callas and the way he had so heartlessly left his wife, Tina, did not bode well for Lee if she was considering anything of a long-term nature with him. Jackie said she was genuinely concerned about Lee.
“You really need to think about this,” she told Lee, according to Stelina Mavros. “Ari is not for you. Trust me.”
“I know this because, afterward, Lee told me that she was in turmoil over Jackie’s advice,” said Mavros. “Did Jackie want him for herself, was she really looking out for Lee’s best interest, or was she only concerned about her husband’s political career? Lee was never sure and, of course, what happened between Ari and Jackie just five years later only added to Lee’s uncertainty about her sister’s true motivations. The fact that she was even suspicious of them, though, I guess says a lot about their relationship.”
Only Lee would know what she was really thinking, but at the time that Jackie spoke to her about Ari, she wept openly about how she only wanted a man to “love me for myself.” Then she appeared to give in when she made the decision that she would not continue to see Onassis. Instead, she would return to her husband, Stas, the Prince.
“I cannot know for sure, but I personally believe that Lee had already decided to end it with Ari, anyway,” says Mavros. “I think she felt that it would make her and Jackie feel closer if she acted like she was doing what Jackie suggested. But most people believe that she had already made up her mind about Ari, and she was only ‘acting’ with Jackie. She had already decided to go back to her husband.”
On the last night of the cruise, Aristotle Onassis presented the Bouvier sisters with expensive gifts: three jeweled bracelets for Lee, and an extravagant diamond-and-ruby necklace for the First Lady, worth $50,000 in 1963 dollars.
“Oh, Ari,” Jackie exclaimed. “You shouldn’t have.”
“Yes, Ari,” Lee said, as she gazed at her sister’s bauble. “You shouldn’t have.”
Jack’s Rapprochement with Jackie: “Getting to Know You”
By the fall of 1963, the President and his First Lady had grown closer, and that much was clear to all observers. Several occurrences had transformed Jack, and thus had changed his relationship to Jackie for the better.
The first was, of course, the death of Patrick. Kennedy’s Secret Service agent Larry Newman recalls, “After the baby’s death, I saw the President and First Lady on their way to becoming friends as well as husband and wife. He would stop at the car and help her out, instead of getting out and walking ahead of her as he was known to do. They would talk more, spend much more time walking together, talking things over, being a real couple. The death of the baby was something they shared and deeply felt. It made them much closer.”
It seemed, also, that Jackie’s long absence aboard the Christina on the seas had spurred Jack on to greater desire for her, because he was more solicitous than ever before. “The last weekend he was ever home [in Hyannis Port],” said Rita Dallas, “he commented that the one bright thing on the horizon was: ‘Jackie’s coming back.’ ”
As well as the death of his son, the Cuban Missile Crisis had a great impact on Kennedy. “It was so close,” he had said to the British ambassador. “Too, too close.”
In fact, during that crisis, the President asked Jackie to cancel some of her outside appointments and stay at the White House, so that he could spend as much time with her and the children as possible.
Dr. Janet Travell recalled a scene just before the crisis. “President Kennedy was leaving on a trip west. At my office window, I watched him walk briskly from the West Wing across the lawn to Chopper Number One. The usual retinue trailed behind him. They bounded into the helicopter and I waited to see the steps drawn up. Instead, the President unexpectedly reappeared in the doorway and descended the steps alone. How unusual, I thought. Then I saw why. Jackie, her hair wild in the gale of the rotors, was running from the South Portico across the grass. She almost met him at the helicopter steps and she reached up with her arms. They stood motionless in an embrace for many seconds. Perhaps no one else noted that rare demonstration of affection. A few days later in the publicized hours of the Cuban Missile Crisis, I remembered it. I thought of its deep significance—the unbreakable bond of love between them that showed clearest in times of trouble.”
Some have reported that by 1963 Jack was completely faithful to Jackie. As George Smathers put it, “By 1963, Jack was about as faithful as he was ever going to be. It was more than Jackie had hoped for, but less than she deserved.”
“I once asked him if he’d ever fallen desperately, hopelessly in love,” James McGregor Burns, a friend and adviser of Jack’s once said. “He just shrugged and said, ‘I’m not the heavy lover type.’ ”
Jackie’s efforts in redecorating the White House also had a positive effect on her marriage. More than a public museum, the White House was now a comfortable home where Jack and Jackie could play out what sometimes seemed to be a charmed existence.
Rita Dallas, who would accompany Jack’s father, Joseph, there on visits, recalled the almost mythical appearance the First Family created in their renovated living quarters, “Often, late at night, the upstairs light would be turned low. It gave the whole are a solemn tone. At one end of the hall, the presidential living room would be softly and dramatically lighted. There would be muted music mingling with the shadows.
“The First Lady would be sitting on the couch, outlined by a gentle halo of light, and then the President would step from the elevator that opened out to the living room. He would stand still, waiting, while his wife rose from the couch to come to him. He would rest his hand on her cheek and then take her in his arms in a quiet embrace. How often I thought, if the world had ever seen those moments there would be no doubt that Camelot existed,” Rita Dallas concluded.
“She forced a separation between his private life and work,” recalls Pierre Salinger. “That was the deal. Unlike Johnson, when Kennedy was finished, once he went back upstairs, he went to his wife and that was the end of it. No staff, no more interruptions every half hour.”
The way that Jack doted on Caroline and John Jr. also made Jackie’s feelings for her husband that much stronger. “He loved his children, he spent so much time with them,” recalled Dave Powers. “Every night, no matter what was going on, he’d say, ‘I want them brought over before they go to bed.’ He had breakfast with them and lunch with them. When there was something going on, like the Cuban Missile Crisis, he’d go up to look at that boy. One day, the President was with some ambassador, Caroline was on Macaroni [her pony], and he went and yelled, ‘Caroline.’ She rode the thing right through the Rose Garden, right into the White House office. He didn’t care. He loved it.”
Five days after Jackie’s return to Washington, on October 22, she and Jack dined with White House correspondent Ben Bradlee and his then-wife, Tony.
Jack had just endured a bad day. In shirtsleeves, he complained to Jackie and Tony that everything had gone wrong, beginning with the Birmingham, Alabama, police department’s refusal to hire Negro police officers. Also, Bobby Baker, Secretary to the Senate Majority and a protégé of LBJ’s, had just been sued for allegedly accepting a bribe involving a vending machine franchise in the plant of a company from which a lot of governmental business was conducted. Jack said he thought of Baker not as a crook, but as a rogue.
As Jack unwound with a stiff scotch, Jackie told Tony Bradlee that she so regretted the negative publicity her cruise with Onassis had caused—especially an article in Newsweek about it—but added that she found Onassis to be “an alive and vital person who has come up from nowhere.” She told the reporter of Ari’s hesitancy to go on the cruise, and of her insistence that he be aboard. She also said that Jack was being “really nice and understanding” about the cruise.
Jackie’s opinion of him aside, Jack made it clear to Bradlee that Onassis would not be welcome at the White House until long after the 1964 election. Jack clearly intended to run again and didn’t want the controversy that always surrounded Onassis to become an issue. The topic then turned to 1968, and of whom JFK was thinking it terms of his successor.
“So who do you have in mind?” Jackie asked, as the guests al walked to the screening room to see a movie.
“Well,” answered Jack, “I was actually thinking about Franklin [Roosevelt, Jr.]… until you and Onassis fixed that.”
Jackie didn’t say a word.
Jack also said that he believed Jackie felt a bit guilty about her trip—odd, in that she didn’t really want to go in the first place. She said nothing, however, to contradict him. He added that “Jackie’s guilt feelings” could possibly work to his advantage.
“Maybe now you’ll come with us to Texas next month,” he said with a grin. The President’s handlers had advised him that he needed to shore up his popularity in that state, so a trip was being planned. The first stop would be San Antonio, then Houston, Fort Worth, and finally, Dallas.
“Sure I will,” Jackie answered. “I’ll campaign with you anywhere you want.”
Then, the contingent joined Ethel and Bobby, who were waiting in the theater for the screening of From Russia with Love, starring Sean Connery. Jack had a short attention span for movies. He would usually leave the theater after about an hour and go upstairs to read. This time was no exception; he left before the first spectacular gunplay. Everyone else, however, enjoyed every moment of it, except for Jackie. After the film ended, she observed to Ethel, “To be honest, I find such violence to be deplorable. Don’t you?”
How is it that a person’s entire life can be so completely changed in just a matter of seconds?
It was Friday, November 22, 1963. The motorcade’s progress had been slow. Jackie Kennedy sat next to her husband in the backseat of a Lincoln convertible, wearing a light wool strawberry pink Chanel suit with a navy-blue collar and a matching blue blouse. She held a bouquet of red roses in her lap; on her head sat a pink pillbox hat. Texas Governor John B. Connally and his wife, Nellie, sat in front of her as a police motorcycle escort led the way. Behind the Kennedys’ Lincoln was a car of Secret Service agents, trailed by another automobile, this one carrying Vice President Lyndon Johnson, his wife Lady Bird, and Texas Senator Ralph Yarborough.
Jackie smiled and waved at the cheering crowds, accustomed to the manic adulation and blurred excitement that resulted whenever she and Jack appeared in public. Both were surprised and delighted to have this kind of reception—the chanting and cheering, the jostling for position, the shaking of placards—in Texas, a state where the President’s popularity was in question.
By rote Jackie turned to her left and waved. Then to her right. Then again to her left.
Suddenly, the shots rang out, followed by a gush of blood. Jack was hit. Jackie went from shock to fear as pandemonium broke out. The governor started shouting, something about “they’re going to kill us.”
Clint Hill, who still cannot give voice to the terrible memory without great difficulty, recalls, “I heard a sound from my right rear. I was on the left hand, front, of the follow-up car [on the running board]. As I began to turn to my right toward that sound, my eyes crossed the back of the presidential car and I saw the President grasp at his throat and lurch a little bit to his left, and I realized that something had happened. I got off the car as quickly as I could and ran to the presidential car. By the time I got there, two more shots had been fired and he had been hit in the head.”
“I’ve got his brains in my hand!” Jackie screamed. “My God, what are they doing? My God, they’ve killed Jack, they’ve killed my husband… Jack, Jack!”
A piece of Jack’s skull had come off—a “perfectly clean piece,” as she would later remember—and he slumped into her lap.
Then, in one of those frantic, dizzying moments when every horrible emotion possible clashes together at once—the blinding panic of fear, the horror of mutilation, the shock and despair of unexpected loss, the unbelievable finality of sudden death, the destruction of life as it once was—Jackie scampered out of her seat onto the trunk of the car. She began crawling to the rear of the vehicle, though she would have no recollection of ever having done so. In a moment of blind courage, Clint Hill jumped off his car and began racing toward Jackie, risking his life. He could have easily been hit by any of the motorcycles or even his own car.
“I slipped when I first tried to get up on the presidential car,” Clint Hill recalls. “It took me four or five steps to get there, and in that time Mrs. Kennedy was out on top of the trunk attempting to grasp part of the President’s head that had been blown off and had fallen into the street. I grasped her and put her back in the backseat and placed my body on top of her and the President.”
“Oh Jack, oh, Jack, I love you,” Jackie sobbed.
Six minutes later, the car carrying the First Couple would pull up to Parkland Memorial Hospital. Jackie, still in the backseat, would cradle Jack in her arms. “Please, Mrs. Kennedy,” she recalled Clint Hill begging, “we must get the President to a doctor.”
She would refuse. Terror mixed with grief still had complete possession of her. As her shoulders heaved with wracking sobs, she would cradle Jack’s ruined head in her hands and try to hold the top of his head together, even though there was nothing between her hand and his brain. The entire right side of his head was gone, beginning at his hairline and extending all the way behind his right ear. Pieces of skull that hadn’t been blown away were hanging by blood-matted hair. Part of his brain, the cerebellum, was dangling from the back of his head by a single strand of tissue. The memory of how she would try to hold the top of her husband’s head on would fuel Jackie’s nightmares for years to come.
How would she ever be able to forget Jack’s face in those final moments? Though his gray suit and shirt were bloodied and the top of his head gone, his face remained unmarked and exquisite. His skin was so bronzed he appeared to be tanned, a physiological phenomenon caused by Addison’s disease, from which he had suffered for years. His blue eyes were open and clear but stared blankly ahead.
Clint Hill had somehow understood that she was unable to allow strangers the unspeakable horror of seeing this great man’s shattered skull, his brain spilling into her lap. Hill tenderly wrapped his jacket around Kennedy’s head so that the terrible wound would not be exposed. It was only then that Jackie would allow the Secret Service men to lift her husband’s body onto the gurney to be wheeled into the emergency room.
A blur of doctors and nurses rushed by her into the trauma room, including Dr. Robert McClelland and Dr. Charles Crenshaw. “The look on her face forever marked my memory,” Crenshaw would recall years later of Jackie. “Anger, disbelief, despair, and resignation were all present in her expression. In all the sentiments I have seen displayed and heard expressed in my thirty years of practice by people grieving and hurting over trauma victims, I never saw or sensed more intense and genuine love.”
Twenty minutes passed.
Jackie was alone, but not really. All around her, doctors and nurses hurried about, shouting to one another in a scene of total and utter chaos and panic. Kenny O’Donnell, one of Jack’s closest friends, a man Jackie never thought of as fragile, his emotions always so impenetrable, sat in a corner, sobbing. Nellie Connally, a woman she barely knew, had suddenly become a kindred spirit as she stood at Jackie’s side in stunned silence. In another corner stood Lady Bird Johnson, her eyes wide with alarm and concern, reluctant to approach the two women. What could she say to them as they stood vigil to learn if their husbands were dead or alive?
Standing in front of Trauma Room One, Jackie waited for word about Jack’s fate. Drying blood and brain matter caked the right side of her dress and her leg. Her once-white gloves were stained almost completely crimson. If she hadn’t been standing, some observers might have thought she too had been shot.
She noticed Dave Powers leaning against a wall and walked over to him. “You’d better get a priest,” she said. He stared at her as she walked away, back to her own corner.
A few more endless minutes passed. Then Jackie could take it no more. If Jack was dying, her place was at his side.
“I’m going in there,” she told a nurse. “And I’m staying.”
There was a scuffle between Jackie and the nurse, attracting the attention of Dr. George Burkley. “I want to be in there when he dies,” Jackie insisted to him. Reluctantly, the doctor led Jackie into Trauma Room One, repeating to himself, “It’s her right. It’s her prerogative. It’s her right,” as if trying to convince himself that it was the correct thing for him to do, even though he realized what she would see in that room would likely haunt her forever.
It was an unseasonably warm day at Hickory Hill, and Bobby Kennedy was inspired to invite two of his associates, Robert Morgenthau, the U.S. Attorney in New York, and Silvio Mollo, the chief of the criminal division in the Manhattan office, to his home for a poolside lunch. Because they had been working hard during a two-day intensive seminar regarding the fight against organized crime, Bobby thought that a leisurely meal away from the office would be a nice break for his coworkers.
Ethel, excited to have her husband home midday and anxious to show off the new baby to his colleagues, had ordered the cook to prepare a lunch of chowder and tuna fish sandwiches.
It was just a lazy, ordinary afternoon. The children were at school and the grounds were quiet. Earlier, Ethel had played a quick game of tennis with a girlfriend. When Bobby arrived home for lunch with his guests, he changed into his swimsuit and took a quick swim before the meal was served. As they ate their soup and sandwiches, workmen painted the new wing of the house. It was 1:45 when Bobby glanced at his watch and decided that he and his associates should return to the office. Just as he was getting up to change clothes, the phone rang. Ethel, who was closest, answered it. A strange expression came over her face. “It’s J. Edgar Hoover,” she said, dread creeping into her voice.
Because there had always been a certain animosity between J. Edgar Hoover and the Kennedys, the FBI Director rarely called Bobby at home. So his sudden call signaled that something important must have happened. Bobby jumped up and snatched the phone from Ethel.
Just then, one of the workmen painting the house began running in the direction of the poolside table where the guests sat. In his hand, the painter held a small portable radio pressed to his ear. He excitedly shouted something, but no one could understand what he was trying to convey. At exactly the same time, Hoover said to Bobby, “I have news for you. The President has been shot.”
Bobby blanched. “What?… Oh. I… Is it serious?… I…”
“I think it is serious,” Hoover responded without emotion. “I’m endeavoring to get details. I’ll call you back when I find out more.”
At that precise moment the others finally understood what the workman was shouting: “They’re saying the President’s been shot.”
Ethel rushed to Bobby and put her arms around him. Bobby stumbled forward, clasped a hand over his mouth and, echoing the housepainter, screamed out, “Jack’s been shot! It may be fatal.”
Joan Kennedy sat at her kitchen table in her home on 28th Street in Georgetown, and over a steaming cup of coffee planned her day’s activities with her social secretary. A full day awaited.
First, Joan had to take Kara, almost four, and Teddy Jr., two, to the kindergarten Jackie had organized at the White House for her children and for those of any family members, special friends, and government officials who wished to have their youngsters close by. The school was another project Jackie was proud of, and Joan agreed that having all the children learning together was a plus. “I want them to know their cousins,” Joan said at the time. “And you know that if Jackie had anything to do with it, the teachers are the best in the world.”
After dropping the children off, Joan would take a taxicab to the posh, seven-story Elizabeth Arden salon at 1147 Connecticut Avenue to have her hair styled. A big evening was planned. She would be hosting a fifth anniversary party for herself and Ted. Joan’s sister, Candy, and her husband, Robert McMurray, would be flying in for the occasion. The celebration was to be a week early because all the Kennedys would be going to Hyannis Port for the Thanksgiving holidays.
The next morning, Ted, Joan, her sister and brother-in-law, and some other friends planned to attend the Harvard-Yale football game and then remain at the Cape for the weekend.
It was while Joan was having her hair done in a cubicle on the fourth floor that the salon’s manager, Barbara Brown, heard the terrible news on the radio: The President had been shot.
Barbara took an elevator to the fourth floor, found Joan’s hairstylist, Marguerite Muguet, and pulled her aside while Muguet’s assistant extracted curlers from Joan’s long blonde hair. The two women wondered how to tell Joan the news—or whether to tell her at all. Joan had recently told them of how distraught Jack had been over the loss of Patrick, and how close the two of them had become while at Squaw Island.
The two women didn’t want Joan to hear the tragic news on the radio, but at the same time they didn’t feel that it was appropriate for her to hear such important, life-altering information from them. As they tried to determine a course of action, Joan’s secretary, who was back at the Georgetown house with a shaken Ted, called to tell them she was sending Ted’s aide, Milton Gwirtzman, to pick up Joan and take her home.
Barbara Brown instructed Marguerite Muguet to finish Joan’s hair as quickly as possible and get her downstairs quickly to meet Gwirtzman. Once finished with Joan, they quickly escorted her to the elevator, and then took her down to the ground floor without telling her why they were in such a hurry.
“Don’t tell Joan a thing,” said the manager. “Let’s just get her out of here.”
Once inside Trauma Room One, Jackie Kennedy saw her husband lying on the table. She approached him cautiously, perhaps with the realization that this was only the beginning of a hurt that would not lessen but would spread and deepen over time. She watched as they worked on Jack, stuffing a tube into a hole dug into his lower neck. Another tube had been thrust up his nose, others protruded from his chest. Blood seemed to be spurting from everywhere.
A doctor pounded on Jack’s chest. Again and again he pounded, as Jackie looked on, helplessly. Whatever the doctor was trying to do wasn’t working. Jack’s eyes were fixed and staring up at the ceiling. His frozen expression was one of stunned dismay. His mouth was agape.
As everyone in the room watched, breaths held—doctors, nurses, Jackie—a thin green line moved straight across the screen of a monitor. The room was in dead silence except for the muffled sounds of weeping.
Dr. Crenshaw looked down into a nearby bucket, and lost his composure. There, mingled with the President’s brain tissue and his lifeblood, were a few of Jackie’s long-stemmed red roses.
A terrible stillness came over Jackie’s face. Then, in an instant she was overcome and fell to her knees in despair, paying no attention to the pool of blood into which she sank.
Another doctor turned to Jackie. Brushing the tears from her cheeks, she rose as he approached.
“Mrs. Kennedy, your husband has sustained a fatal wound,” he said.
“I know,” she whispered, the words barely escaping from her lips. Later she would say her very life ended on that warm day, November 22, 1963, at one o’clock in the afternoon.
Dr. Burkley came over to her, his face inches from hers. “The President is dead,” he said, his voice choked with emotion. Jackie looked at him and, noticing his great and obvious despair, touched her cheek to his. The doctor openly wept.
Jackie approached her dead husband and stood by his shoulders. The would was hidden from her, but Jack’s face was visible and still so handsome. She was completely transfixed. How could this man’s expression be so peaceful after experiencing such violence? A priest’s presence shook her from the spell under which she seemed to have fallen as he murmured his condolences and then began the Last Rites, followed by the Lord’s Prayer and then the Hail Mary.
“Holy Mary, Mother of God,” Jackie spoke the words. “Pray for us sinners, now and at the hour of our death. Amen.”
Another priest had entered the room. He blessed himself and said, “Eternal rest grant unto him, O Lord.”
“And let perpetual light shine upon him,” Jackie intoned, the words rising from her by rote.
The second priest approached Jackie to quell any fear she may have had about the legitimacy of the Last Rites having been performed on the President so clearly after he was dead. “I am convinced that his soul has not left his body,” the priest said, as Jackie nodded. “This is a valid last sacrament.”
Jackie seemed faint. She was about to pass out when a nurse approached her with a cold towel. She held it to her forehead while the wave passed over her. Then she left the room.
Emerging from the madness of humanity rushing in and out of Trauma Room One was Jackie’s friend Lady Bird Johnson. She had just been informed of Jack’s death. “You always think of someone like her as being insulated, protected,” Lady Bird recalled of Jackie. “She was quite alone. I don’t think I ever saw anyone so much alone in my life.”
“Jackie, I wish to God there was something I could do,” she said as she embraced her. Jackie stared straight ahead, her face a frozen mask.
Meanwhile, inside the emergency room, nurses washed down Jack’s body as janitors mopped up the blood before Jackie was allowed back into the room for a few final moments with Jack. When Jackie reentered, she noticed her husband’s white foot sticking out from under the hospital sheet. Shockingly white. She bent down and kissed it.
Then, Jackie slowly pulled away the sheet, revealing his face, his still-perfect face. The staring blue eyes—she kissed his eyebrows. The open mouth—she kissed his mouth.
Several other doctors entered the room. Like most of the times during their life together, this sacred moment would not be a private one. Perhaps last night had been her last truly private time with her husband. After a busy day, she had turned in for the night but couldn’t sleep. Later, she would remember, something didn’t feel right to her. Something was very wrong, in fact. She needed Jack, she wanted him to hold her in his arms. She didn’t feel safe and she didn’t know why. So, as she would later remember it, she let herself into her husband’s room at about 2 A.M., slipped into his bed, and roused him from a sound sleep. Then, after making love, husband and wife fell asleep in each other’s arms.
Now he was dead. In full view of the doctors and nurses, Jackie took her husband’s hand and pressed it to her cheek. She kissed his fingers.
Then Jackie took off her blood-soaked gloves and removed her wedding ring, also stained with blood. She was remembering her own father, the first man she had ever seen dead, at his viewing. Black Jack had given her a bracelet when she graduated, a gift she treasured. At his funeral, she took it off and placed it in his hand. Now Jackie wanted to slip her wedding ring on Jack’s finger. An orderly managed to get it over Jack’s knuckle, using cream.
She stood at his side and gazed down at her husband. He was so handsome.
“The Party’s Been Canceled—The President’s Dead”
Mother Odeide Mouton of the Stone Ridge County Day School was getting a world scoop. Ethel Kennedy was on the phone with her and she had just told the principal that the President was dead.
“The announcement hasn’t been made yet to the country,” Ethel informed the nun in a hushed but controlled voice. Then she added, “Please tell Kathleen and Courtney. I’ll come to pick them up.”
Mother Mouton choked back tears. “But you needn’t come,” she managed to tell Ethel. “Couldn’t I make some arrangement for someone else to take the children home?”
“No,” Ethel replied. “It’s my day for the car pool.” And then, remembering the grieving Eunice, she added, “And will you please tell my niece Maria [Shriver], I’ll pick her up too so that her mother won’t have to come out.” Ethel did not want the children to hear the terrible news from strangers, and began to compose herself as best she could for the task at hand.
The nuns at the school had heard on the radio that the President had been shot during the motorcade and had been rushed to Parkland Memorial, but no one knew how seriously he had been wounded. They had already taken the students to the chapel to pray for his recovery. When Ethel arrived to pick up the children, they were still in the chapel praying. Ethel herself knelt down in the back, deep in prayer. In actuality she was still in a state of near hysteria.
Just a short time earlier, Bobby had been dressing hurriedly for the flight to Dallas when the phone rang and he was given the news. “Oh my God. He’s dead,” Bobby exclaimed as Ethel burst into tears. “Oh those poor children,” she cried, referring to her young niece and nephew.
“My brother had the most wonderful life,” Bobby had said.
Now, in the chapel, Ethel prayed for her slain brother-in-law and the premature end to his wonderful, tragic, history-changing life. It didn’t seem possible he could be gone. She slowly rose and walked to the front pews where the children were praying. She walked her two daughters out to the car and told them that their uncle had been killed. As she was hugging them, Maria was led to her aunt, and Ethel put her arms around her and told her niece the news as well.
Less than an hour after hearing of her brother-in-law’s murder, Ethel had been able to hide her suffering behind a shield of take-charge composure. As she drove away, Mother Mouton, who had been watching the scene, marveled at the strength and self-control of this religious woman in the face of such tragedy.
As Joan Kennedy was rushed to the lobby of the Elizabeth Arden hair salon, Ted Kennedy’s aide, Milton Gwirtzman, arrived to take her to her husband. In the car heading back to her home, Joan was told the news that Jack had been shot. By the time Gwirtzman pulled up to her home, Ted was waiting at the front door with tears in his eyes. He had been trying to call the White House, he said, but couldn’t get through. The lines were dead. No dial tones, no operators. Nothing. It was as frightening as it was unprecedented, and seemed to have some ominous connection to what had happened to the President.
“What is going on?” Joan said, frightened. “Is there some kind of national reason the lines are down?”
“They’re not down,” Ted said, reassuring her. “The circuits are busy.”
“He’s not dead, is he? Please, God…” Joan said, crying. “Oh my God! Oh no. Poor Jackie. Not Jack. Not Jack.”
“I don’t know what’s going on,” Ted said. It was decided that Milton Gwirtzman would stay with Joan while Ted and another friend of the family’s, Claude Hooten, ran around the neighborhood looking for an active phone line. The breakdown of the Chesapeake and Potomac telephone system was not due to any national crisis, but rather just a result of overloaded circuits caused by the unprecedented demands upon them. Finally, going door to door, Ted found someone whose phone, mysteriously enough, did work. He immediately telephoned Bobby at Hickory Hill. “He’s dead,” Bobby said, succinctly. Bobby was too busy at that moment to provide details. “Better call Mother and our sisters,” he said before abruptly hanging up, leaving Ted with a dial tone. Then, mercilessly, the tone was suddenly gone and this phone, too, was dead—before Ted even had a chance to call Rose. Perhaps there was a sense of relief about that, though, for what would he have told Rose? She would have had a thousand questions, and he had no answers.
By the time Ted got back to his and Joan’s home, Joan and Milton Gwirtzman had heard the news on television that Jack was dead. As soon as Joan saw Ted, she ran to him sobbing uncontrollably. Chalk white, her eyes wide and blank with shock, she went limp in his arms. Ted caught her just in time. “Oh my God, not Jack,” she said. “Poor Jackie. Poor Jackie.”
“Not now, Joan,” Ted said, seemingly frustrated with what he may have viewed as nothing but histrionics. He guided her back to the couch. Ted, perhaps feeling completely isolated from the tragic events taking place, desperately sought more details of what had happened. Leaving Joan with Claude Hooten, Ted and Milton took off in Milton’s Mercedes, again looking for a working telephone, first at Gwirtzman’s home and then, unsuccessful there, finally driving to the White House. Once there, he used a private White House line in Dr. Janet Travell’s office that went through the Army’s Signal Corps rather than the civilian telephone system, to call Rose at Hyannis Port. Rose had already heard the news; with nothing else to do about it, she was going for a walk on the beach to pray for her son. Soon Eunice showed up at the White House and, exasperated with Ted for not forcing more information from Bobby, called Bobby herself. The two then decided that she and Ted should take a private plane to Hyannis Port to be with Rose and the rest of the family. Ted called Joan from the White House to tell her he was headed for Connecticut.
To Joan, this was upsetting news. Of course, she wanted to accompany him. However, he wouldn’t hear of it. He apparently didn’t want to deal with what he viewed as Joan’s overwrought emotionalism at this time. “Let me help,” she begged him. “I know there’s something I can do.” There wasn’t, Ted assured her. “You’re too weak,” he told her. “Just go to bed,” he told her. “Take a pill, or something.” Cruelly, at least for now, Joan would be completely shut out—from his grief and the family’s.
Of course, the other Kennedy women were busy and involved. Ethel, seemingly in complete control, tended to Bobby’s needs and those of her children, and also telephoned different Kennedy aides and associates around the world, giving them details of the terrible news and assisting in making arrangements for them to get to Washington. Eunice Shriver had knelt in prayer in her husband’s Washington office at Peace Corps headquarters and then gone to the White House, where she consoled members of Jack’s staff before heading to Hyannis Port with Ted. Pat Lawford, who was in Los Angeles, took the first flight to Washington, where she would join Jean and the rest of the family in making the dreaded funeral arrangements. Rose walked the sands in front of the Hyannis Port compound, determined not to buckle under the pressure, perhaps more certain than ever that God’s will—as difficult as it was to fathom—would prevail. Jackie, of course, was doing her best to hold up, though she was clearly traumatized. Joan, left alone, was the only one who took to her bed.
In her solitude, perhaps Joan’s mind drifted back to a happier time, just two years earlier in November 1961, a couple of days after Thanksgiving when the family had an impromptu gathering at Joe and Rose’s. As well as the senior Kennedys and Jackie and Jack, present were the Kennedy sisters, Eunice, Pat, and Jean, and their husbands, Sargent, Peter, and Steve; Ethel and Bobby; Ted and Joan; and Paul “Red” Fay and his wife, Anita.
“We ended up playing one of those Kennedy living room games, but did it kind of like a variety show,” Joan would recall. “I played some Chopin. Jackie read a poem, probably Edna St. Vincent Millay.”
After Jackie’s reading, Jack suggested that Paul Fay sing his campy, bombastic rendition of “Hooray for Hollywood,” always a family favorite. Joan accompanied Fay during his number, which received a wild ovation, as it always did. Then it was Ted’s turn. As Joan played, he sang his favorite, “Heart of My Heart,” just as off-pitch as ever, and to everyone’s delight. After Eunice performed a little number, everyone began insisting that the President offer up a performance. Smiling, Jack rose and walked over to Joan.
“Joansie, do you know ‘September Song’?” he asked her. Of course she did. She scooted over to allow room for Jack to sit on the bench next to her. He sat facing the family. Then, as she played, the President of the United States sang his song gently, almost ethereally, its poignant lyrics about the inevitable passage of time.
“The earlier performances had been greeted with boisterous, friendly clapping,” Red Fay would recall, “but now, we were all silent. Suddenly, I realized as I never had before that these days were rushing past, that we were living in a time that could never be regained.”
As Joan continued to play, Jack suddenly stopped singing and, turning serious, began reciting melancholy lyrics having to do with the dwindling down of days, “to a precious few.” The Kennedy family was held in rapt attention by Jack’s sensitive, heartfelt delivery. When he was done, there was a moment of contemplative silence before everyone broke out into rousing applause. Joan sat at the piano, dabbing her eyes.
It was a wonderful moment, but Jack was obviously a better orator than singer. “I managed to follow his voice,” Joan would recall years later with a smile, “but Jackie knew what I was doing. She came over to me afterward and said, ‘Joan you are a terrific musician. You even made Jack sound good!’ ”
No one would have dreamed then that John Kennedy would not reach the September of his years but, rather, would be cut down in the prime of his life. Now, with his sudden death, the memory of that family night in Hyannis Port was just as painful as it was touching.*
At 3:30, Joan’s sister Candy telephoned her from the airport. They had just arrived in Washington. Should they stay? Or turn around and go back to Texas?
“Oh, no, you must stay,” Joan said, her voice trembling. “There are going to be so many people calling. I’m going to be besieged by reporters. Ted is gone, and I don’t know what to do.”
An hour later, Joan’s sister and husband arrived. Soon after, there was a knock on the door. With Joan in bed resting, Candy answered it.
It was the caterer, along with a truckload of food and supplies for Joan’s dinner party.
“The party’s been canceled,” Candy intoned. “The President is dead.”
The next couple of days would be some of the most difficult in Joan Kennedy’s life as she stayed behind in Georgetown while all of the other Kennedys were together at Hyannis Port and then at the White House. For the most part, Joan would be about as connected to these historic events as anyone else in the country—any other anonymous citizen—via televised news reports. She would lie in her bed watching the bulletins and the televised images of Jack’s flag-draped coffin in the East Wing of the White House.
Dejected, wondering how everyone else in her family was faring, and perhaps feeling inadequate, the weeping Joan would probably never feel less a part of the Kennedy family than she did the weekend after her friend and brother-in-law Jack’s death. As if somehow fulfilling her husband’s prophecy, she became weaker until, finally, she had become just what he said she was: helpless. Somehow, she would manage to drag herself to the private mass said by Father Cavanaugh for the family at the White House on Saturday, but by that time she wasn’t at all well.
At the service, Joan was too distraught to do anything but stare ahead, as if in a trance, on the verge of collapse. Ted didn’t seem to want to have anything to do with her at the White House. To him she was apparently an embarrassment. While Jackie and Ethel, his sisters, and even his mother somehow managed to get through it all, Joan had crumpled. She wouldn’t be able to attend any of the White House functions prior to the funeral or even pay tribute to Jack by visiting his coffin as it lay in state, as would everyone else in the family. After the Mass, Candy took Joan back to her Georgetown home as quickly as possible, where she would stay as though in exile, until the funeral on Monday.
As Air Force One carried John F. Kennedy’s casket back to Washington from Dallas, his successor, Lyndon Baines Johnson, was sworn in on board as President of the United States. LBJ was under considerable pressure at this time, wondering whether or not an organized plot had been behind the death of the President, or even if such a conspiracy would also be suddenly carried out against the Vice President. Johnson was well aware that the CIA had been involved in plots to kill Castro in Cuba and Diem in Vietnam. Suspecting that Kennedy’s death was the result of some form of retaliation, perhaps a Communist force coming against America, he was concerned about the United States appearing weak in the face of such an emergency. The new President was anxious to see the country move forward—or at least appear to do so—in a strong, assured manner, and made swift moves in that regard. For instance, it was Johnson’s idea that a picture of him actually taking the oath be distributed to the media so that an anxious and bewildered country would know that the Constitution worked, or, as Jack Valenti, a key member of the Johnson White House staff (and today president of the Motion Picture Association of America), says, “… that while the light in the White House may flicker, the light just never goes out.”
Though she didn’t have to do so, Jackie said she wanted to be at Johnson’s side during the swearing-in ceremony. “I owe it to the country,” she told Kenny O’Donnell. She stood at LBJ’s left, her clothes still stained with the blood of her late husband, while Lady Bird Johnson stood to his right. Twenty-seven people witnessed the swearing-in ceremony officiated by Dallas Federal Judge Sarah Hughes in the private presidential quarters of the jet. Later, Jackie would say she barely remembered any of it. Photographs of the moment show her with a blank, hollow expression.
It could be argued that John Fitzgerald Kennedy was not the best husband to Jackie Kennedy, at least based on his disregard for her feelings about his philandering with Marilyn Monroe, Mary Meyer, and the rest. But, his relationship with his wife aside, Jack is still viewed as one of the most memorable of this country’s leaders, and it is not because of any of his domestic programs or foreign policies. It was really the way he ignited the American imagination, like few before him, that made Kennedy so memorable.
No doubt, he would have run again. His popularity was high. Of course, one wonders what secrets might have been revealed about Kennedy’s private life during that second campaign. At the time, most Americans had no idea—and probably never would have believed it, anyway—that Kennedy’s personal life was in such disarray. What Jackie was going through as a result of her husband’s personal choices also remained a closely guarded secret. Now, the challenge ahead for young Jackie Kennedy would be to go on with her life, though to some she seemed beaten before she even began. “I want you to know that I consider that my life is over,” she wrote to Ben Bradlee shortly after the assassination. “And I will spend the rest of it waiting for it really to be over.”
During the loneliest time of night before the funeral, the hours just before dawn, Jackie thrashed in her bed unable to sleep, in spite of the massive doses of tranquilizers administered by her doctor. Impulsively, she sprung out of bed and fervently wrote on her pale blue stationery an impassioned letter to Jack, probably as a way of releasing the fiery emotions burning inside her. She addressed the letter to “My Darling Jack,” and went on to write about the sense of loss that was only just beginning, and about her deep love for him.
Soon she began crying, but she kept on writing, her tears blotting the stationery. In page after page she scrawled about Caroline and John Jr., about Patrick, and about their marriage and what it had meant in her life.
Earlier in the evening she had asked the children to do the same, marching into the playroom and saying, “You must write a letter to Daddy now and tell him how much you love him.” In block letters Caroline wrote, “Dear Daddy, We’re all going to miss you. Daddy, I love you very much, Caroline.” John Jr., not old enough to write, simply scribbled on a piece of paper.
The following morning Jackie slipped the letters, along with a set of cuff links she had given him, into the President’s coffin, which was lying in the East Wing. Bobby added a PT-109 tie pin and an engraved set of rosaries to the items Jackie placed in the casket. Jackie continued to stare at her dead husband, stroking her hair. Then a Secret Service man, realizing what Jackie wanted, brought Jackie a pair of scissors and she clipped a lock of hair from her husband’s corpse.
On Monday, November 25, 1963, the United States mourned the death of its President, John F. Kennedy. Kennedy’s casket was carried on the very same gun wagon caisson that had carried the body of Abraham Lincoln. In fact, when planning it, Jackie had patterned the funeral after Lincoln’s. It seemed appropriate. Both Kennedy and Lincoln had captured the imagination of their fellow Americans, firing up the conscience of humanity through words and deeds, meeting the emotional needs of their constituents. Both were struck down while at the height of their persuasive power.
Jackie approached Jack’s funeral with the same fierce loyalty and dedication with which she approached all her activities during the Kennedy administration, from the restoration of the White House to the planning of her celebrated wardrobe. A riderless horse with stirrups reversed walked alongside the carriage. Behind it strode the First Lady, a model of self-control and dignity.
Like some beautiful, ancient Greek heroine Jackie would become immortalized in a national tragedy. The meticulous manner by which she planned the funeral created images that were seared into the minds of a generation and of generations to come—the serene and composed widow holding the hands of her small children walking on either side of her; later, Jackie, followed by Bobby and Ted and an array of world leaders, walking erect and poised behind the carriage carrying her husband’s coffin, her stoic face covered by a black translucent veil. The nation was pierced by the gesture of the slain President’s little son saluting the casket, gently urged on by his young mother. It was an image that would be constantly broadcast thirty-six years later when, tragically, John Kennedy Jr. would follow his father in unexpected, violent death.
It really was her public strength and impeccable dignity that had enabled Jackie Kennedy to help America endure one of the saddest and longest weekends it has ever known. Regal and poised, her resolve held the country together. “During those four endless days,” Ted Kennedy would say thirty-one years later at Jackie’s own funeral, “she held us together as a family and as a country. In large part because of her, we could grieve and then go on.”
Inside, however, Jacqueline Kennedy was shattered. Those close to her often took note of the way the full extent of the horror she had experienced would suddenly overwhelm her. One witness, an assistant to Sargent Shriver, recalled his observation of Jackie at a small Mass for the President’s friends, family, and servants preceding the television funeral: “She takes the five steps to the casket and quickly kneels down, almost falling on the edge of the catafalque. Her hands hang loosely at her sides. She lays her forehead against the side of the casket. She picks up the edge of the flag and kisses it. Slowly she starts to rise. Then, without warning, Mrs. Kennedy begins crying. Her slender frame is rocked by sobs, and she slumps back down. Her knees give way. Bobby Kennedy moves up quickly, puts one arm around her waist. He stands there with her a moment and just lets her cry.”
Somehow, the night of the funeral, Jackie and other family members managed to celebrate John Jr.’s third birthday. After the party, Jackie and Bobby visited Jack’s graveside at Arlington National Cemetery. Followed by Secret Service agents, they approached the burial site slowly, Jackie supported by Bobby, who seemed to hold her up by her elbow. The two knelt by the grave and said a silent prayer. Then they walked away from Jack, though he would never be far from their hearts. A bouquet of lilies of the valley was left at his grave by his wife.
The day after the funeral Jackie stayed at the White House, dwelling on all that had occurred and writing emotional, heart-wrenching letters to those whose support meant so much. Also on her calender was a date for tea at 3 P.M. with Lady Bird Johnson in the private family sitting room on the second floor, called the West Hall.
“Lady Bird had that kind of warm, Southern hospitality and personality that Jackie needed at this time,” recalls Secret Service agent Joseph Paolella, who observed the two women from time to time. “She was nurturing during a time when Jackie was in such a state of shock. As a woman, she understood what Jackie was going through. In fact, I used to wonder how a guy like LBJ could get such a sweet wife, because he wasn’t a real nice guy.”
Liz Carpenter, Lady Bird Johnson’s press secretary, recalls, “People were always asking Lady Bird if she and Jackie were good friends. Lady Bird felt awkward about being so presumptuous as to say that they were, so she asked me to talk to Letitia Baldrige about it. ‘How should we answer the question?’ I asked. ‘Why, say yes, of course,’ Letitia told me. ‘She is a close friend, because Jackie doesn’t have many close friends. Definitely say yes.’ ”
In some ways Lady Bird thought of Jackie as a daughter and was always available to her for emotional support whenever she needed it. She saw a side of Jackie that most people wouldn’t have dreamed existed. For instance, it was known by all that the sophisticated and worldly Jackie “simply adored” (as she once put it) expensive jewels, but Lady Bird liked to tell of the adolescent enthusiasm Jackie would display when gifted with new pieces. For Christmas 1961, Lady Bird gave Jackie a black pearl ring. In her promptly written thank-you note on the day after the holiday, Jackie wrote that, in her view, the black pearl “was always the most romantic, exotic piece of jewelry!” Like a schoolgirl she gushed, “I never imagined that I would be fortunate enough to have such a jewel!”
Now, just two years later, such simple frivolity was the farthest thing from their minds. Both women were dressed in simple, black, knee-length dresses, Jackie in matching high heels and Lady Bird in more “sensible” shoes. Jackie wore no jewelry; her face seemed drained of all color. Looking painfully thin, she seemed barely able to walk without leaning against the furniture she would pass.
“You really don’t look well, dear,” Lady Bird told her.
“I don’t feel well, either,” Jackie said. “In fact, I never will again, Lady Bird. I’m sure of it.”
“Have you eaten?”
“Why should I bother?” Jackie answered. “Who cares what happens to me now?”
The new First Lady didn’t know what to say to her predecessor. She herself was suffering from persistent chills and insomnia, all the result of being so affected by JFK’s gruesome murder. For Lady Bird, it was as if the tragic images had been indelibly etched into her consciousness. For instance, immediately after the shooting, as she and Lyndon Johnson were being rushed into the hospital, Lady Bird took a quick look over her shoulder to see if she could find Jack. “I saw in the President’s car a bundle of pink, just like a drift of blossoms, lying on the backseat,” she recalled. “It was Mrs. Kennedy, lying over the President’s body.”
According to a family member of Lady Bird’s (who would speak only under a condition of anonymity as long as the former First Lady is alive), it was during the course of their tea together that afternoon that Jackie and Lady Bird had their first and only discussion about their husbands’ philandering, veiled as the topic was during their talk.
Like Jackie, Lady Bird also knew that her husband had mistresses over the years. (The competitive LBJ would become incensed when he would hear about Kennedy’s female “conquests.” He would bang his fist on the table and say, “Why I had more women by accident than he ever had by design.”)
According to what Lady Bird later told her relative, Jackie seemed as if she needed some confirmation that Jack truly loved her. “Know that our husbands have loved us greatly, Jackie, but in their own time and in their own way,” the older and more experienced woman told her.
“Why, I wonder, have we put up with so much?” Jackie wanted to know.
Grabbing Jackie by the hand, Lady Bird no doubt looked at her with warm, understanding eyes as she said, “Because we know that thing that only women like us can understand. Great men have great flaws.”
Then, while Lyndon met with Alliance for Progress members in the East Wing, Jackie and her successor walked through the White House discussing furniture and staff members. All the while, Jackie passed on helpful tips, patiently explained her work, and reminisced about her days there with Jack. Lady Bird was moved by Jackie’s passion for the place, and remembered “an element of steel and stamina somewhere within her to keep her going.”
The French chef was excellent, Jackie told Lady Bird, but the food he made was too rich. “Jack never likes those rich foods,” she said, reminding Lady Bird of JFK’s weak stomach. Lady Bird noticed that Jackie referred to her husband in the present tense.
As they walked into the Yellow Room—Jackie’s favorite, where the Cezannes were hanging—Lady Bird noticed a folded flag on the table, from the funeral. It was intended for Joseph Kennedy; Jackie would be bringing it to Jack’s father later in the week.
“Leaving here is the hardest thing for me to do,” Jackie told her.
“Please stay as long as you like,” Lady Bird told her. “We want you here for as long as you want to be here.”
Jackie asked Lady Bird if the White House school on the third floor—where Caroline and twenty other youngsters of White House employees attended kindergarten and the first grade—could stay open until the semester’s end. She said she didn’t want to disrupt Caroline’s education. After the semester, the school would be moved to the British Embassy. Lady Bird was happy to oblige.
“Don’t be frightened of this house,” Jackie told Lady Bird before they parted company. “Some of the happiest years of my marriage were spent here.”
After the new First Lady departed, Jackie sat down and wrote a long letter to Lyndon Johnson to thank him for his involvement in Jack’s funeral.
Jackie and Bobby had led a march from the White House to St. Matthew’s Cathedral, where the funeral service was held. President Johnson overruled the Secret Service’s wishes that he not participate in the march saying, “I’d rather give my life than be afraid to give it.” He walked behind the casket, and Jackie was moved by the gesture.
“Thank you for walking yesterday, behind Jack,” she wrote on blue onionskin paper on her first night in the White House alone, after the funeral. In the letter that, many years later, she agreed to have displayed in the Lyndon Johnson Library, she noted that she realized that Johnson had probably been surrounded by people who were concerned that he should take such a risk, and that she was grateful that he had been unmoved by their wishes.
Previously, on the night of the assassination, Johnson had written letters to John Jr. and Caroline, telling them of Jack’s importance to the country, and recognizing their deep, personal loss. In her own note to the new President, Jackie now mentioned how much Caroline and John Jr. “loved” LBJ, and said that she believed his letters to her children would have great sentimental value to them in the future.
“And most of all, Mr. President,” she continued, “thank you for the way you have always treated me. The way you and Lady Bird have always been to me before, when Jack was alive, and now, as President.”
Jackie then mentioned that she had gleaned from the history that she’d read since first going into the White House that the relationship between the President and vice-presidential families was often a strained one. She was grateful that, in her view, this had never been the case between the Kennedys and the Johnsons. She considered the four of them—herself, Jack, Lyndon, and Lady Bird—to be close friends, she wrote. Before signing off, Jackie Kennedy reiterated her admiration for Lady Bird Johnson, the new First Lady. In her estimation, she wrote, “I always thought… that Lady Bird should be First Lady,” and then she cited Mrs. Johnson’s dependability, loyalty, and eagerness to take on new challenges. “I love her very much,” Jackie concluded.
Wednesday, November 27, 1963—it was just three days after the funeral and tomorrow would be Thanksgiving. How could anyone think of being thankful at a time such as this?
“It was as if such a thing was unthinkable,” Joan Kennedy would say. “Thankful? For what? Jack was dead. There was nothing to be thankful for, or at least that’s how we felt.”
Ethel agreed. In an interview, she once remembered, “That was the worst Thanksgiving of all. We had always been a grateful family with so much to be thankful for, but that year it was impossible to find gratitude.”
Rose Kennedy had returned to the Hyannis Port compound two days after the funeral to be with Joe. Ted and Joan arrived shortly thereafter. Then Pat, Jean, the then-pregnant Eunice, and their husbands showed up. Somehow, they decided, they would have Thanksgiving dinner together, even though a darkness that was almost palpable seemed to envelope the entire household. It was as if Joseph and Rose’s home had been enfolded by a shroud of death.
Where there had once been optimism and hope, now there was hopelessness and despair. This kind of negativity seemed incongruous in the Kennedy home, a place where high spirits and “vig-ah” had always been the dominating forces, but things were different now. Jack was gone. The presidential flag, which was always illuminated by floodlights at night, was flying at half-mast in front of Joseph and Rose’s white clapboard home.
Inside, everyone was emotionally exhausted and seemed deflated. Joan remembered, “We wanted to pull it together, somehow. Ted tried to be jovial. People tried to laugh. The Kennedys always tried to rise above the worst of circumstances. I don’t know if it was healthy though. In fact, I think maybe it wasn’t. I know I had so many feelings bottled up, afraid to let them go, let them out, because I didn’t want to be the only blithering idiot in the bunch, you know?”
As the Kennedys tried to talk among themselves, the servants gossiped about the funeral in order to ease the tension. Chauffeur Frank Saunders marveled to Rita Dallas about the fact that Rose had worn the black dress she had been saving for Joseph’s funeral. “Not only did she expect him to die,” Frank said of Rose, his voice a hushed whisper, “she even bought the dress. How awful that she had to wear it for her son’s funeral.”
Bobby couldn’t manage to make it home for this holiday. He was so distraught that he took his family to Hobe Sound, Florida. Ethel was concerned because he would go for hours without speaking to her; rather, he would stare straight ahead and burst into tears unexpectedly. Ethel and Joan agreed that Bobby and Ted needed to spend more time together after these morbid holidays. “They’re all they have left now,” Ethel said, ignoring the fact that there were other family members, but perhaps referring to the fact that two Kennedy brothers were now gone, leaving only two more.
No one expected Jackie to be at the compound for this holiday, so when the telephone rang and Rose was told that Jackie had just landed at the airport, she couldn’t believe her ears. “Jackie’s here!” she exclaimed. “Oh my God! What will we say to her?”
The room became quiet as all the Kennedys silently wondered how they would ever be able to comfort Jackie and how she would react to them. She had been through an ordeal that was more than any of them could imagine, and that she still wanted to be with them for Thanksgiving dinner demonstrated her continued allegiance to the family.
“It’s family,” Ted reminded everyone. “She is family, still. Thank God she’s coming.”
Joan agreed. “Yes,” she said. “Thank God for that, at least.”
Kennedy intimate Chuck Spalding, who went to Harvard with Jack, sank into one of the comfortable stuffed chairs. “Oh, man,” he said, sighing. “Jesus Christ almighty.”
It was thought that Jackie would probably go straight to her and Jack’s home on Squaw Island and not be seen until Thursday, if even then.
But there was a knock on the door at about 8 P.M. Ted answered it. It was Jackie. She looked frail in tight black Capri slacks and a gray pullover sweater. Her hair was combed back behind her ears.
Jackie’s dark eyes widened when she saw Ted. “Oh, Teddy,” she said, her voice faltering. The two of them pressed each other close. Then Jackie turned and hugged Joan tightly.
“Joan,” she began. “I want to tell you everything. I must tell you…. It was awful, just awful…. We haven’t had a chance to talk…. In all of this time, we haven’t even had a single chance to talk.”
“No, you mustn’t say a single word about it,” Joan said, tears falling from her eyes. “You must try to forget it all now. Come in and sit down, now.”
“My heart went out to her, standing there, surrounded by people but still seeming so alone,” Joan once recalled. “I wanted to be there for her but I didn’t know how. I felt a desperation about it, an inadequacy, I guess. I felt that if the tables had been turned, Jackie would have known just what to do. And I wanted to kick myself because I didn’t.”
“Where’s Grandpa?” Jackie wanted to know. “I have to see him.”
Rose entered the room at that point and rushed over to Jackie, hugging her warmly. She suggested that Jackie not see Joe at that moment, perhaps feeling that Joseph was not strong enough to see her—or maybe even suspecting that Jackie would break into pieces at the sight of him. However, Jackie was adamant, so much so that she became upset when Rose, Ted, and Joan began to insist that she not see Joe.
“But I must,” she said, displaying a slight show of temper. “I’ll rest after I see Grandpa. Now, please!”
Eunice and Jean took Jackie by her arms and tried to guide her into the living room.
“You poor, poor dear, you must rest,” Eunice told her.
Jackie broke free, explaining that she had told Maud Shaw to take John Jr. and Caroline to her home specifically so that she could be alone with Joe. “And I’m going upstairs,” she said. “Enough of this.”
“The scene downstairs got so loud that Mr. Kennedy again motioned for me to find out what was actually happening,” said Rita Dallas who was upstairs with Joe during the fracas. “Reluctantly, I went out into the hall and stood there for a moment, trying to decide what I should do. Just then, the First Lady came running up the stairs, alone. I suppose I felt she would carry a horrible and visible mark of her tragedy, but there were no changes in her at first glance.”
Jackie ran down the hall toward the nurse, saying that she needed to see Joe. Jackie stood before Rita, holding a furled flag. She hugged the flag and, with tears in her eyes, she gave it to the nurse, telling her that her intention was for Joe to have the flag.
“It was Jack’s,” she said, explaining that she wanted Rita to give it to Joe after she was gone. “I can’t do it,” Jackie said. “I just can’t.”
Jackie and Rita then went into Joe’s room, and as Jackie approached Joe’s bed, Rita put the flag on the dresser, behind some papers and books. Jackie sat down on a footstool next to Joe, and took his hand.
“Jack is gone,” she told the old man, “and things will never be the same, Grandpa. Never.”
Caressing his deformed hand, Jackie asked Joe if he wanted to hear what had occurred. He nodded. She then unfolded the entire story, from the time she and Jack arrived in Dallas, through the grisly murder, all the way to the funeral. The telling of this story may have been therapeutic to her; Rita Dallas said that Jackie didn’t leave out a single, painful, even gruesome detail.
After she finished, Jackie kissed Joe on the forehead and explained that she was exhausted and needed to rest. Joe stared at the ceiling, tears in his eyes.
“You know how I feel,” Jackie said, “and how I’ll always feel. Don’t you?”
She squeezed his hand, pulled his covers up to his chin, and turned away. Then she left the room and walked down the hallway as Rita Dallas watched, “and I have never seen a woman who looked so alone,” said the nurse. (In the middle of the night, Joseph’s niece, Ann Gargan, decided to cover the old man with the flag. When he woke up and found that his dead son’s honorary flag was draped over him, Joseph screamed out so loudly the family thought he was having a seizure. It took hours to calm him down.)
When she got downstairs, Jackie hugged everyone warmly. As she stood talking to Rose and Joan, she noticed Jack’s favorite chair in its usual place in his mom’s home, a large bath towel wrapped around its ladder rungs so that they might ease the pain in his back. Jackie went over to the chair and touched it, gently. Then, her eyes brimming with tears, she left as quickly as possible.
Jackie spent the night at her home with her children and their nanny, Maud Shaw. The next day she did not emerge for Thanksgiving dinner. Instead, Maud Shaw arrived at Rose’s home with John Jr. and Caroline in tow, explaining that Jackie would not be coming. “She can’t bear it,” the nanny explained. “She is just much too distraught. She didn’t sleep a wink. Instead, she cried all night.”
After dinner, Joan drove to Jackie’s Squaw Island house with a plate of turkey, cranberries, stuffing, and sweet potatoes that had been fixed by Rose. A strong, cool wind blew in from Nantucket Sound; a roll of thunder signaled an approaching storm.
Ten Secret Service agents stood guard on Jackie’s property—the first time a President’s widow was given round-the-clock protection. There was a checkpoint set up at the bottom of the hill that led up to the house, which in itself was not unusual, as well as agents roaming the area. It still wasn’t known, after all, if Jack’s assassination had been a communist plot, or some other conspiracy, and whether or not the lives of Jackie and her children were in danger. After identifying herself to a guard who shone a blinding flashlight in her face, Joan was let through an opening in a barricade. She proceeded up the driveway, got out of the car, and walked to Jackie’s front door. She rang. She knocked. She rang again. But Jackie never answered the door.
The former First Lady spent Thanksgiving evening alone in a melancholy mood, writing letters and making telephone calls to people she felt particularly close to as a result of the tragedy. The murder of her husband would define a new Jackie in many ways, one of which would be the emergence of her true vulnerability. Prior to the assassination, most people really didn’t know what she was thinking. If she had problems—and she obviously did—she handled them in her solitude, in her own very discreet way. She wasn’t the type to whine, complain, or cry on the shoulders of friends and relatives during difficult times. But after the shock of Jack’s death, it was as if a reservoir holding back Jackie’s raw emotions was unleashed. From it came forth hurt, pain, and anguish, as well as feelings of love and appreciation. It was a different Jackie who would allow all of her friends to bear witness to her emotional turmoil.
To Nellie Connally, who was sitting in the front seat of the car that carried John and Jackie on that fateful day, she wrote, “The thing I’m glad about is that on that awful ride to the hospital we were two women who really loved their husbands, those two brave men.”
She telephoned the new President Johnson and Lady Bird.
“I’m so sad,” she told Lyndon. “But I’m here with all of Jack’s things. And it’s helping. In an odd way.”
LBJ asked if she planned to join the family for dinner.
“It’s best for me to be alone now,” she said.
The Johnsons were moved to hear from Jackie on this sad Thanksgiving. In a letter he wrote to her [on December 1], which he had delivered by messenger from the White House, LBJ would marvel at her strength.
“How could you possibly find that extra ounce of strength to call us Thanksgiving evening?” he asked her. “You have been magnificent and have won a warm place in the heart of history. I only wish things could be different,” he wrote. “That I didn’t have to be here. But the almighty has willed differently, and now Lady Bird and I need your help. You have for now and for always our warm, warm love.”
Although it seemed that Jack at times had treated Jackie callously during their marriage, it was by marrying this man that many of her dreams and ambitions came true. It was through her marriage to Jack that she became the woman she had always dreamed of being. In fact, it was as if by marrying, these two ambitious people coming together created one whole. With his political savvy and her class, style, and culture, they were the perfect match. Both had created images of themselves that they projected to the world, and those images would have impact on our culture even after both were gone. Without Jack, it was as if Jackie was only half a person, or at least that’s how it felt to her once she realized she had to face life alone.
Although in the years following Jack’s death, Jackie sometimes may have had a tendency to romanticize their relationship, she was always aware of his infidelities, particularly his affair with Marilyn Monroe. However, she had long before accepted this flaw as part of his character and continued to love him in spite of it. She knew only too well that she too had her flaws, and he had accepted her despite them.
With an eye on Jack’s place in history, Jackie granted an interview with writer Theodore White to put her relationship with her husband, and what they had achieved together, in a glowing, warm light. The journalist, who was working on a story about the assassination for Life magazine, was driven by limousine from New York to Hyannis Port the day after Thanksgiving. To White, she said she envisioned Jack as a little boy, reading about the Knights of the Round Table, reading Marlborough, molding himself into a great hero to whom, one hoped, other young boys would one day look for inspiration. She told White that she wished to “rescue” Jack’s memory from the “bitter people” who would one day write about him. Some skeptics would later feel that what she really wanted was to ensure that the inevitable revelations of Jack’s many secrets would seem sacrilegious upon their discovery, and that one way to do that would be to mythologize him. “Jack’s life had more to do with myth, magic, legend, saga, and story than with political theory or political science,” she added. She also told him that “men are such a combination of good and bad.”
Spinning a golden mythology, Jackie carefully laid out her Camelot tale to the rapt writer. To Jackie—as to many people back then and, certainly, to a lot more in years to come when this Camelot analogy took hold—the image of her husband was youth, glamour, vigor, and idealism personified. “I want to say this one thing,” she told White. “It’s been almost an obsession with me. All I keep thinking about is this line from a musical comedy. At night before we’d go to sleep, Jack liked to play some records. His back hurt, the floor was so cold, so I’d get out of bed at night and play it for him, when it was so cold. And the song he loved most came at the very end of this record, the last scene of Camelot. Sad Camelot. ‘Don’t let it be forgot, that once there was a spot, for one brief shining moment that was known as Camelot.’ ”
Jack did enjoy the original cast recording of Alan Jay Lerner and Frederick Loewe’s show. (Starring Richard Burton as King Arthur and Julie Andrews as Guenevere, the Broadway show Camelot opened at the Majestic Theater on December 3, 1960, about a month after Jack was elected. The reviewer for the Wall Street Journal said that costar Robert Goulet as Lancelot had a “Kennedy-like mop of hair.”) Jack had gone to prep school and college with lyricist Alan Jay Lerner, and Jackie thought it would be interesting if her husband had the opportunity to meet composer Frederick Loewe. So she invited Loewe to the White House for an informal dinner. After the meal, and much to Jackie’s delight, Loewe sat at the piano and played selections from his and Lerner’s shows My Fair Lady, Gigi, Brigadoon, Paint Your Wagon, and, finally, at Jack’s special request, Camelot.
“There’ll never be another Camelot again,” Jackie told White, wistfully. Her choice for an analogy was actually a good one, for the Camelot story is a fable about how idealism and right can endure in spite of human frailty and envy, even after the flawed heroes of the story are destroyed. White didn’t mind Jackie’s wanting him to incorporate the Camelot analogy in his story, considering what she’d been through. However, during a telephone call White placed to the Life magazine editorial offices, the editors balked at what they saw as a trivialization of presidential history. Jackie stood her ground, though, and insisted that the Camelot references remain. “So the epitaph of the Kennedy administration became Camelot,” Theodore White would write, “a magic moment in American history when gallant men danced with beautiful women, when great deeds were done, when artists, writers and poets met at the White House, and the barbarians behind the walls were held back.”
The Camelot mystique would actually live on long after Jack’s death. In fact, the romantic notion of Camelot would go on to encompass the full Kennedy experience in the 1960s, the family’s greatest time of power and influence—and high drama—when it seemed that every waking moment of those who were a part of the house of Kennedy was of the most potent interest to the world at large.
In the midst of all the postassassination turmoil in her life, Jackie Kennedy had gone ahead with plans for the birthday parties of her children. Since they were born in the same week three years apart, it was decided that it would be easier to combine their celebrations. John’s earlier party (the evening of the funeral) had been marked by so much sadness that Jackie thought it only fair for him to have another with his sister. Concentrating on the planning of such a party would be a much-needed distraction for Jackie, but more important, she wanted the children to be as happy as possible during this dark time. Already the loss of their father had robbed them of so much; both children were emotionally devastated, reacting to the news in their own way.
At the direction of Jackie’s mother, Maud Shaw was given the unhappy and difficult task of telling the children that their father had died. It was feared that they would hear the news from elsewhere before Jackie’s return from Dallas if Shaw didn’t act quickly.
“I can’t help crying, Caroline, because I have some very sad news to tell you,” the nanny began. “Your father has gone to look after Patrick. Patrick was so lonely in heaven. He didn’t know anyone there. Now he has the best friend anyone could have.”
On hearing the news, Caroline cried so violently that the nanny feared she might choke. Later when Shaw told John Jr. that his father had gone to heaven, the uncomprehending three-year-old asked, “Did he take his big plane with him?”
Shaw couldn’t help smiling. “Yes, John,” she replied. “He probably did.”
“I wonder when he’s coming back,” the bewildered child then asked.
The party was held in the kindergarten that Jackie had instituted in the White House solarium for her daughter and her friends. “The first year, it had been a cooperative nursery school with mothers, and Mrs. Kennedy included, taking turns as teacher,” recalled Jackie’s secretary, Pam Turnure, of Jackie’s “schoolhouse.” “Their school life would be integrated into what was going on in the White House. If there was going to be a ceremony on the lawn, then part of the day’s activities would be to watch from the balcony.”
John and Caroline had eight childhood friends each—including a few of their cousins—seated at two tables, with two separate birthday cakes.
Jackie showed up at the noisy little affair dressed simply in a black cocktail dress, without jewelry. She appeared thinner, her shoulders, though, seemed somehow broader.
Maud Shaw remembered: “She still looked pale and drawn, but smiled for the first time since the tragedy hit her. She chuckled aloud when John took a huge breath to blow out his three candles, but the sadness was still heavy in her eyes.”
Later, Ethel, just back from her trip with Bobby, stopped by the party to give each child a wrapped gift and to pick up two of her children who were in attendance. In spite of Jackie’s smile, Ethel immediately recognized the pain on her face, so clearly visible in the newly etched lines on her forehead. With some trepidation, Ethel approached her.
There had obviously always been a certain uneasiness between the two Kennedy wives. The boisterous, wisecracking Ethel had watched Jackie follow her in marriage into the family, and stood aside as she was eclipsed by the reserved and elegant younger woman. But Ethel saw her now not as a woman to envy but rather as one to pity because of the tragic turn of events in her life. In years gone by, Ethel had been stoic in her reaction to tragedy. Jackie recalled that even when her parents were killed, she seemed unaffected, until Jackie made a point of telling her how sorry she was for her loss. But the enormity of the tragedy that had befallen the Kennedy family was enough to break even the unflappable Ethel.
“Oh, Jackie, I don’t know what to say to you,” Ethel emotionally told her, in front of Maud Shaw and the others, including the kindergarten teacher, Jacqueline Hirsh. “I just wish I knew what to say, or how to help you. You know that Jack is with God, don’t you?”
Ethel realized that Jackie didn’t have her faith. Jackie was a Roman Catholic who felt that religion was really at its best with rituals. She had gone to confession after Jack’s murder, but didn’t know what to confess. All she wanted to know from the priest was why God would have done “something so terrible as to take my husband from me.” Perhaps Ethel asked that question because she was at a loss for anything else to say that might bring her grieving sister-in-law some comfort.
“I know,” Jackie murmured back. She smiled genuinely at the other Mrs. Kennedy, visibly touched that Ethel would want to pass on to her the one thing that had never failed to help her through her own troubles—her unwavering faith. She told Ethel that they would “always be family,” even if they did have their differences.
Upon hearing Jackie’s reaffirmation of familial ties, Ethel let loose a torrent of words and tears so uncharacteristic of her it stunned everyone in the room. It was all “too terrible,” she cried. She didn’t know how she was going to go on with her life, and feared that Bobby couldn’t go on, either. “Everything has changed,” she said.
Ethel allowed herself to go on for several minutes before taking a deep breath of resolve. “But we just have to be strong, Jackie. We have no choice but to be strong, do we?”
Jackie nodded. “For them,” she agreed, motioning toward the table of laughing tots.
The two women embraced, with Ethel burying her head in Jackie’s shoulder. Then she fled from the room, so upset that she forgot to take her two children with her.
Jackie, left alone in the corner, began to cry. She looked around for her purse, but before long Maud Shaw approached with a handkerchief. “I was doing fine until Ethel came,” Jackie said with an embarrassed smile. “Now look at me. What a sight.” Both women began laughing.
After Ethel left, Joan arrived with Eunice and Pat. Eunice and Pat immediately walked over to Jackie, who was still sitting at the table alone, and began talking quietly with her. Joan, however, stood in a corner watching her children Kara, four, and Teddy Jr., two, who were playing with the other children.
When Jackie noticed Joan standing awkwardly alone, she excused herself from Pat and Eunice and went to her. The two embraced and, almost immediately, Joan began to sob. Jackie, who had just been through her own crying jag following Ethel’s, appeared strong and tearless.
“It’s all right, Joan,” Jackie whispered. “Let it all out. Let every bit of it out.”
Then, still embracing her sister-in-law, Jackie gently patted Joan on the back as Joan cried softly.
After the funeral for John Fitzgerald Kennedy, while the nation continued to mourn its slain President, the government began to resume its normal operations. It had been the idea of Secretary of State Dean Rusk and Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara to move Johnson into the Oval Office quickly in order to get down to the business of running the country. However, Bobby asked LBJ to stay out of the Oval Office until at least three days after the funeral. “And there was Jack’s rocking chair,” Ethel later recalled ruefully, “upside down in the hallway, ready to be moved out.”
Jackie had no interest in any of the inner-office workings of the Presidency at this time. In the months following the tragedy, her moods swung wildly from anger to hopelessness to resolve and back to anger. Whereas she once chose her words with care, now they tumbled out indiscriminately. “I never had or wanted a life of my own,” Jackie said publicly at the time, a statement that really was not true but did demonstrate her level of confusion.
She had grown so accustomed to being First Lady that having to relinquish that life so unexpectedly left Jackie feeling utterly lost and without direction. Always a contemplative person, though, she instinctively knew that she had to get a grip on herself and think about her future, if only for the sake of her children. But in the silence of her heart, she must have also realized that her life as a president’s wife had left her unprepared for her desolate existence as his widow and single mother of his children. Also, the tremendous guilt she felt at having lived through the Dallas experience, while her husband died, was almost overwhelming.
“Why, oh why, did I survive?” she asked Kenny O’Donnell. “Why Jack instead of me? Why wasn’t I killed?”
As Jackie Kennedy struggled with memories of her husband’s brutal murder, she worried she would now be doomed to spend her life in the public eye as a living, perpetual reminder of the nightmare—a tragic symbol of a nation’s inconsolable grief. She might have been able to accept that fate, but would her children ever be able to exist with such a shroud of death over their lives? Jackie wanted them to have as normal a life as possible, and she would do what she could to shield them from public scrutiny and curiosity, yet she knew that circumstances would probably make this an impossible task. “Everywhere I go, I am his wife,” she said. “With his kids. Seeing us in person somehow brings him back to life for them.”
While John was too young to fully comprehend what had happened in Dallas—he just knew that Daddy was “in heaven”—six-year-old Caroline not only understood it fully but was also deeply affected by it. She would vehemently spit out the word “assassinated” with great, and very adult, anger. Whereas she was once a happy, carefree, and precocious child, Caroline became withdrawn, sullen, and troubled in the weeks after her father’s murder. Jackie, horrified to find her daughter walking about with her fists clenched, decided to consult Erik Erikson, a celebrated child psychoanalyst and author of the then-popular book Childhood and Society.
After the scholarly, gray-haired Erikson, a Harvard professor, counseled the two children on several occasions, Jackie was happy with their progress. It would take years, though, for Caroline to accept the fact that her father had been senselessly murdered.
So distraught was Jackie at this time that she actually considered giving John Jr. and Caroline to Bobby and Ethel to raise for a short time. What kind of mother could she be, she reasoned, under the circumstances? She couldn’t even care for her own emotional needs, she reasoned, how would she care for her children’s? She felt inadequate as a parent. The thought that she would probably be alone for many years to come made her feel even more helpless and desperate.
It had actually been specified in Jackie’s 1960 will that if anything happened to her and Jack, their children should be raised by Joan and Ted (further testimony of Jackie’s strong feelings for Joan because she certainly didn’t seem to have much of a rapport with Ted at this time). However, after the President’s assassination Jackie perhaps realized that Joan was in no shape to care for Caroline and John Jr., even if just for a short time.
Jackie and Ethel had a number of conversations about the possibility of John Jr. and Caroline moving into Hickory Hill, if only for a year. After that time, if she was able to do so, Jackie would take her children back and they would attempt to start a new life together without Jack. But then Jackie changed her mind.
The reality of the chaos that was Hickory Hill—no order, no discipline, a lot of people coming and going, children screaming and hollering from morning to night—came flooding back to her. She had never felt comfortable with the way Ethel reared her family, a rowdy fend-for-yourself kind of environment. In the end, with Jackie’s unyielding sense of propriety, she could not envision her children being raised at Hickory Hill as part of what she viewed as practically a platoon from a guerrilla army.
Besides, she now saw herself as the chief protector of what used to be called “the sanctity of the home.” After carefully considering the idea, she realized it was unthinkable to give her children away, even for a year. She loved them too much.
Of course, Jackie Kennedy wasn’t the only one torn apart by the President’s assassination. Jack had been the center of the family, adored by everyone. His career had been their life’s work. Now that he was gone, none of the Kennedys—sisters-in-law Ethel and Joan included—would ever be the same. As well as the overwhelming sense of grief they felt, for they loved Jack dearly, there was also an aching for something they all knew they would miss: the joy of the White House experience in the way Jack and Jackie had created it. They might try to have joy in the future—and they would have plenty of good times elsewhere—but it would never be exactly the same as it was during the Kennedy administration. Jack and Jackie had been at the center of a crazy, golden time for everyone. But it was behind them now. As a result, the family’s infrastructure was knocked off-kilter. Joan’s and Ethel’s husbands, Jack’s brothers Ted and Bobby, found themselves trapped in their own private hells because of their older brother’s murder, and their wives were powerless to assist them in any way.
Ted’s deep sorrow seemed to find its outlet in promiscuity. More than ever, he also found solace in the bottle, drowning his misery in alcohol.
Unfortunately, Joan’s grief also plummeted her into a deep, dark depression. She had great affection for Jack and could not comprehend such violence. She was also concerned about Jackie, her niece Caroline, and nephew John Jr. Soon she also found herself relying on alcohol to get through her long days and endless nights. Kennedy intimates were concerned that Joan often seemed to be a bit dazed at social gatherings—even those during the day—and whisperings began to be heard that she was drinking too much. “It was true,” said her good friend John Braden. “I do believe that the assassination pushed Joan over the edge in terms of her drinking. That was the turning point. Ted became more difficult, she was wracked with grief and sorrow, and she began to drink.”
While there was enough suffering to go around, perhaps nobody felt the agony as deeply as Bobby Kennedy. He feared that one of his campaigns—whether against organized crime, union racketeers, Castro, or other dark forces—had brought about the assassination by retaliation. “I thought they would get one of us,” Bobby had said on the afternoon of the assassination. “But I thought it would be me.”
Bobby’s aide, John Seigenthaler, recalled that his emotional torment was so deep that he took on the look of a man in physical pain, “almost as if he were on the rack or that he had a toothache or that he had a heart attack… it was pain and it showed itself as being pain.”
“He was virtually nonfunctioning,” said Pierre Salinger. “He would walk for hours by himself.”
Jackie’s cousin, John Davis, concurs. “On the day of the funeral, I had never seen such a destroyed man in my entire life as Bobby Kennedy. He could hardly hold out his hand to shake another.”
Ethel didn’t know how to deal with Bobby as the silent, brooding, and moody man he had become since Dallas and, as she would always do in times of crisis, she decided to rely on God to get her and her husband through this time. “If he only prayed more,” she said of Bobby, “he would find solace in God’s healing power.”
Ethel did what she could. On a trip to New York, she would take him to see Hello Dolly! in hopes of cheering him up. “That did more for Bobby than anything else,” she would tell writer Bill Davidson. “As he entered the theater, the sophisticated, blasé New York audience rose to its feet and applauded. The only other time I ever saw an audience do that was when Jack Kennedy went to the theater. I try to expose Bobby to that sort of thing as much as possible, but it doesn’t always work.”
It’s interesting that Ethel would choose to have Bobby bask in public attention as a way to help him get over his grief. When he was with his sister-in-law Jackie, it was a different story. Jackie was more contemplative, shunning the public eye and encouraging Bobby to do the same thing. She and Bobby were in perfect understanding about their mutual torment and how they wanted to deal with it. As a result, the two reached out to each other for comfort and formed a special bond during this dark time. Jackie shared the loss of Jack with his brother, and he with her, in a way that didn’t involve Ethel. Bobby would often visit Jackie at her Georgetown home, and the two would sit in front of her drawing room fireplace, reading poetry, sharing tears, and feeling their mutual pain and sense of loneliness. Together they would visit Jack’s grave, leave flowers, and weep. He was beginning to fill a role as substitute father for Jackie’s children as well.
At Easter that year, Jackie and her children vacationed in Stowe, Vermont, with Bobby.
“It was on that trip, I believe, that Bobby suggested Jackie leave Washington,” said Kennedy intimate Chuck Spalding. “He felt that she was unhappy in that Georgetown fishbowl, and that she would be better off in New York. She could get lost in the city, he told her. She would find a measure of privacy there. She took his advice.
“At this time, she was concerned about her financial future. The public assumed she was rich, but she was far from it. Jack had left her about $70,000 in cash, plus all of his personal effects. There was also the interest income from two trusts, which I believe were valued at something like ten million. In all, she would have about $200,000 a year to live on. For Jackie, that wasn’t much. Bobby was trying to arrange for her to receive roughly $50,000 a year from the Kennedys, but the whole thing was absurd. Jackie on a budget?”
A few weeks later, while house-hunting in New York, Jackie, Ethel, Bobby, Nancy Tuckerman (Jackie’s good friend and secretary), and a large group of friends enjoyed dinner at Le Pavilion, an elegant Manhattan restaurant. The evening began with champagne, served as an aperitif, and with the first course, caviar with dry toast. The main course was navarin d’agneau (lamb stew), with which a red wine was served. Dessert was a chocolat soufflé, followed by café filtre, and then more champagne. The subject of Jackie’s future came up.
“Well, I need to do something,” she reasoned as she held her cup of café filtre, her pinkie finger extended delicately. “The Kennedys aren’t going to support me forever. I have to face facts. But what can I do? Get a job? Me?”
Everybody laughed, knowing a good joke when they heard one.
As it would happen, it would be for her children that Jackie Kennedy would force herself to go on after Jack. “There’s only one thing I can do now,” she told Pierre Salinger, “save my children. They’ve got to grow up without thinking back at their father’s murder. They’ve got to grow up intelligently, attuned to life in a very important way. And that’s the way I want to live my life, too.”
The first order of business, though, would be for her to move out of the White House, a prospect that was difficult in some respects, easy in others. She had spent so much time and energy redecorating the presidential quarters and had taken such pride in what she’d done that to abandon it now was not an easy thing for Jackie. On the other hand, everywhere she looked she was reminded of her husband. For that reason alone, she couldn’t wait to leave.
The Johnsons graciously offered to allow her to stay for as long as she wished. Jackie felt it important to move on with her life quickly, yet it was also true that, as she said, “I really have no place to go.” So even after Johnson took possession of the Oval Office, Jackie and the children continued to live in the family quarters. “What? You’re the President now,” the former President Harry Truman told Johnson when he heard that Jackie was still living in the White House. “Clear that bunch out of there and move your people in.”
One afternoon, Jackie met with Ethel, Joan, Eunice, Pat, and three other Kennedy intimates for tea at the White House. As they chatted, Ethel offered Hickory Hill as a temporary residence for the former First Lady and her children. Jackie didn’t want to offend her sister-in-law, but she had already made the decision that she didn’t want her children to be raised there, and she was certain she didn’t want to live there herself.
“But why?” Ethel wanted to know. “We have plenty of room.”
“With ten children?” Jackie asked, her tone buoyant. Perhaps she hoped to keep the mood light.
“Oh, I’ll make you so comfortable,” Ethel promised, pushing forward in a determined manner. “And Bobby will love it, just wait and see.”
Suddenly, Ethel became excited by the prospect. She began rattling off all the “wonderful things” she and Jackie would do together, “just like sisters.” She said that Jackie could stay at Hickory Hill for as long as she wished, and that this would afford the two of them the opportunity to know and understand one another. “It’s been a terrible time,” Ethel told her. “Let me take care of you. You can sleep all day.”
The other ladies present didn’t say a word. They all realized from the frozen expression on Jackie’s face that she did not want to stay at Hickory Hill. “Well, maybe Jackie would prefer her privacy right now,” Joan said carefully, perhaps trying to rescue Jackie.
“Oh, Joan, only you would think a person who’d just been through what Jackie went through would want her solitude,” Ethel snapped at her. “That’s nuts.” Ethel continued, saying that in her view Jackie needed people to surround and comfort her during this difficult time. “Lots and lots of ’em,” Ethel said.
Observers say that Joan was quickly defeated. She sank into her chair, a stillness over her face.
“I absolutely do not,” Jackie said, trying to put a finish to this discussion. “Not ever. No offense, Ethel. But I need my privacy,” she explained. She further elaborated that her friends, Mr. and Mrs. Averell Harriman (he had been Jack’s patrician Undersecretary of State), had offered Jackie their three-story, eleven-room colonial-style brick home at 3038 N Street in Georgetown until she could find more permanent quarters. Jackie intended to move in by the end of the first week in December, she said, and the Harrimans would move temporarily into the Georgetown Inn.
“You just don’t like me very much, do you, Jackie?” Ethel suddenly asked. It was a question that seemed to have come from nowhere.
“Jackie’s eyes opened wide,” said a Kennedy intimate who was present at the tea. “From the expression on her face, you could see that she was surprised. Ethel truly did want Jackie to stay at Hickory Hill in the hope that it would somehow help her, and she was hurt when Jackie wouldn’t even consider her proposal. One could also see that Jackie was getting angry by the way Ethel was pushing.”
“Why, Ethel, how can you say that?” Jackie asked, truly concerned.
“Because it’s true,” Ethel responded, sadly. Looking deeply wounded, she observed that if the two women hadn’t married brothers, they wouldn’t be interested in even knowing one another. They would have nothing in common, and probably wouldn’t even tolerate one another. “And you know that’s true, Jackie,” Ethel concluded. She then rose, turned and walked out of the room leaving Jackie, Joan, Eunice, and the others with their mouths agape.
“You know something?” Jackie said, suddenly seething. “I have so much on my mind right now with everything going on. How dare she?”
“Yes,” Joan said softly. “How dare she?”
Perhaps Joan was looking for a moment of agreement with Jackie. But Jackie was too angry to make Joan feel a part of things. “Ladies, please excuse me,” the former First Lady said as she got up to leave.
It was clear from the outset that the Presidency under Lyndon Johnson and Lady Bird would return American politics to a style to which the country had once been accustomed—sober and staid, without the youth, vigor, and allure of the Kennedys. Even though she knew that the house on Pennsylvania Avenue would now probably take on an air of the “Old Americana” background of its present occupants rather than reflecting her own more cosmopolitan ways, Jackie still hoped that the Johnsons would at least finish the refurbishing work she had started. She was almost done with her “project” at the time of Jack’s death, but there were still a few tasks left incomplete. During a lengthy telephone conversation with Lady Bird, Jackie was relieved to find that the new First Lady did want to continue with the restoration. In fact, Mrs. Johnson said she would not only establish a permanent Committee for the Preservation of the White House, of which Jackie would become a member, but would also expand the notion to the beautification of all of Washington as well. Jackie was thrilled. (Lady Bird would also, during her husband’s administration, pioneer concern for the environment.)
From her home in Hyannis Port, Jackie wrote Lady Bird an eightpage letter about her hopes for the White House. “Maybe I will be remembered as the person who restored the White House, but you will be remembered as the one who preserved it, and made sure for all time it would be cared for,” she wrote. She added that she had often feared that “the next President’s wife [would] scrap the whole thing as she was sick to death of hearing about Jacqueline Kennedy.”
Jackie further told Lady Bird not to worry about saving the group of donors and advisers known as the Fine Arts Committee, explaining that it was really just a group of her friends and acquaintances that she thought could be persuaded into giving valuable donations to the White House if she organized them into a committee they would find prestigious. She said that they had only had about two meetings anyway and that she had really done “all the work myself,” along with whichever member had a special interest in the particular project she was undertaking. “I can’t stand ladies’ committee meetings,” she explained. “They never accomplish anything.”
Always one to encourage a sense of appropriateness, Jackie suggested that Lady Bird write a letter to all of the committee members showing her appreciation for their participation up until that point. Also (“MOST IMPORTANT”), she advised her to write to the head of the White House Historical Association and praise the members for their work. She suggested that Lady Bird remind them that a curator (such as Jim Ketchum—upon whom Jackie said Lady Bird could rely completely) should always be in residence in order to know which pictures need repairing, which pieces of furniture have been damaged, “and which ashtray has been stolen by a tourist!”
In her very detailed letter, she then provided a list of the members of the association and their duties. She also reminded Lady Bird that the curator of the White House is hired and paid for by the Smithsonian Institute, which should never change, she suggested, lest some future First Lady appoint as curator her “Aunt Nellie who ran a curio shop,” which she feared could be “a disaster.”
In closing her letter, Jackie mentioned that she would be leaving the White House for the Harrimans’ at lunchtime on Friday, December 6, and she asked Lady Bird not to fear—she would be sure not to move out on Pearl Harbor Day. (Fretting how it would be viewed historically, Lady Bird did not want Jackie moving out of the White House on Pearl Harbor Day.)
“Well,” Jackie concluded in a letter that still tugs at the reader’s heart strings, “Jack and I did a lot in 2 years, 10 months and 2 days—so I can surely move out for you in 4½ days.”
“Hell yeah, me and Miz Kennedy are close friends,” Lyndon Johnson said as four female reporters took notes. “She and I have a special relationship. She picks up the phone, calls me up, talks. You know? Poor thing. We’re like this,” Johnson said, crossing his middle finger over his index finger. He was vibrant and excited, his whole being seemingly charged with adrenaline at the thought of Jackie.
It was the evening of December 23, 1963—a month after the assassination—and the new President had just enjoyed a libation or two at the White House Christmas party. Now he was sitting back in an upholstered chair in the Cabinet Room with four reporters and, at least from all evidence, showing off. He snapped his fingers; an idea had come into his head. “Let me just call Miz Kennedy right now,” he offered. After pushing a button to activate the speakerphone on a desk, he dialed Jackie’s number. As it rang, he put his index finger to his mouth, warning the women to “hush up.” Meanwhile, a dictabelt (an early means of recording telephone conversations) would document the entire conversation.
Unbeknownst to Jackie Kennedy, the day after he took office as President, LBJ had instructed his secretary, Marie Fehmer, to be sure that all his White House phone calls were recorded. Lyndon Johnson would become the only President in history to record his telephone conversations throughout his Presidency—without the permission of anyone on the other end of the line. (Those recordings were then stored after his death in the Johnson archives in his home state of Texas.)
“You’re so nice to call me, Mr. President,” Jackie said when she picked up. “You must be out of your mind with work piled up.”*
“I have a few things to do,” he told her, “but not anything that I enjoy more than what I’m doing now.” He took a look around at the wide-eyed expressions on the women’s faces; no one had heard a word from Jackie—probably the most popular woman in the country—since the funeral. He smiled to himself.
“You’re nice,” Jackie said.
“I just wish all of you a Merry Christmas, and I wish there was something I could do to make it happier for you.”
“You’ve done everything you could,” Jackie said, “and thank you so much.”
“Do you know how much we love you?”
“Oh, well,” Jackie said, unsure of how to answer him. “You’re awfully nice.”
“You don’t know?” Johnson said, pushing. The reporters took feverish notes.
“No, I don’t,” Jackie answered, sounding extremely uncomfortable. “Well, yes, I do,” she said, changing her mind.
“All hundred and eighty million love you, dear,” he said.
“Oh, thanks, Mr. President.”
“I’ll see you after Christmas, I hope,” he continued. “If you ever come back here again and don’t come to see me, why there’s going to be trouble,” he added. “You don’t realize I have the FBI at my disposal, do you?”
“I promise. I will,” Jackie said, unconvincingly.
“I’m gonna send for you if you don’t come by,” LBJ told her, “and someday they’re [the FBI] gonna create a traffic jam up there in Georgetown. You have a good Christmas, dear.”
“Thank you, the same to you,” Jackie answered.
“Good night.”
“Good night, Mr…..” he cut her off before she could finish. Johnson turned to the impressed reporters. “What’d I tell you,” he said of the former First Lady. “Like this,” he concluded, again crossing his fingers.
While he genuinely seemed to care about the former First Lady, Johnson recognized Jackie’s political influence, and her easy, almost homespun, sense of diplomacy. Her poll numbers, he kept reminding everyone, had been higher than her husband’s at the time of Jack’s death. With Jackie as his chief supporter, he believed that Americans would more readily accept his role of leadership, which had been foisted upon them in the most tragic of circumstances. Also, he needed a friendly conduit to the Kennedy infrastructure, someone he could have in his corner to help sway Bobby.
Still, Johnson resented Bobby, was always convinced that Bobby had attempted to sabotage his nomination for the Vice Presidency in 1960, and felt that the defiant younger Kennedy brother had no respect for his knowledge and experience. For his part, Bobby was revolted by Johnson’s personality and style, and his lack of “refinement.” He also didn’t like LBJ’s politics. Somehow, though, they managed a working relationship, but—as historians have demonstrated in books about their tenuous alliance before and after Jack’s death—it was not easy.
A bit more than a week after the murder in Dallas, on the afternoon of December 2, 1963, LBJ spoke to Jackie, whom he called “Sweetie,” and told her, “You just come over and put your arm around me. That’s all you do. And when you haven’t got anything else to do, let’s take a walk. Let’s walk around the backyard, and let me just tell you how much you mean to all of us, and how we can carry on if you give us a little strength.”
Jackie liked Johnson personally but had never really gotten over his 1960 primary challenge to Jack. When historian and Kennedy insider Arthur Schlesinger once mentioned to her Johnson’s “mild personal thrusts” at Jack, Jackie lashed out at him, “Were they mild? Didn’t he say his father had been a Nazi? And having Connally talk about Jack’s Addison’s disease? They were not mild.”
Also, Jackie was always a bit uneasy about Johnson’s flirtatious manner toward her. However, because she understood that it was his nature—some have called it a Southern trait—to forge an extremely familiar relationship with the people in his life, she was not offended by it as has been previously reported. “To say ‘honey,’ or ‘sweetie’ or ‘darling,’ well, that was just LBJ’s way of expressing himself, of expressing concern,” says George Christian, who was press secretary to Johnson from 1966 to 1969. “Of course, he was not flirting. He liked to tease.” However, probably because of her own more formal upbringing, Jackie did not know how to respond to LBJ’s informal personality and would, at a loss, just dissolve into giggles.
Jackie thanked Johnson for a letter of support he had sent her earlier in the week. “I know how rare a letter is in a President’s handwriting,” she said, her voice cracking as if on the verge of tears. “Do you know that I’ve got more in your handwriting than I do in Jack’s now?”
Johnson reminded her that he was depending on her for emotional support. “You got the President relying on you,” he said. “And this is not the first one you had. They’re not many women, you know, running around with a good many Presidents. So you got the biggest job of your life.”
Jackie had to laugh. “She ran around with two Presidents, that’s what they’ll say about me,” she joked. “Okay. Anytime.”
“Good-bye, darling,” he said to her. He asked her to “do come by,” before signing off. She said she would.
When Jackie finally left the White House permanently on December 6—accompanied not only by Clint Hill and two other Secret Service agents but also, at LBJ’s direction, by two Navy stewards—she didn’t say good-bye to anyone, explaining later that she “couldn’t bear the scene.” Rather, she left a simple, handwritten card for Lady Bird in her bedroom that read: “I wish you a happy arrival in your new home, Lady Bird. Remember, you will be happy here.” She signed it, “Love, Jackie.”
The next day, Jackie and the President spoke about the Johnsons’ move into the White House. That evening, December 7, would mark the first that the new President and his wife would spend in their new home. When LBJ admitted that he was “afraid,” Jackie noted that “it’s worst on your first night… the rooms are all so big, you’ll get lost.”
“Darling, you know what I said to Congress,” Johnson told her, chuckling nervously, “I’d give anything in the world if I wasn’t here today.”
Johnson asked her when she was “going to come back and see me,” as he did every time they spoke. “Someday I will,” she promised, half-heartedly. But when he pushed her for a specific date, she tried to return to the subject of the Johnsons’ first night at the White House. “Anyway,” she said, “take a sleeping pill.” But, pushing for that photo opportunity with the most famous woman in America, Johnson insisted that he would sleep so much better if she would just promise to visit him. “Please come,” he pleaded, “and let me walk down to the seesaw with you, like old times.” When Jackie agreed, he seemed almost giddy. “Okay, darling. Give Caroline and John Jr. a hug for me. Tell them I’d like to be their daddy.”
Ten days later, on December 17, Jackie would visit the White House for the last time. The occasion was a Christmas play performed by Caroline’s class, which would be meeting there until the end of the year. Jackie said that she planned to call on Johnson, but realized from reading the newspaper that day that he was in New York to address the United Nations. In a letter to him, she wrote that she felt “so stupid” to have forgotten and would, instead, see him after the holidays as he had suggested.
Four days before Christmas, on December 21, 1963, LBJ called Jackie again. “I love you,” he began. “Aren’t you sweet?” she said, her voice sounding demure, but somewhat exhausted. Johnson joked that he was angry with her for leaving “without coming by and hugging me and telling me good-bye,” and that he should have her “arrested.” Then Jackie and Lady Bird spoke for a few moments before LBJ took the phone and went back to the business of getting Jackie to agree to visit the White House. He told the former First Lady that he would “spank” her if she didn’t “come by.” Jackie promised that “As soon as you get back [from Texas for the holiday], I’ll come and get a vitamin B shot from Dr. [Janet] Travell, and see you.”
So by the time LBJ telephoned Jackie two days before Christmas, she knew what he wanted: for her to visit the White House. What she didn’t know was that he was trying to prove to four reporters that he and Jackie were “like this.”
An hour after LBJ’s Christmas call to Jackie, her secretary Nancy Tuckerman received a telephone call from a fact checker at the Associated Press. It seemed that AP reporter Francis Lewin, one of the reporters present in the Cabinet Room during the call, intended to file a story about it. Would Jackie like to comment?
“You must be joking,” Jackie exclaimed when Tuckerman told her about the story. “But how did they even know that the President called me?” When she was told that there were reporters listening on the speakerphone during the conversation, she was angry. “I think that’s going just a bit far,” Jackie told Nancy Tuckerman. “I don’t like it at all. I think you should talk to Pierre [Salinger] about this. Tell him I’m very angry.”
Before Tuckerman had an opportunity to call Salinger, Bobby had already done so. “Look, he’s using Jackie,” Bobby said. “Tell him we know it, and we want him to fucking stop it.”
Salinger telephoned the President and, during another conversation recorded by Johnson, carefully asked if there had been newspaperwomen present during the time Johnson made his Christmas call to Jackie. Sounding defensive, LBJ confessed that there had been, and added he had cautioned the reporters to report only that he had talked to the former First Lady, and nothing more about their conversation, “because I didn’t want a private conversation to be recorded.” (Mean-while, Johnson had not only recorded Jackie, but was also surreptitiously recording his conversation with Salinger.)
“I see nothing wrong with the President calling Miz Kennedy and the children and wishing them a Merry Christmas,” Johnson told Salinger, his tone testy. “I want to be as nice and affectionate and considerate and thoughtful of Miz Kennedy as I can during these days. I just think that’s good politics.”
The Kennedy Camp on LBJ: “A Blight on the New Frontier”
In early January 1964, Ethel Kennedy telephoned Jackie to ask if she would have lunch with her and Bobby at Hickory Hill. She explained that she had something important to discuss with the former First Lady.
With three Secret Service agents in tow (including the trusted Clint Hill) as well as Maud Shaw, John Jr., and Caroline, Jackie arrived at Bobby and Ethel’s home just after noon. She wore a simple, black pantsuit, a white blouse, an elegant strand of pearls, and a black scarf tied at the chin. She also wore large sunglasses, foreshadowing the mysterious “Jackie look” of the 1970s.
Ethel, Bobby, and Jackie—still wearing the scarf but having taken off the glasses—sat at the kitchen table. Over a meal of stuffed egg-plant, which Jackie didn’t touch, Ethel got right to the point. “This thing with Johnson is out of hand,” she said. “Do you realize that every time he talks to you, he goes to the press. He’s using you, Jackie. You know that, don’t you?”
Ethel turned to Bobby for support. He nodded absentmindedly.
“Oh, of course I know that,” Jackie said. “I’m not stupid, Ethel.” Jackie went on to say that, in her opinion, Johnson was “a sweet man.” She felt that what the two had gone through in Dallas had cemented a relationship between them.
Ethel strongly disliked the Johnsons, as did many in the Kennedy circle. She couldn’t relate to their folksy ways, thought of them as argumentative, and believed that they looked down upon the Kennedys. She had customarily deleted Lyndon and Lady Bird from the guest lists of her extravagant parties at Hickory Hill under the Kennedy administration, and when she was forced to invite them as a matter of protocol, she usually ignored them once they arrived. “Look at her standing over there glarin’ at us like we’re dentists,” LBJ once said of Ethel at a Hill party he and Lady Bird managed to attend.
Most people in the Kennedy camp felt that LBJ was a blight on the New Frontier. He just didn’t fit. Kennedy had offered him the Vice Presidency only to keep him safely tucked away. JFK realized early on that if he won the election, it would probably be by a small margin and, as he put it to Kenny O’Donnell, “I won’t be able to live with Lyndon Johnson as the leader of a small Senate majority.” So with Lyndon out of the way as Vice President, Kennedy would have Mike Mansfield as the Senate leader, someone upon whom he could depend.
For all intents and purposes, Bobby had taken over the position as Jack’s right-hand man, and Johnson was either ignored or placated by most of Kennedy’s administration. LBJ had it right when he once said that the Kennedys thought of him as “a good ol’ country boy with tobacco juice on my shirt.” When friends gave Ethel and Bobby an LBJ voodoo doll a month before the Dallas tragedy, “the merriment was overwhelming,” recalls Time magazine’s Hugh Sidey, a frequent visitor at Hickory Hill. But were it not for LBJ, Kennedy probably would not have won the election. With Johnson on the ticket, Kennedy took not only Texas but also the important Southern states of Alabama, Georgia, Missouri, and South Carolina.
Jackie had always felt a strong empathy for Lyndon Johnson. Jack had been killed in Johnson’s beloved Texas, and Lee Harvey Oswald was killed there, as well. “He thinks Americans will never accept him as President,” she said, “and if he wants to use me in that regard, well, can you blame him?” Though Jackie realized that Jack didn’t have much of a relationship with Lyndon Johnson and, in fact, practically never relied on him for anything, she liked Johnson anyway.*
When Ethel called him “a worthless President,” Jackie disagreed, citing his eagerness to see Jack’s civil rights programs passed (which were actually LBJ’s first civil rights programs as Senate Majority Leader).
Jackie turned to Bobby for rescue, but he just stared straight ahead. He was in a dour mood with a pinched look around his mouth, perhaps still depressed over Jack’s death. He probably looked smaller and more frail than Jackie had ever seen him, for this is what others who knew Bobby have said about him after his brother’s murder.
“Oh, you would so like Lady Bird if only you’d give her a chance,” Jackie said—and she was right about that: Lady Bird Johnson was much more Ethel’s kind of woman than was Jackie. Whereas Jackie was the epitome of the modern jet-set age, her life brimming with action and excitement, Lady Bird’s idea of fun was a trip to wide open spaces where she could don Levi’s and tennis shoes and tramp around the countryside to her heart’s delight. Just like Ethel. But Ethel wasn’t interested in developing a kinship with Lady Bird.
“They really don’t like us at all, you know,” Ethel said as she continued railing against the Johnsons, even bringing up the old story about the time LBJ took Bobby deer-hunting, hoping to make a fool of him because he realized that Bobby would never be able to handle a rifle. “I think we should be careful about how they exploit us for their own gain.”
“Well, I couldn’t care less about any of this,” Jackie said finally, hoping to end the discussion. After a few moments of silence, Jackie dug into her purse for a cigarette, lit it, and took a deep drag, making its tip turn red. She exhaled with a loud sigh. Then, with a sad smile, she shook her head and said, “What an awful world this is, isn’t it? An awful, awful world when you can’t even accept another person’s kindness without endless debate about the motivation behind it. It’s all so dreary.”
Ethel shrugged her shoulders, as if to say, “So, what else is new?”
Bobby, who detested LBJ and had never tried to hide his feelings in the past, stared straight ahead as if he had not heard a word the two women had said.
Jackie had already set her boundaries with Johnson, anyway. She knew he would be able to use her only so much, because she wouldn’t allow him to push it. “I will tell you one thing,” she said at the time. “They will never drag me out as a little old widow like they did Mrs. Wilson when President Wilson died. I will never be used that way. I don’t want to go out on a Kennedy driveway to a Kennedy airport to visit a Kennedy school. I’m not going around accepting plaques. I don’t want medals for Jack.”
It would take some time for Johnson to understand that Jackie had set limitations. Two days after her luncheon with Ethel and Bobby, Jackie was at her home in Georgetown, trying to sleep. It was 11:30 P.M. when she was jolted by the sound of the ringing telephone. Again it was the President of the United States, the biggest pest in her life these days, wanting to know when she would come by and visit him. He said he would finally be able to relax and start taking naps during the afternoon “on the day you come down here and see me.” To Jackie, his constant pestering had become exhausting.
“Oh, Mr. President,” Jackie said, wearily. “I can’t come down there. I was going to tell you. I’ve really gotten hold of myself. You know I’ll do anything for you,” she said. “I’ll talk to you on the phone. I’m just scared I’ll start to cry again.”
“Oh, you never cried,” LBJ said.
He must have quickly realized the callousness of his statement. At the church during the service for Jack, Jackie had cried uncontrollably, and anyone near her—as he was—knew it. Clint Hill handed her a handkerchief and tried to comfort her, but to no avail. The wracking sobs and uncontrollable spasms would not stop. Caroline, at her side, had reached out, grabbed her mother’s hand, and held it tightly. Jackie had managed to compose herself before going for Communion, but it had not been easy.
LBJ nervously corrected his statement. “Honey, I never saw anyone as brave as you.”
“But, I mean…” Jackie seemed at a loss for words. “It’s… you know…”
“… or as great,” LBJ continued.
“I just can’t,” Jackie insisted.
“You know how great we think you are?” LBJ said, pushing.
“Well, you know,” Jackie said, sounding as if she was at the end of her rope. “I’ll talk to you. I’ll do anything I can for you. But don’t make me come down there yet.”
“Well, I got to see you before long,” Johnson said.
“Anytime you say, Mr. President,” Jackie responded, her tone one of resignation, as if she understood that it didn’t matter what she said, he wasn’t listening.
Then, they signed off. It was the last time LBJ ever asked Jackie to visit the White House.*
Ethel Kennedy had predicted that the home originally chosen by Joan when she and her family moved to Washington would prove to be too small. Perhaps she felt vindicated when she learned that after less than a year, in January 1964, Joan and Ted decided they needed more space, and moved into another home in Georgetown. The redbrick, vine-covered home with white-trimmed windows, selected by Joan, was a real find, boasting a large drawing room, library, and dining room. This five-bedroom, five-bathroom home was truly a palace, possibly fit more for a queen than for a senator’s wife. The house was such a large, formidable structure that taxicab drivers often mistook it for a hospital. Because it was a completely uncharacteristic environment for the rather simple tastes of Joan, some in the Kennedys’ circle began to wonder about the reasons behind the purchase.
“We knew there was a problem afoot when she moved into that house,” said one of Joan’s friends, today the wife of a senator but at the time married to a newspaper reporter. “She was overcompensating for something that was missing in her life, or at least that’s how most people saw it. We knew that her drinking was getting worse. You couldn’t keep that kind of thing a secret in Washington. Whenever Joan would go to lunch and have one too many cocktails, people talked.”
Whether or not Joan was “compensating” for some lack in her life, she was now truly living the full Kennedy experience: She had a governess for the children, a cook for the family, and a social secretary (Theresa Dubbs, an attractive blonde who had worked for the Kennedy presidential campaign in 1960) to tend to her own needs. She had money at her disposal and, even though she was usually frugal, she was living a life that was not exactly the norm for most women in America.
Joan’s days were increasingly busy with social activities, charity work, and luncheons with the wives of other senators. For instance, Joan and Marvella Bayh, wife of Indiana Senator Birch Bayh, both became members of “the Senate Ladies,” an informal organization formed in the early 1900s to aid the Red Cross during the First World War. The Vice President’s wife was always the leader of the group, which met on Tuesdays. The women spent hours after lunch sewing and rolling bandages, which were then sent on to Bethesda Naval Hospital.
As long as Joan was consumed with and preoccupied by her duties as a senator’s wife, she seemed in good spirits. Many of her days and nights were busy, which was the way she liked it; when alone, however, she would inevitably sink into a dark depression. She loved her two children and enjoyed caring for them, but Ted was seldom around. He was either off to Vietnam, looking into the plight of war refugees, or when in town, at his office until the wee hours of the morning working on duties having to do with the Senate committees (the Labor, Veteran’s Affairs, Aging, and Judiciary subcommittees) on which he had been placed. Even when her husband was home, though, Joan knew that she did not have his undivided attention. She could not adjust to having a philandering husband, and it still tormented her that she wasn’t “good enough” for Ted.
Making matters worse for Joan, most of the senators’ wives, the women with whom Joan would spend the bulk of her days, were from another generation, being as much as thirty years older than her. Rather than think of her as a peer, a “girlfriend,” they were maternal toward Joan and treated her like a daughter. They spoke of their grandchildren, while Joan was still raising her children. Because there wasn’t much common ground upon which to establish solid friendships with these women, Joan felt alone and isolated. Jackie could not be depended upon at this time; she had her own ordeal. Ethel could never be depended on, and she had never gotten close to her other sisters-in-law on the Kennedy side of the family.
After Teddy Jr. and Kara went off to bed, Joan would find herself alone, night after lonely night, with nothing to do but pace the floors of her large home. When Ted would come home and crawl into bed with her, they still had what she thought was passion in their lovemaking, “which kept her on a hook,” said one friend of hers. “I don’t know if, for Ted, it was passion or just great sex. But most nights, she was alone.”
“I’m going stir-crazy,” Joan recalls having complained to Ted. “I can only listen to Bach so many hours.” On evenings when she wasn’t expected at a political function, she had no one to chat with on the telephone or to visit, and so she drank.
Unfortunately, Joan Kennedy’s frustrated nights alone, with only her supply of liquor as her companion, had become a matter of routine. In the process, the youngest senator’s wife would follow a genetic leaning and emotional pattern set by her own mother, Ginny, and one that, in time, would nearly destroy her life: alcoholism.
At the same time that Ted and Joan moved into their new rented home, Jackie purchased a fourteen-room, brick town house close to them, at 3017 N Street in Georgetown, just down the street from the temporary home offered her by the Harrimans. Jackie’s new three-story, mottled-brick house featured a spacious drawing room with a fireplace and French doors leading out to a flagstone patio. To the right of a center hall was a dining room, and behind it, the kitchen, laundry room, and servants’ quarters. A large master bedroom was on the second floor, along with a study, a large dressing room, and a small office. On the third floor were four large bedrooms and a small workroom. All floors were accessible by an elevator at the front of the house.
While Joan never had any company at her home, Jackie had more than she could handle at hers—and not anyone she had invited, either. Unfortunately, her new home had become a tourist mecca. Fans would line the street in front of it, hoping for a glimpse of the former First Lady, and would shout out “Jack-eee, Jack-eee.” Some of the braver ones would actually attempt to peer into her windows or knock on her door to ask for an autographed picture before being told to leave by Secret Service agents. “I’m a freak now,” Jackie complained to Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara one day when he came calling. “They’re like locusts,” she said of the fans. “They’re everywhere. It’s getting worse. Every day, it’s getting worse.”
Night after lonely night, she would sort through Jack’s books, papers, and personal mementos, many of which she planned to send on the road in a traveling exhibit of JFK memorabilia. There was the tiny ancient statue of Herakles and the Skin of a Lion, which Jack had bought for himself while in Rome the June before his death; a book of poetry he had borrowed from Eunice and enjoyed too much to return; a handful of family snapshots that he carried with him everywhere he went—it all now had special and heart-wrenching meaning.
Like Joan, Jackie found solace only by artificial means, by taking sedatives and antidepressants such as Amytal to get through the days and sleeping pills for the nights. She drank heavily, with vodka now her liquor of choice. Later, she would say that she played the events of the assassination over and over in her mind, wondering what she could have done differently, how she could have saved Jack’s life. She developed a pattern of awakening in the middle of the night, her body torn by dry sobs and shudders. During the day she would be completely fatigued, an exhausting kind of sadness hanging over her.
One afternoon, according to Jackie’s Secret Service agents, Jackie and Joan met in Washington for one of their intimate lunches, which in the past had usually centered on Jackie counseling Joan about Ted’s philandering. This time, there was no consolation coming from Jackie. The tables were turned.
“Jackie, you have to pull yourself together,” Joan said, concerned by the former First Lady’s haggard appearance. Her hair had been combed, but defied order. She wore little makeup. Her clothes weren’t “Jackie Kennedy crisp.” “We all love you,” Joan said. “We’re so worried.”
Jackie just shook her head, dismally. “I’m fine,” she said. “Just fine.”
Then, as she picked listlessly at her food, Jackie began once again to tell the story of what happened in Dallas, running a checklist of each awful occurrence. She said that the previous night she had suddenly awakened screaming after a nightmare. “I’ve heard that gun go off ten thousand times,” she said. “I picture my own head splattering. I’d give my own life gladly, if I could just get back Jack.” Joan looked horrified.
With nothing further to talk about, an awkwardness that had never been a part of their relationship began to set in. The two women just sat and stared over each other’s shoulders, according to the agent. After one more drink, they kissed each other good-bye and parted company.
Recalls the agent, “As she was leaving, I heard Joan call after Jackie, ‘Give me a ring, will you?’ Jackie didn’t respond.”
Even when trying to be social, Jackie couldn’t help but talk about the grisly murder. “My God, his brains were all over me,” Jackie would say, as if she still could not believe the carnage she had witnessed. “All over my dress. Just brains. And blood. So much blood.”
Those close to Jackie, such as Ethel, called Jackie’s nightmarish tale of the assassination the “story from hell.” Whenever Jackie would tell it, Ethel would shake her head vigorously, put her hands to her ears, and run from the room. Ethel, who feared that Jackie was becoming an alcoholic (yet didn’t notice that Joan was becoming one), told Joan Braden, “My poor sister-in-law is losing it, I’m afraid. And there’s nothing anyone can do. Maybe time will take care of this.”
Among the sisters-in-law, Jackie had always been the “strong one,” and as much as Ethel had quarreled with her, she still had grudging admiration for her strength and her determination to live her life in a strong, powerful way. “You can count on Jackie,” she once said to a reporter. “She’s dependable. You may not know what she’s thinking, but she has a certain resolve. She loves being First Lady, that’s for sure.”
It’s true that Jackie’s personality—imperious at times, usually fair (though she could be unreasonable if the mood struck her), often a voice of reason among the women in the family—had been a constant in the lives of her family members over the years. To see her in such a weakened state was frightening to all. “We lost Jack,” Joan told Ted, according to what he later told friends. “We don’t want to lose Jackie, too. What can we do?”
Moreover, because she was one of their own, a Kennedy, her family had great affection for her. Ethel, Joan, and all the Kennedys had known the private Jackie for many years and had watched—with mixed emotions, at least for Ethel—not only her public glory as First Lady but also her moments of great despair, such as the deaths of her babies. All of her experiences, personal and professional—her wedding, the birth of her children, her campaigning for Jack, her White House transformation, her dealing with the Marilyn Monroe drama—had meshed with their own lives’ events to compose a family history of memories and emotions that only those in the inner circle could or should fully understand. “I couldn’t bear to watch what she was going through because it was Jackie,” Joan once said of this black period in her sister-in-law’s life. “It broke my heart in a million pieces.”
Jackie may have wanted to tell her terrible story repeatedly, but she really didn’t want others to discuss what had happened or ruminate over the sensational details. One topic of discussion in which Jackie steadfastly refused to engage—and it often came up after she told her “story from hell”—had to do with whom to hold responsible for her husband’s murder. Was it a conspiracy? Or had Lee Harvey Oswald acted alone? To this day the question remains a source of fascination. Throughout her life, though, Jackie never wanted any answers. In fact, none of the Kennedys did.
“I think she was afraid of what she would learn, and also what the country would learn, in terms of Jack’s personal behavior and the Kennedys’ connection to the mob, the CIA… all of it,” says Jackie’s cousin John Davis. “She had enough to deal with. She knew that any further investigation over the years could open up all sorts of possibilities about affairs, both governmental and romantic. She didn’t want to know.” Doubtless, she didn’t want the world to know, either.
Davis says that the only time he ever spoke to his cousin about a further investigation into Jack’s murder was more than ten years later, in 1974.
“Do you think more should be known about it?” he asked her.
She looked at him blankly, and then said, “So, what have you been up to, John? Are you well?”
“She completely changed the subject, which is what she would do if you tried to discuss the assassination with her,” said John Davis. “I don’t know if she got over it… I suppose, maybe, she found a way to move on. But she wasn’t about to dredge it all up. Finding out the truth meant nothing to her. It wouldn’t bring back Jack so, in her mind, what good would it serve?”
Rita Dallas recalled, “I once overheard Jackie tell Rose, ‘You know, I don’t think that I care how Jack was killed. Does it matter? Will it bring him back?’ ” Jackie did not give her mother-in-law a chance to answer. “No. No. No!” she exclaimed.
“She couldn’t have cared less about the myriad of theories,” Ted White, who interviewed Jackie for Life magazine after the assassination, once said. “What difference did it make whether he was killed by the CIA, the FBI, or the Mafia, or some half-crazed misanthrope? He was gone, and what counted for her was that his death be placed in some kind of social context.”
The only Kennedy who seemed interested in what really may have occurred in Dallas was Ethel, who felt strongly that the family should get to the bottom of what happened to her brother-in-law. “They took him away from us,” she told one family member, “and I want to know why. I’m sorry, but I want to know.” It was interesting that Ethel referred to “they” when speaking of responsibility for her brother-in-law’s death.
“She tried to have conversations with Jackie about it,” said Lem Billings, “but Jackie wouldn’t have it.”
One afternoon after the Warren Commission, which investigated the assassination, released its report, which concluded that Oswald acted alone, Ethel and Eunice visited Jackie at her home (she was living in New York by this time). “I think you owe it to the country to lead the way and demand more of an investigation. Do you believe this report?”
Jackie was very clear. “Ethel, I don’t want to know,” she said, her temper rising. “It won’t bring back Jack, will it? I was in that car,” she reminded her. “Do you think I’m over it? Do you think I can bear another second of it? Why would you think I would want to open further investigation into it?”
Perhaps Ethel’s curiosity about what had really occurred in Dallas had to do with the fact that her husband, Bobby, believed there was more to the story than what was presently known. He told Arthur Schlesinger that while he believed that Oswald was guilty of the crime, there was question in his mind as to whether Oswald acted alone or had been a part of a larger plot organized by either Castro or the mob, or, as he put it, “who knows who.” Bobby realized, though, that to probe too deeply in matters having to do with these possibilities would open the Kennedys to heavy scrutiny and, as he might have put it, “who knows what” might have come to light. “Bobby asked some questions and did some follow-up,” says George Smathers, “but I think he was unhappy with what he was learning—whatever that was—because he backed off.”
“He asked me to stay on top of the investigation, and I did,” recalls his press secretary from 1965 to 1968, Frank Mankiewicz. “I would relay information to him from time to time. But, really, it wasn’t a primary concern. Jack was gone. No one needed more, I suppose, than that.”
“As Attorney General, Bobby had all sorts of information about what had happened that no one else knew,” adds John Davis. “But in the end, he agreed with Jackie to just take the simpleminded Warren Commission report at its word: Oswald acted alone. He was just a nut, and that was that….”
For the most part, Bobby eventually put the question of who killed his brother out of his mind. On April 4, 1968, after Martin Luther King was murdered and Bobby spoke to a crowd of a thousand, mostly black, in Indianapolis, he went back to his room, slumped into a chair, and said to his speechwriters Jeff Greenfield and Adam Walinsky, “You know, that fellow Harvey Lee Oswald—or whatever his name was—set something loose in this country.”
“That was the only time I ever heard him mention his name,” recalls Greenfield. “When the news of John Kennedy’s death first came out, the news reports had the name backward and that’s the way he always remembered it, because he never took a look at it again.”
After her husband’s death there were whisperings of an affair between Jackie and the handsome, forty-year-old Academy Award–winning actor Marlon Brando.
It was in January 1964 when Jackie first met Brando over dinner with her sister Lee and Brando’s friend George Englund at the Jockey Club in Washington. Brando couldn’t have been more charming; he and Jackie seemed to have an instant rapport, as he regaled her with stories about things she usually didn’t care about, such as the celebrities with whom he made movies and had friendships. “Tell me about Frank Sinatra,” Jackie said, teasingly. “Isn’t he just an awful man?” Brando agreed. After making Guys and Dolls with Sinatra almost a decade earlier, he believed the singer to be a self-absorbed lout.
As the night wore on, all were having a good time. However, the press had been tipped off, and when reporters showed up at the restaurant, Jackie became completely enraged. “How is it that they always, always, always know where I am,” she cried. “Let’s get the hell out of here. Those goddamn parasites!”
The quarter vanished through a kitchen exit. Once back at Jackie’s house, the four of them had more martinis, listened to a Wayne Newton record, and danced—Lee with George, Jackie with Marlon. As he danced with Jackie, according to what he later told a friend, he decided to kiss her. His lips touched hers, and Jackie froze in his arms. The look in her eyes said it all: The dance was over and he should leave.
Embarrassed, Brando said his good-byes and staggered out to a waiting car. As he drove off, Clint Hill noticed Jackie Kennedy standing in the doorway with a sad expression on her face.
“It’s too soon,” she said later. “Much, much too soon. I doubt I’ll ever be ready to be a woman again.”
The next day Marlon Brando sent Jackie a dozen yellow roses with an accompanying card. While the specifics of what he had written on the card remain unknown, Jackie was touched. Lee suggested that her sister telephone Marlon to apologize, but she couldn’t bring herself to do so. “I just hope he forgets all about it, and all about me, and never, ever says a word to anybody about any of it, ever,” a mortified Jackie said. She and Brando never saw one another again—at least not that anyone close to them can remember.
It was one o’clock in the morning on Saturday, June 20, 1964. Twenty-seven-year-old Joan Kennedy was sound asleep when a persistent knocking on the bedroom door jarred her to consciousness. After the assassination, she rarely slept deeply. So distraught had she been that, just two weeks earlier, she had suffered a miscarriage, her second. She went to the door, wearing only her slip. When she opened it, she found her chauffeur, Jack Crimmins. The concerned look on his face told her that something was very wrong.
“Joan, I don’t know how to say this to you,” Crimmins remembered telling her. “Maybe you should sit down.”
Joan stood, frozen. No, she would not sit down, she said. “Please just tell me. Tell me now.”
“There’s been an accident.”
Joan gasped and leaned against the door frame. “Oh no. Who?”
“Ted.”
“Oh, my God,” she exclaimed, tears immediately coming to her eyes. “Not Ted, too.”
“I’m sorry, Joan,” Crimmins apologized. “Ted’s plane went down, somewhere near Springfield.”
“Not another nightmare,” she said. “Please, God.”
The scene between Joan and Jack Crimmins was played out at the home of Alan and Ann Biardi, friends of Kennedy campaign worker Don Dowd and his wife, state Committeewoman Phoebe Dowd. Joan had gone to West Springfield to watch Ted accept the nomination at the Massachusetts State Democratic Convention for a second term as senator. It seemed clear that he was headed to victory in that he had done so well filling the two unexpired years of his brother Jack’s term. With the usual preconvention festivities—receptions, parties, dinners—it promised to be a good time.
A day earlier, the Senate had voted on the civil rights bill, which was approved by a wide margin. Because JFK had introduced the bill (which Lyndon Johnson then championed), Ted had understandable sentimental attachment to remaining on the Senate floor until its passage. So Joan would go ahead to West Springfield alone, with Ted intending to join her there as soon as the final vote was tallied.
Because the Senate was, as usual, running over schedule, Ted would be late in arriving in Springfield. Before even getting on the plane, he wanted to go to Arlington to visit Jack’s grave. Head bowed, he would kneel alone at the eternal flame, spending just a moment with his brother and telling him of the passage of the bill—the final tally was 73 to 27—that had meant so much to him.
In a telephone hookup to the Massachusetts delegates, Ted’s voice crackled through the loud speakers at 7:30 P.M., just ten minutes before that final vote. “I want everybody to know that I am a candidate this year,” he announced. “We are now fifteen minutes away from the vote for civil rights.” At that announcement, a loud cheer erupted from the floor. Ted added that he would join them all as soon as possible. “And I ask you,” he concluded, “not to get so impatient that you decide to nominate Joan instead.” (This was in reference to the strong reaction Joan received earlier when she gave a brief speech to the delegates.)
Joan wasn’t at the hall, however. She was in bed, at least until she was awakened by Jack Crimmins, who had driven Joan from Washington, with the horrifying news that he had heard on the car radio.
The plan was that Ted would land at the Barnes Airport in Westfield and then be whisked to the Coliseum in West Springfield, where Joan would meet him. There he would accept his nomination, and the two would share his victory with the nearly two thousand delegates. She hadn’t planned to sleep, just to rest her eyes. Somehow she drifted off.
Flying through a heavy fog and drizzling rain, the twin-engined, six-seat Aero Commander plane carrying Ted and his party crashed into an apple orchard. Ted was taken to Cooley Dickinson Hospital in Northampton. Crimmins had gone to Bradley Field, the commercial airport that served Springfield, to meet Ted’s plane, but when he heard the news, he turned around and headed back to the house where Joan was staying. Once he was sure there was no mistake, he knew that he had to tell Ted’s wife what had happened.
When an announcement of the accident was made from the platform of the Coliseum in West Springfield, delegates reacted in shock and horror. There were audible gasps and female screams at the mindnumbing news. Surely, it was not possible that God would take another Kennedy brother, and at the young age of thirty-two! The chairman asked for a moment of silent prayers.
Gerry Doherty, Ted’s campaign chairman, would later recall that he knew in his heart that Ted was probably dead. “How to tell Joan?” he wondered. He knew he had to get her to the hospital, “but I didn’t know what she would find there. My mind raced through all the possibilities, and the most likely was that Ted was dead. After what happened to Jack, we were all pretty fatalistic.” Doherty found Phoebe Dowd in the crowd and sent her to pick up Joan and take her to the hospital. Phoebe’s husband, Don, followed shortly after in his own car. By the time the Dowds got to Joan, though, she had already been told the news by Jack Crimmins.
Joan dressed quickly. Looking drawn and pale, she quickly walked downstairs, outside and into Don Dowd’s car. She saw Phoebe on the way. “Isn’t this terrible?” Joan said. Phoebe would recall that her voice was almost inaudible.
It was a foggy, difficult, twenty-six-mile ride to the hospital known as Cooley Dick, a drive during which Don could barely see the road ahead. Joan sat in the front seat with him; Phoebe sat in the back with Jack Crimmins. She remembered that Joan kept chattering to herself. “I hope everyone is okay,” she said. “Ted, [Senator] Birch Bayh [who was to deliver the keynote speech], and [his wife] Marvella, and Ed [Moss, Kennedy’s administrative aide]. Sometimes they say a plane has crashed, when really it’s just landed. Isn’t that true?” Joan asked, her eyes hopeful. Phoebe agreed. “Sure, that happens all the time.”
Don didn’t say a word. Later, he would remember that he truly felt that the worst had occurred, and he didn’t want Joan to read his fatalistic attitude into anything he would say.
When Joan and Don finally arrived at the hospital, reporters were already there, waiting. Jack Crimmins was so rattled that when he got out of the car, he slammed the door in Phoebe’s face, bruising her badly. “Oh, my God,” Joan exclaimed. “What’s next?” After tending to Phoebe for a few moments, the four headed to the hospital.
Without showing any emotion whatsoever, and very much like her sister-in-law Jackie in her impassive demeanor during a crisis, Joan hurried past the waiting reporters without looking directly at any of them, only straight ahead. “He’s going to be fine,” she said to one writer who shouted out a question at her. “He’s going to be fine.”
Joan was taken directly to the emergency room to see Ted; she was horrified by what she saw before her: her battered husband lying on a bed inside an oxygen tent with tubes sticking out of his nostrils, one coming from his chest, and blood flowing into his body by transfusion. He looked up at her and tried to force a weak smile. Saying her name seemed to sap him of any strength he had left. “I’m okay,” he said. “I’ll be fine.” Then he drifted off.
After the plane hit the ground, its wings sheared off by tree branches, it cartwheeled in a death roll, its roof torn off. At the moment of impact, Ted had been half standing, looking at the control panel and trying, in his panic, to assist the pilot in some way. He was thrown about the cabin like a rubber ball. Birch and Marvella Bayh were miraculously uninjured. The pilot of the plane, forty-eight-year-old Ed Zimny, was killed instantly. (A year and a half earlier, Zimny had flown Jackie’s mother, Janet Auchincloss, to Rhode Island to accompany baby Arabella Kennedy’s body after it was exhumed to be reburied next to her father, JFK.) Ted’s aide, forty-one-year-old Ed Moss, died seven hours later after brain surgery.
Ted was not expected to live through the night. With his back broken in three places, he had no feeling in his legs and was bleeding internally. His left lung had partially collapsed, he had two broken ribs, and his blood pressure reading was erratic and dangerously low. It was feared that if he did survive, he would be a paraplegic. The doctors decided not to tell Joan of the gravity of Ted’s condition, however, because they sensed that she would not be able to take the news. In fact, Joan was so shaken that she had to be helped from the room. Hospital officials suggested she get immediate rest.
After Phoebe helped her undress, Joan climbed into the bed in the room that was reserved for Ted should he ever be well enough to leave the emergency ward. Later, the Dowds and some other visitors swarmed around Joan in her hospital bed. The hospital sent in coffee.
“Call Cardinal Cushing,” Joan said. “He should know what has happened. He should pray. Tell him I spoke to Ted,” she said, weakly. “He looked terrible. Oh, my God. What if he can’t walk? He’ll be in a wheelchair for the rest of his life. Oh, my God, poor Ted.” By the time Bobby arrived at four in the morning, Joan was asleep. When she awakened at eight, she and Bobby began a vigil at Ted’s bedside.
On Saturday afternoon the other Kennedys began arriving, while Bobby held an impromptu press conference. Eunice, Jean, and Pat joined Joan at Ted’s bedside. Ethel stayed behind at Hickory Hill with the children. When Jackie arrived later in the day, the scene outside the hospital was one of sheer pandemonium. She looked at the reporters with disdain and hurried into the hospital, muttering under her breath.
“Where’s Joan?” she asked as soon as she saw Pat. “I have to see her.”
When Jackie found Joan at Ted’s bedside, the two women walked into the hallway and embraced tightly.
“Thank God he’s alive,” Jackie told her as doctors and nurses gawked at her. “We just have to thank God he’s alive.”
“What would I do if he had died?” Joan asked.
With no answer to that question, Jackie just shook her head.
“It’s a curse,” Joan said, as members of the medical staff listened in on the conversation. “I know now that it’s a curse.”
Joan told Jackie she had once heard that a gypsy had put a curse on the entire Kennedy family in the late twenties after having been evicted from a housing project owned by Joseph Kennedy.
“This woman spat in Grandpa’s face and gave him the evil eye,” Joan told Jackie. “And now we’re supposedly all doomed.”
“Oh, my God,” Jackie exclaimed. “Do you believe that, Joan?”
“What if this is true?” Joan said, anxiously. “I mean, can we just discount it? Look at the things that have happened. Can we chalk it up to coincidence?”
Jackie was speechless. “I… I…” she began. “I suppose anything is possible.” Jackie urged Joan to relax; she was concerned about her sister-in-law because she was well aware of the emotional and physical strain that could result from a miscarriage, and Joan’s was so recent.
Meanwhile, Bobby reaffirmed to the reporters who had congregated in a conference room that this latest tragedy would not force the family out of politics—even though, privately, he wasn’t so sure about that.
“The Kennedys intend to stay in public life,” he said. “Good luck is something you make. Bad luck is something you endure.”
Afterward, Bobby pulled columnist Jimmy Breslin aside and said, “I was just thinking—if my mother hadn’t had any more children after the first four, she would have nothing now. I guess the only reason we’ve survived is that there are more of us than there is trouble.”
By Saturday evening, Ted’s condition began to stabilize and it had become clear that his spinal cord had not been severed. In time he would walk again, but his recovery would be a slow and painful one. Joan was relieved, though still extremely shaken by the deaths of the two men who were also aboard. That night she asked to be shown the hospital’s chapel. She went inside and knelt at the altar for ten minutes, perhaps thanking God for sparing her husband, perhaps praying for the immortal souls of the two men who died in the crash. Soon after, Jackie followed her into the chapel and the two women knelt together, not saying a word. How far they had come in such a short time, from the discussion of Jack’s victory on a Hyannis Port beach three and a half years earlier to a chapel in a strange hospital, thanking God for not taking Ted the way He had so violently taken his brother. The three Kennedy sisters joined them, and together the five women prayed in silence.
The next morning, Joan had three dozen red roses delivered to the chapel in honor of the deceased. (On Sunday, truckloads of candy and flowers would arrive for Ted, which Joan then graciously sent on to cheer other hospital patients.)
After his press conference, Jackie cornered Bobby in the cafeteria.
“Oh, Bobby, we have such rotten luck, don’t we?” she said as soon as she saw him. The two embraced tightly.
“It’s going to be okay, Jackie,” Bobby said. “Don’t worry about Teddy. Nothing can stop him.”
“I’m just so…” Jackie began.
“Tired?” Bobby said, looking at her with a smile.
“Yes, tired. I wonder how much more are we expected to take.”
“Hopefully, not much,” he responded. “Hopefully, not much.”
At 6:45 P.M., after Jackie and Bobby had enjoyed a light snack together, they were summoned to a telephone. It was President Johnson calling from the Beverly Hilton Hotel in Los Angeles. Johnson had sent four Walter Reed Army Hospital specialists to Cooley Dickinson Hospital to assit in Ted’s treatment, and was calling to express his concern. Of course he was taping the conversation.
“He’s got a lot of broken bones and his back is in bad shape, but he’s not paralyzed,” Bobby told Lyndon. “It’s going to take anywhere from six months to a year, but he’s going to be fine.”
“Looks like you have more than you can bear,” LBJ said. “But you’re a mighty brave fellow and you have my sympathy and all your family, and any way in the world I can help, I’m just as close as the phone….”
“Jackie just wants to say hello to you, too,” Bobby said, handing her the phone. Drained, Jackie leaned up against a wall, the phone in one hand, a cigarette in the other.
“Mr. President?”
“My dear, it looks like you have more than you can bear,” LBJ told her.
“Yeah, oh boy… for a day,” Jackie said. “I just wanted to say, you were so nice to call.”
Johnson then told Jackie that he had spoken to Dr. Thomas Corriden, one of Ted’s doctors, and that he had assured him that Ted would live. “Yes, everything’ll be all right,” Jackie agreed.
“Give Joan a hug for me,” Lyndon told Jackie.
“I will,” she said as she tried to rush off the line.
“Thank you, Jackie.”
“Thank you, Mr. President.”
Joan Wins the Election for Ted
On the Monday after Ted Kennedy’s plane accident, a strategy meeting was scheduled with Ted’s political planners, Gerry Doherty and Eddie Boland, and Kennedy’s press representative, Ed Martin. Joan also attended. She had been told that Ted would be out of commission for some time—many months, probably. Not only was he physically impaired, but he was emotionally devastated by the crash. Ed Moss had been a close friend, much more than just an administrative aide. The two had enjoyed a special relationship; Ted could always count on Ed as being one of the few people not so intimidated by the Kennedy mystique that he would not give him an honest appraisal. He would be greatly missed.
What now? Ted would not withdraw from the race; that was for certain. He was practically a shoo-in. The Republican Party had selected Howard Whitmore, Jr., a former Massachusetts state representative, to run against Teddy. Poor Whitmore was, at best, a reluctant candidate. So strong was the sympathy for Ted—and so grateful were many of the polled voters that he, unlike Jack, had been spared—that the odds were in his favor from the beginning. In fact, Whitmore would spend much of his campaign apologizing for his presence in the race and hoping that Ted, the other Kennedys, or the citizens of Massachusetts would not be angry at him for even being in the race. Ted was bound to win, but someone needed to campaign for him, anyway.
Someone in his camp suggested that Joan stump for her husband. Kennedy wives were known to be strongly influential on the campaign trail, and if ever such influence was needed, it was now. Yes, she immediately decided, “Of course I will.” Recalls Joe Gargan, “She made up her mind to do all she could to help him to recover physically and to win re-election.
“The first thing that had to be done, though, was to pick a hospital in Boston where Ted could spend the nine long months of required recovery,” said Gargan. “Joan and I went together to look at Mass [Massachusetts] General Hospital and also New England Baptist. We finally decided that New England Baptist was the best place for Ted because it had porches off the rooms where he could be pushed out onto to enjoy the fresh air. This was a good decision, because Ted spent as much time out in the sun and fresh air as he could.”
While Ted would film a few television commercials from his bed, it would be Joan who would have to do all the real work. She had done it before in the summer of 1962 when she campaigned for Ted, and now, for the next five months of 1964, Joan Kennedy would campaign for her husband again, keeping to a grueling schedule that had been carefully organized by Ted’s handlers. “Joan became the candidate herself,” Joe Gargan recalls, “and was willing to go to every village and town in Massachusetts to appear for Ted.”
President Johnson called Joan on July 3, six days before Ted was transferred to the Lahey Clinic in the New England Baptist Hospital. He had visited Ted earlier in his recuperation, a midnight visit to avoid the media. “Lady Bird and I just wanted to let you know that we’re thinking about you kids,” he told Joan.
“Oh my, Mr. President,” Joan said in a whisper, sounding so much like Jackie. “Thank you for calling, and thank you for the flowers. Ted’s fine. He’s doing so much better.”
“I hear you’re goin’ out there on the [campaign] trail,” LBJ told her. “It’s hard work, you know. Sure you can handle it?”
“Oh, I know it is, Mr. President,” Joan said. “But I must do it. I know I can. It’s my responsibility.”
“It is,” the President agreed. “So you go on out there and be a good little girl, and do a good job. They need you, gal.”
Now here was a strange, ironic turn of events for Joan Kennedy: not only was she needed by her husband, Ted, but she had been encouraged by the President of the United States to “do a good job.” She had always felt like the useless Kennedy wife, but it seemed that this was beginning to change. She was probably astonished at the way her life had evolved, and would even ignore LBJ’s condescending tone, realizing that it was just who he was. (In a couple of years she would have her appendix removed, and the President would send her a note that said: “You’re sure a big girl to be having your appendix out.”)
For the next five months, the routine would be the same: Early in the morning, Joan’s chauffeur would pick her up from her home on Squaw Island, where she would bid farewell to the children, Edward Jr., three, and Kara Anne, four, and then be driven to Lahey, seventy-five miles away. There, in Ted’s fifth-floor suite of the Lahey Pavilion, she would confer with him over the rigorous schedule of appointments she was expected of keep. He was strapped into an orthopedic frame, unable to move, his spine held rigid while it healed. In the morning he would awaken, facedown. He would shave in that position and also eat that way. Between his face and the floor was a fixed tray on which he would place a phone, newspapers, books, writing material, and food. He would be rotated several times daily, “like a human rotisserie,” he joked. Still, after his 9 A.M. therapy, he and Joan would somehow review her speeches, discuss the important campaign issues, and deal with whatever other business they needed to handle for that day.
Joan would then leave for a suite across the hall from Ted’s that had been set up as a second campaign headquarters, the primary one being Ted’s Province Street campaign post. She would carefully review the list of people who wanted to see Ted that day—other politicians, reporters, friends—and decide which should have entrée and which should be turned away. Then she would conduct as much telephone business as possible before having to leave at about noon for her first of sometimes as many as eight stops. In all, in ten weeks—six days a week—she would visit 39 cities and 312 towns. “She went to the Fish Pier in Boston, the factory gates in Lowell, Lawrence, and Fall River,” recalls Joe Gargan. “Whether it was a ward party in wards six and seven in South Boston, or a music festival in the hills of the Berkshires, Joan was willing to try….”
Joan was grateful for the support of the media and Ted’s constituency; however, she couldn’t help but wonder if people she met while campaigning were reacting to her personality or to her beauty. To compensate for her insecurity, and because she wanted to be good as a campaigning wife, she would say or do whatever she had to on the road—and if she had to dance, she would do that, too, as she did when she and State Comptroller Joseph Alecks performed a fast polka at the Pulaski Day banquet in the hall of the Kosciuzko Veterans Association Building.
At the end of the day, if she had energy, she would go back to the hospital and with great exhilaration would fill Ted in on all that had happened. Joe Gargan recalls that “Ted was very pleased with what Joan was doing, and proud because the reports he was getting about her were positive.” That may be true; however, Ted didn’t act that way when he was around Joan. Though he tried to act grateful, he was distant.
“It was okay at the start,” Joan recalled, “but as the months went on, it became too much of a good thing.” She said that she didn’t like being rushed through crowds by police officers as thousands of hands reached out to her. It felt “so unreal and impersonal,” she said. Soon, she began to bend under the pressure of such nerve-wracking work, her stomach constantly in knots. She would carefully rehearse her speeches in the car on the way to each stop, hoping that she would not buckle under the pressure and go blank in front of the crowd. Toward the end of the campaign, she began to seem lost.
Unfortunately, for Joan, more pressure in her life eventually led to one thing: more alcohol. As the tour continued she began to drink, just to deal with the stress. “Her face seemed hard,” said one observer who had followed her progress on the tour. “She didn’t seem to smile as much as at the start. A couple of times I saw her she looked like she had crawled through a rat hole. The old Joan wasn’t like that, never in a million years. The old Joan was so beautifully dressed. Jesus, the old Joan would have charmed a bird out of a tree. But there was something very wrong about her, now.”
So much was expected of her—people loved meeting her, being photographed with her, touching her, feeling as if they were getting to know her—that she feared she would never be able to live up to their expectations. Rather than applaud her own successes, she couldn’t help but focus on the times she would fumble on the platform, give a wrong answer, or just not be as effective as she had hoped. She would wring her hands with nervousness before each speech, making some of those sitting ringside almost as anxious as she was.
One of Joan’s biggest problems while on the campaign trail for Ted was that she felt like a fraud when having to tell reporters that she and Ted were happy in their marriage, that they enjoyed operas together, that Rose had sent them Shakespeare’s complete plays on records and that they loved listening to them together—all fiction.
Except on rare occasions, Ted had seemed uninterested in Joan romantically. It was crushing for Joan to realize that when Ted would finally leave his hospital bed, it would be for the bed of one of his many consorts and not Joan’s. He was thinking about his political future, about a book of reminiscences about his father he was compiling called The Fruitful Bough, but certainly not about Joan.
“You have an opportunity to do something here, Joansie,” he told her of the campaign in front of volunteers. “So do it. For yourself.”
The problem, of course, was that Joan would rather have been doing it for Ted. Or, as Joe Gargan so aptly and succinctly put it, “I was not surprised at how hard she worked, because Joan loved Ted.”
On Election Day, November 3, 1964, Ted would win by the largest majority ever recorded to that time in Massachusetts. He would manage 1,716,908 votes, almost 75 percent of the total, practically obliterating Republican Howard Whitmore.
“Joan won the election for you,” Bobby would tell his brother, only half joking.
Jackie sent Joan—not Ted—a note: “Congratulations, and a job well done. How wonderful! I hope this shows you how much you can accomplish…. I am so excited for you.”
Even Ethel would be impressed, and she was not often impressed by Joan. She telephoned her sister-in-law and told her, “The whole family is proud of you. What a wonderful job you did.”
Rose, the “political pro” of the Kennedy women—who had presided at the tea parties that first introduced Jack to the voting public—sent Joan two dozen roses with her congratulations.
Somehow, though, despite all of the kudos, it would be a hollow victory for Joan Kennedy because the approval of the most important person—Ted—was not forthcoming. In fact, he acted strangely aloof, as if he didn’t want to give her any credit at all. Demonstrating his lack of graciousness, he would tell one reporter that he would have won the election anyway, that Joan’s work was just “icing on a cake that I had baked myself.”
Despite the fact that he had cheated death, Ted Kennedy was not a changed man. He was still too self-centered and busy to be grateful for anything his wife ever did for him. In the end, he would treat Joan as if she had done what any Kennedy wife would have done under the circumstances: her duty.
Jackie on the Anniversary of November 22, 1963
The first anniversary of Jack’s death hit Jackie hard; all the agonizing memories rushed back and she could barely function during the month of November. She complained to her hairdresser, Rosemary Sorrentino, that she wished the world would celebrate the day of her husband’s birth, not his death. “Why commemorate the most awful day in our history?” she asked Sorrentino, who probably didn’t have an answer.
“Time goes by too swiftly, my dear Jackie,” LBJ wrote to her shortly after the anniversary, “but the day never goes by without some tremor of a memory or some edge of a feeling that reminds me of all that you and I went through together.” The note brought tears to Jackie’s eyes. Surely she was touched by the President’s gentle reminder that, though life had gone on and the business of government had not ceased even for a second, no one who witnessed those dark days in Dallas would ever be quite the same.
By this time—November 1964—Jackie had moved into a fourteen-room apartment at 1040 Fifth Avenue in Manhattan for which she paid $200,000. Jackie and her secretary, Nancy Tuckerman, had found an interesting way of looking at prospective homes before Jackie settled on the Fifth Avenue apartment. Nancy recalls, “You could never be bored when you were with Jackie, because you never knew what to expect from her. She had this love of intrigue that often led to some sort of conspiratorial act. For instance, when she decided to move from Washington to New York and we went apartment-hunting, to avoid publicity she came up with the idea that I would play the part of the prospective buyer while she’d come along disguised as the children’s nanny!”
In a sweeping move to rid herself of the past, the thirty-five-year-old former First Lady also sold Wexford, a weekend retreat in Virginia that she and Jack had purchased after their Glen Ora lease had expired. Now she would live at the Carlyle Hotel while her new home was being renovated.
As the day of the anniversary approached, Jackie wrote a letter about her late husband for a tribute issue of Look magazine. “I don’t think there is any consolation. What was lost cannot be replaced,” she wrote. “I should have guessed that it could not last. I should have known that it was asking too much to dream that I might have grown old with him and see our children grow up together. So, now, he is a legend when he would have preferred to be a man.”
But Jackie was also a legend when she would have, most of the time at least, preferred to be just a woman. For the rest of her life, she would be the subject of heavy scrutiny in Manhattan and everywhere she went.
After the first anniversary, Jackie decided it was time to force herself to move on with her life. Soon, new clothes in the pale pastels and vibrant rich colors Jackie so loved began to replace the somber blacks and whites of her mourning wardrobe. Having spent enough time in her dreadful limbo of loss and indecision, she now began appearing in public more often, lunching with old friends like historian Arthur Schlesinger and novelist Truman Capote. As she had done with the Warren Report, she would avoid, instead of seek out, all that reminded her of Jack. For instance, she refused to read a volume of poems published after the assassination to honor him. Even her visits to the grave in Arlington, once so poignantly frequent, became fewer. And, more importantly, at her small dinner parties she no longer told her “story from hell,” as Ethel called it.
After a year of misery, Jackie Kennedy would begin turning away from the past and look ahead to the future, to the passage of years ahead. As a former First Lady and widow of a national hero, her date book would be filled with fund-raisers in America and abroad and public appearances with other Kennedys for political reasons. Of course, she would never get over her husband’s senseless death; rather, she would just learn somehow to live with the reality of it, and live past it as well.
Two days after the anniversary, while with family friend and artist Bill Walton, Jackie was mobbed by a crowd as she attempted to go shopping in Manhattan. After they escaped by taxi, Walton said to Jackie, “That kind of thing must drive you absolutely nutty.”
“No, not really,” she sighed wearily. “I’m all they have left.”
That summer, Jackie would be with the family in Hyannis Port for the Fourth of July. To First Lady historian Carl Anthony, Joan Kennedy recalled, “We would both go off alone [together] and do what we enjoyed. For me, it was music and reading, for her painting and reading. When she painted, she said she liked to listen to chamber music, not symphonies or concerto music, but chamber music because it was more subdued and allowed her to concentrate intently without distraction. The rest of the Kennedy family were all off doing things together. And with great glee she said to me, ‘Joan, they think we’re weird! Weird! We’re the weird ducks!’ She said the word weird in the funniest way. She just made you laugh.
“She took me waterskiing with her,” Joan continued of her favorite sister-in-law. “The Secret Service agent would drive the boat, and I would be the one getting her signals—go faster, go beyond the wake. And she’d stay on those water skis for a good hour, then drop off, and I’d get on while she rested up. After that, she went out again! Then we’d both swim for about a mile from the breakwater back to the shore. She was an incredible swimmer, and in great shape. And she always used flippers when she went swimming because, she said, ‘If you wear flippers, it’s a great way to trim your thighs.’ ”
Meanwhile, against this backdrop of summer frivolity, the political rivalry between the Kennedys and the Johnsons continued—with Jackie as bait. Earlier in the year, Ethel had again complained to Jackie that LBJ was using her. Soon after, it seemed that Bobby began exploiting Jackie as well. He had asked Jackie to call upon her “friend” LBJ to have the Space Center at Cape Canaveral renamed Cape Kennedy. Jackie agreed to do so, and LBJ granted her wish (but later Jackie regretted having asked for the favor because she believed Jack wouldn’t have thought it appropriate). Afterward Jackie complained to Charles Bartlett that “Bobby keeps making me put on my widow’s weeds and go down and ask Lyndon for something.”
At 7:30 P.M. on the night of the Fourth, the telephone rang at Bobby and Ethel’s. President Lyndon Johnson was calling from the LBJ Ranch in Texas. After a brief discussion about civil rights, Bobby asked Johnson if he wanted to talk to “your girlfriend,” at which point he put Jackie on the line.
After exchanging holiday greetings with her, Lyndon complained to Jackie that he was “sunburned” and “blistered” because he had been out on his boat all that day. Jackie giggled. “You’ll look marvelous with a sunburn,” she said. Johnson also mentioned that his daughter Luci had not joined them in Texas, as she was in Washington, “having dates.” Again, Jackie laughed coquettishly. “I though it [her absence] was something sinister like that,” she said. Johnson then mentioned that, as a birthday gift to Luci on July 2, he granted her one wish: that she be allowed to go an entire day without a Secret Service agent at her side. Jackie, who generally loathed Secret Service protection, exclaimed, “Good work!” When LBJ, his voice carrying a lascivious tone, asked Jackie what she thought might have occurred while Luci was on her unchaperoned dates, Jackie said, “I’d hate to think! And don’t you!”
As he always did when signing off with Jackie, LBJ said that he “longed” to see her. And, as she always did, Jackie promised that they would do just that, “soon.” Then they hung up.
According to his secretary, Marie Fehmer, Johnson was the one feeling “used” after that telephone call. He believed that the only reason Bobby had put Jackie on the line was so that he [Johnson] would feel somehow indebted to the Kennedys when deciding upon a running mate for his upcoming presidential campaign. Johnson believed that Bobby wanted to be that running mate. Of course, the last thing Bobby wanted to be was Vice President, certain that he would be even more useless as LBJ’s Vice President than LBJ was to Jack. Still, Johnson, a master manipulator who felt he knew when the tables were being turned, believed that Kennedy was using Jackie to wrangle such a position.
Says Marie Fehmer, “I remember afterward the look of bemusement on his face. He felt that it took a very ambitious and callous man to use a grieving widow as leverage. I can only say that he thought a lot less of Robert Kennedy after that call than he did before he took it,” if such a thing were even possible.
The month of November 1964 would be not only a time of renewal for Jackie Kennedy but also an important month for her sister-in-law, Joan. The John Fitzgerald Kennedy exhibition, which had been successfully touring the country, was now ready to be taken to Europe, and a representative of the Kennedy family would have to accompany the tribute and speak about displayed items. The Presidential Seal, Jack’s rocking chair, his golf cart, certain paintings, plaques, letters, and other mementos from trips around the world, and even the coconut shell on which the young lieutenant Jack wrote a message asking for help after his PT-109 boat ran into trouble would all be part of the travelling show. This exhibit, which had opened in May in New York, was the family’s way of showing its gratitude for the worldwide outpouring of sympathy following Jack’s assassination; it was also organized to raise funds for the Kennedy Library, to be built at Harvard.
When it came time to decide who should go to Europe with the exhibit, it was Jackie’s immediate idea to send Joan. She felt strongly that Joan should, once and for all, claim her rightful place in the family by representing the Kennedys in Europe. Jackie had been particularly struck by an odd moment in the White House a year earlier, one that said a great deal about Joan’s inability to feel a part of the “dynasty.”
Shortly after Jack’s funeral, Jackie had asked James W. Fosburgh, a well-known art collector who had assisted her in choosing artwork for the renovation of the White House the year before, to help her and the family choose a painting that would be hung in the White House in Jack’s memory. It was customary for departing presidents to add one painting to the permanent collection. Fosburgh went to New York and quickly returned with twenty paintings from art galleries and collectors there. He displayed them all in the family room, in front of Jackie, Eunice, Pat, Ted, and Joan. Together, they had narrowed the selection down to six.
“Okay, now, another vote,” Jackie had said.
“Not me,” Fosburgh said, bowing out. “You should decide this without me. I’m not a family member, after all.”
Jackie had smiled and nodded her head appreciatively.
“Me, too,” Joan blurted out. “I’m not a family member, either.”
Everyone had turned and looked at her, confused expressions playing on their faces. Joan squirmed. “Well, I mean, I… I wasn’t born into the family, you know?”
“Well, neither was I,” Jackie had said. “We’re all Kennedys, Joan.”
“I’d rather not vote,” Joan said, uneasily standing her ground. “It’s not my place.”
“Oh my God,” Pat said, impatiently. “Let’s just vote and get it over with.”
In the end, the Kennedys settled for a painting of the River Seine in Paris by Claude Monet. It was hung in the Green Room.
Jackie had never forgotten that day in the White House when Joan made it clear that she did not feel a part of the family. “She had decided that she would one day find something for Joan to do that would solidify her position in the family,” Lem Billings once said. “She had also been impressed by the way Joan had campaigned for Ted earlier in the year. No other Kennedy wife had done anything like that for her husband and everyone in the family was excited by Joan’s accomplishment.”
“She’s beautiful and articulate,” Jackie explained, “and Jack loved her. I want Joan to do it. I believe she’ll do a wonderful job.”
Eunice, Pat, and Jean, and even Ethel, agreed that Joan had acquitted herself so nicely while stumping for Ted that she could most certainly handle the exhibit. Some thought that Ethel should go, since Bobby was Jack’s right-hand man, but she wanted to stay home with her children. “I love her like a sister,” Ethel said in a statement, “and I’m proud to see her representing the family in this way.”
Of course, Ethel had a funny way of showing that she loved Joan “like a sister,” especially since she often seemed to go out of her way to belittle her. Richard Burke, who was a senatorial aide to Ted, recalled that “Ethel had a very condescending attitude toward Joan because Joan was really sick [referring to her drinking]. Ethel didn’t deal very well with anybody’s illness. It was like Ethel had two personalities. She could show compassion and be very attentive to people who were ill, but if they were people who were close to her, or people she relied on, she took that as a weakness and acted resentful toward them. That’s the way she treated Joan—in a condescending manner [as if she were] a little girl.”
Alcoholism was a serious problem in the Skakel family. Ethel’s grandfather, James Curtis Skakel, was an alcoholic, as were her parents, George and Ann. Ethel’s sister, Georgeann, would eventually die of the disease, and her brothers were heavy drinkers as well; George Jr. was a particularly troubling alcoholic whose drinking caused decades of problems for the family and his wife, Pat (also, unfortunately enough, an alcoholic).
Ethel believed that she had been strong enough not to succumb, and in her view anyone who did was weak. “Ethel despised weakness of any kind,” George Terrien once explained. “It was just so un-Kennedy in her mind.”
Interestingly, Jackie also feared that the disease could be passed down to her. She saw the way alcoholism had ravaged Black Jack, and she was smart enough to know that she was genetically predisposed. Luckily, she somehow managed to get ahold of herself after Jack’s death because she seemed headed down the same road as her father.
If Joan somehow symbolized their worst fears, Jackie and Ethel reacted to it in vastly different ways: Jackie by reaching out to Joan and treating her kindly, Ethel by castigating her.
Whatever Jackie could do to see to it that Joan would shine, that’s apparently what she wanted to do. So, in the second week of November 1964, Joan Kennedy and her sister, Candy, whom she took for emotional support, departed for Europe. Their first stop was Dublin.
Back in the summer of 1963, when President Kennedy visited Ireland, he had said that it had been “one of the most moving experiences” of his life. While he walked through the U.S. diplomatic residence, he mentioned that he hoped one day to become the ambassador and live there. He and members of his family, including his sister, Jean Kennedy Smith, traveled from city to city, meeting and speaking to the Irish, who pressed rosary beads into his hand as he greeted them. He was an icon for the Irish (just as 1922 marked Ireland’s legal independence from the United Kingdom, U.S. election year 1960 defined its psychological independence from hundreds of years of British domination) and his sister Jean watched, awed by the reception.* Jack also spent time with a third cousin there, Mrs. Mary Kennedy Ryan. Experiencing the warmth and enthusiasm of the Irish was not only a career highlight for Jack but a source of personal satisfaction as well. (While there, he also addressed a joint session of the Irish Parliament, to resounding success.)
“It wasn’t just a sentimental journey,” Jackie later explained. (She wasn’t with her husband because she was pregnant at the time and couldn’t fly.) “Ireland meant much more. He had always been moved by its poetry and literature because it told of the tragedy and the desperate courage that he knew lay just under the surface of Irish life. The people of Ireland had faced famine and disease, and had fought against oppression, died for independence. And all through the tragic story, they dreamed and sang and wrote and thought and were gay in the face of their burdens.”
“I’ll be back in the springtime,” John Kennedy said just before he left Ireland. Sadly, he would never see the spring.
Now a little more than a year had passed. Much had changed. Jack was gone, and Joan Bennett Kennedy was representing him and his family in the country that had shown so much love and respect to the Kennedys. From the start, the response Joan received was enthusiastic and heartening. For instance, 50,000 Dubliners came to see the JFK exhibit at the Municipal Art Gallery in Dublin. More specifically, though, it would seem that they came to see the blond-haired, blue-eyed beauty, Joan.
“Look at this, Joan. Just look,” Candy exclaimed as thousands of Dubliners stood in a winding line in front of the gallery just to catch a glimpse of Joan. The line of patient people seemed endless as it circled around the block. “Cead mile failte” (Gaelic for “a hundred thousand welcomes,” the national slogan), they shouted at Joan as she finally got up the courage to walk down the street outside the art gallery, shaking hands and greeting all of those who had come to remember Jack, and to meet her.
Though she had been in the public eye for some time now, this reception was unlike anything Joan Kennedy had ever experienced. Perhaps she thought, “So this is what it’s like to be Jackie,” as she shook the sweaty hands of hundreds of excited fans and was offered so many bouquets of flowers that she was forced to leave them on the ground at her feet. Eventually, she was hip-high in colorful bouquets.
There was such a turnout, in fact, that the exhibit would be forced to stay open long after the scheduled closing hour of 9 P.M. Inside, the crowd turned reverential once the people were in the presence of all that displayed history.
Joan later recalled, “It was almost as if they were in church, the way they were hushed and the way they examined each of the objects.”
The next day, Joan and Candy drove south to Dunganstown, where they had the opportunity to meet Mary Kennedy Ryan and other relatives. “She was lovely,” one reporter said of Joan. “She and the Kennedy relations sat down, stared at one another for a moment, and then they burst into tears. ‘I can’t believe he’s gone, and I can’t believe I’m here,’ Joan said, weeping. They gave her a wonderful reception, made her feel like a queen. They said, ‘Look at how much they love you here,’ to which Joan responded, ‘It’s not me they love. It’s Jack.’ When she left, everyone was all smiles. People were saying, ‘Why don’t we see more of Joan Kennedy?’ ”
The next stop for Joan and the JFK exhibit was London, then Paris, Frankfurt, and finally Berlin, where she would be appearing on November 21 at Congress Hall the night before the first anniversary of Jack’s death. That evening, the Berlin hall was packed with devotees all anxious to be in the presence of any Kennedy. Many had actually seen the President in person when, in June of the last year of his life, more than half of West Berlin’s population came to hear him speak.
Now, a year and five months later, it was Joan’s turn to be the Kennedy of choice. The Berliners would not let her down.
There was such enthusiasm for Joan Kennedy’s appearance that overly enthusiastic officials almost caused a riot when they decided to open the doors to everyone—those with tickets as well as those who weren’t able to purchase any because they were sold out. Everywhere Joan looked from the platform on which she stood, she saw people were smiling up at her, cheering her, loving her. It was surreal, she would later admit.
Under a bright spotlight, Joan stood in front of a microphone on the platform of Congress Hall before the shadowy silhouettes of thousands of figures. She hesitated a moment as the crowd hushed itself.
In a small, trembling voice that was amplified so loudly she was startled at the sound, Joan thanked the throng for its devotion to Jack. “Your love for him is so clear to me, to all of us,” she said. A woman interpreter translated her remarks, and after only a few sentences, Joan had to stop and wait once again for the applause to die down. Her sister, Candy, sitting on the side of the platform, looked at her in amazement.
For a moment, Joan seemed helpless in the face of such overwhelming adulation, but then she must have called upon some hidden resolve because she managed to continue. Suppressing her nervousness, she rose to the occasion.
“I am so proud of John F. Kennedy,” she said, her voice echoing louder and stronger, “and all that he stood for, and all that he was to America, and to the world—the great, truly great, man he was.”
At the end of her brief speech, Joan Bennett Kennedy spoke the words that had caused such a torrent of emotion when last heard spoken by her brother-in-law, the President: “Ich bin ein Berliner,” she declared, her voice clear and authoritative, her arms outstretched to the cheering throng.
The audience rose to its feet in a standing ovation. Flashbulbs popped all about as Joan Kennedy, tears streaming down her face, stood on the stage and let the crowd’s adoration wash over her, a tidal wave of love, respect, and admiration.
The week following Teddy’s accident, Bobby appeared on the cover of Life magazine and was quoted as saying that Teddy’s accident had convinced him not to run for the Senate, that his priority should be his family. In truth, Bobby had already decided he was going to run for the Senate if LBJ did not choose him as a running mate. The Life story was actually a calculated attempt to force Johnson’s hand.
Bobby didn’t hold out much hope for a position on the LBJ ticket, though, and he really didn’t want the job, anyway. However, he would waffle on the matter for some time, strategizing what to do if asked, and how to proceed if not asked. For his part, Johnson became so determined to avoid having Bobby on the ticket that he soon announced his intention to bypass all members of his cabinet for the position. Richard Goodwin, speechwriter for LBJ, told Bobby, “If Johnson had to choose between you and Ho Chi Minh as a running mate, he’d go with Ho Chi Minh.”
Two days after Johnson chose Minnesota Senator Hubert Humphrey as a running mate, Bobby announced his Senate candidacy. It was a difficult campaign, however, and Bobby was worn down by comparisons to his late brother. Also, long a Massachusetts resident (although he spent his boyhood in New York), Bobby’s decision to take a residence in New York and seek public office there was resented by many who accused him of being a “carpetbagger,” insisting that a senator should represent the state where he lived and knew its problems.
He considered leaving the race after just a month, until he received an encouraging letter from Jackie. “It was a most feeling letter, in which she implored him not to give up, not to quit,” said Lem Billings. “She told him she needed him and that the children, especially John Jr., needed him as a surrogate father, somebody they could turn to, now that their own father was gone.
“Jackie also wrote that the country needed Bobby, and that the time had come to honor Jack’s memory rather than continue to mourn it.”
Partly emboldened by Jackie’s missive and also by his desire to be of public service and continue Jack’s work, Bobby continued in politics by resigning as Attorney General, turning down the Cabinet position offered him by LBJ (which he never really wanted), and running for the Senate, representing New York.
Jackie was enthusiastic about Bobby’s decision. She gave interviews about him, appeared at his campaign office, was photographed with him, and made her support of him clear. Her willingness to make public appearances for him was not surprising to those who knew of their relationship. Of him she had said, “Bobby is a man for whom I’d put my hand in a fire.”
Jackie met for tea with New York Post publisher Dorothy Schiff to promote her brother-in-law’s ideals and, she hoped, to win an important endorsement from that publication. “He must win,” she told her, “he will win. Or maybe it is just because one wants it so much that one thinks that. People say he is ruthless and cold,” Jackie observed. “He isn’t like the others. I think it was his place in the family, with four girls and being younger than two brothers and so much smaller. He hasn’t got the graciousness they had. He is really very shy, but he has the kindest heart in the world.” (Bobby did win the Post’s endorsement, though it’s doubtful that it was solely because of Jackie’s intervention.)
Bobby’s New York campaign against incumbent Republican Kenneth Keating was an uproarious one, with wild crowds everywhere he went in New York just wanting to glimpse him and his wife, Ethel. When he went on to win the election to the Senate, there was no doubt that Jackie’s quiet assistance helped him win many votes that would have otherwise gone to his opponent.
On January 4, 1965, Bobby Kennedy took the oath of office alongside Ted. “What’s it like to have a wife who is becoming so much a part of history?” a reporter for the Boston Globe asked Ted. The writer was obviously referring to Joan’s successful campaign on Ted’s behalf, and also her triumph in Europe. As Joan smiled broadly by his side, Ted shrugged. “She’s a good girl,” he said, dismissively. “Don’tcha think?”
With those words, Joan seemed to shrink, the sadness on her face clear to any observer.
By mid-1965, some in the Kennedy camp thought of Joan Kennedy as a diamond in the rough. Though she had always maintained that she didn’t want to be a public person, even she—with all her doubts and insecurities—had to admit that much of what she set out to do in front of an audience she seemed to do well, whether it was campaigning for her husband in Massachusetts or talking about her deceased brother-in-law’s personal effects in Europe.
Later, in the spring, Joan would have an opportunity to distinguish herself as more than another Kennedy wife when asked to do something she enjoyed that had little to do with politics: narrate Peter and the Wolf, by the Russian composer Sergei Prokofiev, for a fund-raiser. With her background in music, perhaps Joan had an advantage over most narrators; her work in this regard was touted by some Washington critics. She would be so successful at this new endeavor—at a lectern at the front of a stage with an eighty-member orchestra playing behind her—that she would be asked to narrate Peter and the Wolf several more times over the years.
Still, Joan was conflicted. While she may have appeared to be comfortable with crowds, it was all an act. The truth was that, except in fleeting moments, whenever she put herself in the public forum she was doing something she didn’t enjoy.
“You need to bring her out more, like Ethel,” Bobby told Ted at a New York charity event in front of a group of Kennedy aides. “She’s too shy, too quiet. No one knows what to make of her.”
“I’m lucky to get her out of the house,” Ted replied.
“But why?” Bobby asked. “She was great when you were flat on your back, she was great in Europe. She needs to continue in that vein, like a Kennedy.”
It seemed as if almost everyone around her—Jackie, Ethel, Bobby, Rose, and even the Kennedy sisters, Pat, Jean, and Eunice—saw the great potential in Joan Kennedy to do anything to which she set her mind. However, it seemed that because she could not win her husband’s approval, nothing she accomplished meant anything to her. So, rather than be energized by those accomplishments, she appeared exhausted by them, possibly because they did nothing to ingratiate her to Ted. Perhaps she saw each achievement as really just another failure.
During one cocktail meeting with political allies in New York at the 21 Club, Joan and Ethel seemed to be the focus of attention of every person in the club. In typically sixties’ outfits, the two sisters-in-law were a sight: Ethel was in a vinyl dress with large black-and-white squares and spaghetti shoulder straps made of rhinestones, and Joan was in a short miniskirt of a silver fabric, with enormous plastic bubble earrings. Recalls Jerry Summers, one of the security guards on duty that night at the club, “Everyone wanted to stare. It was like having major movie stars in the place.”
At one point, the two Kennedy wives got up to go to the ladies’ room. Suddenly at least thirty women rose to follow them, all headed to the small bathroom. As soon as they saw the stampede, Bobby’s security men leapt up to run interference, attempting to pull the fans away from the Kennedy women. Ethel helped by screaming at the women, “Get back right now. Can’t a woman even go to the bathroom? What’s the matter with you people? My God, you’re animals.”
Joan, who had enjoyed a few drinks, looked terrorized. Her hair was mussed, and mascara tears ran down her face as she spun about in the same spot, being pushed and pulled from all directions. She was a Raggedy Ann doll in a bad miniskirt. One of the guards grabbed her by the arm and practically dragged her to safety. When she finally got back to her table, she broke down crying. She and Ted left, quickly. Ethel and Bobby stayed behind, however, signing autographs, smiling, and shaking hands.
Was Camelot’s Guenevere having an affair with Lancelot now that King Arthur was dead and buried?
As soon as Jackie Kennedy had settled in Manhattan, rumors began anew about the nature of her relationship with her dead husband’s brother Bobby, giving the East Coast gossip columnists something new upon which to focus in welcoming Jackie to town. Throughout the years, and in many biographies of the two Kennedys, just such a “romance” has been confirmed by people who claim to have had intimate knowledge of it.
Kenny O’Donnell once told of an instance in the spring of 1965 when Jackie called Bobby in tears. “She was in her apartment with her kids, and the police were scouring the place with the bomb squad,” said O’Donnell. “Someone had apparently phoned in a bomb threat. Jackie was frantic, Bobby said, crying on the phone that she was going to be blown to bits with her kids, and asking what she had done to deserve this fate. It was a terrible thing.
“She was a prisoner in that place. They were afraid to get her out of there because the caller said there was a sniper waiting for her to leave the building. She was going to be picked off as soon as she walked out. It was a night of terror; she was trapped like a caged animal. Bobby took the next plane to New York and was there in a few hours. By the time he arrived, though, the scare was over… no bomb was found. Jackie was so upset, Bobby spent the night at her place.
“That’s where rumors got started,” said O’Donnell. “If he had been seen leaving there, then there would have been stories.” O’Donnell, who knew both Bobby and Jackie well, doesn’t believe the stories. “How could anyone be romantic after a hysterical scene like that one? She needed him, he was there for her. But as a close friend, a protector, which is what she needed, believe me.”
The rumor of an affair between Jackie and Bobby has also been fanned by people whose relationship with both parties had been somewhat strained over the years. Gore Vidal wrote derogatorily in his memoirs, Palimpsest, that “the one person she [Jackie] ever loved, if indeed she was capable of such an emotion, was Bobby Kennedy.” However, Vidal’s animus for Bobby was well known.
Another writer of note, Truman Capote, was quoted as having said that he was surprised “that the Jackie-Bobby love affair remained under wraps as long as it did.”*
“Such a hurtful rumor,” observed Joan Braden, “but so typical of the kinds of stories that floated around about the Kennedy women, started up by people who didn’t think of them as real, flesh-and-blood human beings. Besides the obvious fact that Jackie was so devastated and would never be able to have a man in her life at that time, look at how bereaved Bobby was! People can’t just push all of that hurt and anger aside and jump into bed together. Maybe on a TV soap opera they can, but not in real life. It was so demeaning a rumor, to everyone concerned.”
“Rubbish,” concurs Bobby Kennedy’s former spokesman, Frank Mankiewicz. “In people’s fantasy world of what the Kennedys were like, yes. In the real world, no.”
Rose Kennedy’s secretary, Barbara Gibson, adds, “It’s just absurd and the kind of thing that people whispered about because it was such a juicy bit of speculation. Untrue, I am sure of it.”
Also underscoring the rumors over the years has been the slow release of classified Secret Service documents that have indicated that Jackie and Bobby were in each other’s constant company throughout the last six months of 1964. “Considering the way J. Edgar Hoover felt about Bobby Kennedy, is it any wonder that he would attempt to turn his relationship with Jackie into something tawdry?” said Frank Mankiewicz.
However, one person who apparently did believe the stories was Ethel. According to George Smathers, “Though there was no affair, I believe Bobby’s wife thought there was one.”
Ethel seemed to find it difficult to accept that her husband was spending so much time with his attractive sister-in-law. It is interesting to note that in the early fifties, Bobby first fell in love with Ethel’s older sister, Pat Skakel. After his first few dates with Ethel, the shy and moody Bobby had slowly drifted to her sister, who better matched his temperament. Soon, Pat and Bobby were seriously involved. “They fell in love and dated for two years,” Ethel admitted some two decades later, but added that she didn’t like to talk about that “terrible period.”
It was Pat whom Bobby first seriously considered marrying. However, Pat wasn’t in love with Bobby and, in time, broke it off with him. Bobby, on the rebound, began dating an alluring young actress named Joan Winmill.
But the ambitious Kennedy boys, with their sights set on politics, were brought up to be practical in their decision-making. Every move they made, from the schools they attended, to the wives they chose, was a choice made with a careful eye to the future marks they would leave in the political arena. The women they married would have to be exceptional in many ways and provide more than just temporary infatuation. The athletic, competitive Ethel, with her deeply held Catholic beliefs, fitted in perfectly with the Kennedy clan. Ethel, like Bobby and his mother Rose, attended Mass every day; she was intelligent and loyal, and what she lacked in glamour she made up for in devotion. Her offbeat humor and boisterous behavior also melded in effortlessly with the rowdy Kennedy clan; she made the perfect Kennedy wife.
At the time of her great concern about her Bobby’s alleged affair with Jackie, Ethel subscribed to a magazine called Photoplay, a movie fan magazine that was a popular monthly at the time. Jackie and Ethel enjoyed reading about themselves in such silly fan magazines, even though much of what they read was completely untrue. Says Leah Mason, who worked at Hickory Hill as an assistant to Ethel, “Ethel always had a huge stack of these magazines, and one of my jobs was to clip out the articles about her and the other Kennedys, and keep them for posterity.”
The three Kennedy wives were written about more than any other political wives of the sixties and seventies, sharing covers with Hollywood stars such as Elizabeth Taylor and Frank Sinatra. While reading about themselves in such magazines, the women would privately marvel at how journalists would create pure fiction around innocent photographs. Ethel, however, was prone to believe that the stories about other family members were true.
Said Leah Mason, “Ethel would call up Joan and say, ‘Why didn’t you tell me you were angry at me?’ and Joan would say, ‘What in the world are you talking about?’ Ethel would reply that she had read about the ‘feud’ in a movie magazine, and believed it. She just assumed that Joan would speak to a reporter about it before she would speak to her. Then, after hanging up with Joan, she would say to me, ‘Cut that article out and file it. I may need it for future reference.’ Sometimes she would have me send an offending article to someone, like Andy Williams, and tell me to write in the margin something like, ‘We must be more discreet!’ Once, Andy called and said, ‘What is she talking about?’ ”
Jackie and Ethel—not Joan, who couldn’t even bear to read what was being written about her, let alone save the stories—would spend hours writing letters and making telephone calls to friends, pleading with them to completely disregard some untruth that had been printed. One odd letter from Ethel to Andy Williams explained that an article implying a romance between Bobby and Williams’s wife, Claudine Longet, was “inaccurate as far as I know.” One might assume that famous women, so accustomed to this kind of publicity, good and bad, would not be concerned about what was written in cheap magazines, but that was not the case. It’s also interesting to note that they would even have the time to devote to such pursuits.
For her part, Jackie loved to gossip, and always had. However, when the gossip was about her, she didn’t much like it. She would read the fan magazines and circle the names of the sources for the articles, and then write them off forever, never speaking to them again. If one of those sources happened to be someone with whom she was friendly, she would clip the article, circle the offending passages, send it to the sinning friend, and then she would never speak to that person again.
She, like her sister-in-law, often feared that others would believe what they read in these publications. For instance, while stories had persisted that Jackie found Lyndon Johnson to be offensive, there is little evidence in their correspondence over the years—more than seventy-five letters in all—that Jackie and LBJ shared anything but a friendly, respectful relationship; he was very solicitous.
Yet, during the holidays of 1966, Jackie was disturbed by the reprinting of an article by William Manchester in a fan magazine called Modern Screen with the headline: “Jackie Hates LBJ—She Thinks He’s Dirty Old Man!”*
Jackie feared that once Johnson read this story, whether in this magazine—as if the President actually read Modern Screen!—or elsewhere, his feelings about her might change. The fact that she would be worried about such a thing not only demonstrated her concern for the feelings of people she cared about, but perhaps it also spoke volumes about her own insecurity.
To set things straight, she wrote Johnson a letter (addressing the envelope simply to “The President; The White House, Washington, DC”) and sent it off on January 6, 1967, from Antigua in the West Indies, where she was vacationing after New Year’s.
She started by saying that she feared he would think she was “childish” by sending the letter, and she understood that he had more important matters on his mind other than what she was about to express to him. She then explained that she had been misquoted in the magazine article as having said that she objected to his use of the term “honey” when speaking to her. It may have said something about the state of Jackie’s emotions when she then wrote, “The rage I have been trying to suppress and forget down here boiled up again.” She conceded that the misquote was probably inconsequential, but was typical of the way Manchester had, in her view, “twisted” whatever she may have told him.
Jackie assured Johnson that any term of endearment he had ever used with her over the years was genuinely received, and she noted that she thought of “honey” as being a term that she appreciated hearing from him. She further wrote that she wished there were more people in her life who would use that term when referring to her and that she hoped Johnson would continue to use it. She also hoped that he would “not become embittered by all this [the article], and by all life, really.”
Jackie apparently had second thoughts about drawing attention to what was probably a trivial matter because, in her letter, she then asked LBJ to forgive her for even having written it, and said that she would probably later regret not having torn it up rather than sending it off to him. However, in what she termed as “some blind way,” she said that she just wanted to reaffirm her great affection for him. “No matter what happens, no matter how your feelings might change towards me. Once I decide I care about someone,” she concluded, “nothing can ever make me change.” (Perhaps Jackie’s comment to LBJ about her loyalty to her friends was ironic, considering the way she would ostracize those she felt had talked about her to the press.)
When these same kinds of fan magazines began publishing stories about Bobby and Jackie, Jackie didn’t mention anything about them to Ethel, at least not to anyone’s recollection. Perhaps she never imagined that Ethel would believe such stories to be true. However, Ethel did seem upset about the rumors. Her secretary arrived for work at Hickory Hill one day to find a stack of fan magazines on her desk, each with a Bobby-Jackie headline. “Just look at those,” Ethel said, clearly exasperated by the press coverage. “Look at what they’re writing about Bobby and Jackie. Do you think any of it is true?”
The secretary didn’t respond.
“This is so unlike Jackie,” Ethel continued. “I don’t know what to think.” She then gathered the magazines and hurled them into the trash can. “Why do I read this garbage, anyway?” she asked, rhetorically.
Joan Braden and a number of other family friends said that Ethel, perhaps in some desperation, asked her brother George to talk to Bobby about the stories, which was odd in that the two men disliked each other. Predictably, George refused to become involved. When Ethel then asked Ted for his opinion of the matter, he told her to “forget about it. It’s ridiculous.” Finally, Ethel decided to just confront Jackie about the rumors, but both Joan Braden and Lem Billings, in separate conversations with her, managed to persuade her not to do so. Years later, Braden recalled convincing Ethel that Jackie would be hurt by the insinuation, and that the result of such an inquiry would only permanently damage their relationship.
Two weeks later, Ethel saw Jackie at a party. Afterward, she told her friends of “an epiphany” that had occurred at the gathering. Joan Braden recalled, “She told me that she looked Jackie straight in the eye until it suddenly hit her: It couldn’t be true. ‘It just couldn’t be,’ she said, reaching out for me. We embraced, and she held on as tightly as she could.” As she hugged her, Joan sensed that Ethel was sobbing. “It’s very stressful, very upsetting for a woman to go through this kind of thing, what with all of the terrible indecision and worry,” Braden said. “However, when Ethel pulled away, she turned quickly. She wouldn’t let even me see her tears.”
By early spring 1968, Bobby Kennedy still had not made up his mind about running for the Presidency. The family was split in its opinions. With the exception of Jackie, the women all seemed to agree that he should run. Ethel wanted nothing more than for him to one day be President. It had been her dream for years.
Rose, along with Eunice, Jean, and Pat, and their husbands, all had that “ol’ Kennedy spirit” as well, and felt that Bobby had much to offer the Democratic Party. Ted, however, disagreed, fearing that Bobby’s life would be in jeopardy should he ever become President. He now seemed to actually believe in the Kennedy curse Joan had spoken to Jackie about at the hospital after Ted’s plane accident. Jackie agreed with Ted, saying that the thought of Bobby as President was chilling to her. She said that she couldn’t bear the idea, and when anyone wanted to discuss it with her, she would become grim.
Because the race had already begun (it was too late even to enter most of the primaries), Bobby feared that his late entry might split the party and perhaps even strengthen Republican support. He was also afraid that his running would appear to be a vendetta against Johnson. LBJ’s popularity was all but completely ruined, anyway, by the Vietnam War, as well as the protests and violence across the country.
In the end, it would be Ethel who would convince Bobby to run. “She believed he should do it, and she pushed for it,” said Ted Sorenson. “She wanted it for him, and perhaps for herself.”
Sorenson, who opposed Bobby’s candidacy, recalled one meeting with the family at Hickory Hill in which he voiced his opinion. Ethel railed against him. “But why, Ted?” she demanded to know. “And after all of those high-flown praises you wrote for President Kennedy?” As the meeting went on, Ethel and some of her children disappeared and went to an upstairs bedroom. From a window, they rolled down a banner that read “Kennedy for President.” Then, Ethel put “The Impossible Dream” on the record player. It would later become the campaign theme.
“She was a major factor, without question,” said Frederick P. Dutton, Bobby’s political campaign adviser, of Ethel’s influence on Bobby’s decision.
“She wanted to be First Lady, that’s true,” concurred Barbara Gibson. “But she also believed that Bobby had so much to give, that he could make changes, do good things for the country. She was his main cheerleader, most definitely.”
Bobby made his announcement on Saturday, March 16, 1968. (At about this same time, Ethel learned she was pregnant with her eleventh child. The pregnancy would be kept a secret for the time being.) The road to the 1968 Democratic nomination had been a long one for this young Kennedy, a man who had undergone authentic interior changes and growth. The once-puny-but-pugnacious member of the tight-knit Kennedy clan was a sibling who now spoke from the same podium where his brother, Jack, had announced his campaign just eight years earlier. If he were to win in November, Bobby would be the youngest man ever elected to that office; 175 days younger than Jack when he was sworn in.
Bobby’s historic announcement would once have been greeted with wild enthusiasm by the anti-war movement. But now, to many, his candidacy seemed opportunistic. Some felt he’d had his chance; when his supporters had wanted him to run in 1964, he hadn’t. In the end, there would be no time to build the kind of mammoth political machine that had characterized past Kennedy campaigns. Ted Sorenson recalled that allies had to be lined up at a moment’s notice without much effort to determine who was best for the job, “who could deliver and who was full of hot air.”
Meanwhile, Kennedy took a strong position against Lyndon Johnson and the bombings in Vietnam. “Some of his speeches got very close to demagoguery,” recalled Richard Harwood of the Washington Post, who traveled with the Kennedy campaign. “And I said so in a couple of pieces in the Post. When I went back to the airplane to take off on the next leg of the trip, some young woman tried to stop me from boarding the plane, saying I wasn’t welcome there. But I got aboard. And a little while later, Ethel Kennedy came down the aisle, with my story wadded up, and she threw it in my face.”
On the evening of March 31, things changed when Johnson finally bowed out of the race. A Gallup poll showing that only 26 percent of those questioned approved of his handling of the war seemed to seal his fate, at least in his own mind. The Democratic race would now be between Kennedy, Eugene McCarthy, and Vice President Hubert Humphrey.
Ethel accompanied Bobby on his campaign tour, leaving her children at Hickory Hill, where they were being cared for by the couple’s servants. Two of the oldest were at boarding schools: Kathleen, seventeen, was finishing her final year at Putney School in Vermont, and Joe, now almost sixteen, attended his father’s alma mater, Milton Academy. The rest—one-year-old Douglas, three-year-old Matthew Maxwell, five-year-old Chris, eight-year-old Kerry, ten-year-old Michael, twelve-year-old Courtney, thirteen-year-old David, and fourteen-year-old Bobby Jr.—would watch their father on the nightly news and cheer mightily at his image on the screen. The children missed their mother, however, and made life difficult for the servants, acting in an undisciplined manner and, as one who also worked for Jackie from time to time put it, “raising so much hell, we were afraid there’d be nothing left to Hickory Hill by the time Mrs. Kennedy returned.”
While on the campaign trail, Ethel would visit hospitals, industrial plants, and children’s institutions, make speeches, sign autographs, shake hands, and do whatever necessary to support her husband. She was usually gregarious in front of a crowd, displaying a great sense of humor. “This is my first day speaking,” she said at Marion, Ohio, “so I confess I’m a little hesitant. In 1960, Bobby sent me to Kentucky, Utah, California, Oregon, Virginia—and we didn’t win one of those states.”
She wanted to do her best, but this campaign meant a lot. Nervous, she made some embarrassing gaffes. In Fort Wayne, Indiana, she relied on a taxi driver to give her information that the city was named after “Mad Anthony” Wayne, the American patriot who had fought the British in the War of 1812. Later that day, in giving a speech to students, Ethel mentioned the bit of trivia to them. Later, their teacher informed Mrs. Kennedy that not only was Wayne really a famous Indian fighter, but that by 1812 he had been dead for sixteen years. “Oh no!” Ethel exclaimed. “That cab driver had it all wrong!”
Later, when she landed in Los Angeles, she announced to a crowd how happy she was to be in Anaheim. “For Christ’s sake, Ethel,” Bobby said, scolding her. “If you’re going to get the name of the town wrong, at least say it in a whisper.”
While she gave a few on-air television interviews, she appeared wooden and clearly afraid of saying the wrong thing and hurting Bobby’s chances. For Ethel, the pressure was on like never before.
The atmosphere of Bobby’s campaign was electric. With the fury and hopelessness that set in among the black community following the murder of Martin Luther King, minorities became even more passionately devoted to Bobby. In turn, Bobby was more devoted to civil rights than ever. His energy seemed ceaseless, as if he thrived off the frenzied admiration from the zealous crowds. The country seemed at the dawning of a new era and it was Bobby, the oldest surviving Kennedy brother, who became the personification of the nation’s deliverance.
After her husband passed away, Jackie did not share details with other members of the Kennedy family about the men she saw socially. First of all, she was a discreet woman and thought it inappropriate to give details of her personal life to the family of her deceased husband. She also must have realized that most of the Kennedys would view anyone with whom she chose to share her life as an unworthy replacement for Jack.
But Jackie wasn’t sitting at home alone. She had a number of men interested in her at the time, though no one she took seriously as a romantic partner. She was seen with the widowed David Ormsby-Gore, former British Ambassador to the United States, as well as with family friends Roswell Gilpatric, Lord Harlech, Mike Nichols, and Arthur Schlesinger, Jr. She was fascinated by Truman Capote and other gay men who idolized her, recognized her status as an icon, and treated her like a queen. She had also dated John Carl Warnecke—the architect she had hired to design a permanent memorial grave for the President—on and off for the last two years. Friends of Jackie’s have differing memories of her relationship with Warnecke. Some insist she truly cared for him, while others say that he was merely a diversion.
As the press vigorously covered Jackie’s “romantic” liaisons, she laughed at the way they focused “on the fanciful embellishments” (as she told Rudolf Nureyev over dinner one evening) while leaving “the essence still untouched.”
It was Aristotle Onassis who was the essence of Jackie’s interest at this time. During her years of mourning, she began keeping company with the wealthy industrialist who had been so kind to her in 1963 when she visited him on his yacht, the Christina, after baby Patrick’s death. He encouraged her to talk about her loss when no one else wanted her to do so, and she had never forgotten his sensitivity. He was also charming and personable, spoke fluent Spanish, French, and English as well as his native Greek, and enjoyed poetry, music, and quiet times as much as he did wheeling and dealing, negotiating tough deals, and making money. “A strange man in many ways,” she had said, “such a rogue, but also so understanding. I was fascinated by him from the beginning.”
When Jack died, Onassis had been at the White House to express his sympathies, and was one of the few visitors, outside of family and a few heads of state, whom Jackie allowed upstairs to the private quarters to visit her. He consoled her as she spoke to him of the terrible ordeal she was enduring at that time, and just as he had won her favor after Patrick’s death, he impressed her with his understanding and patience after the death of her husband. He understood how difficult it was for Jackie to begin her life again, and he encouraged her to be strong.
“But every day I feel I’m losing a little more of him,” she said, crying to Onassis about a year after Jack’s death. “As time goes on, he becomes more a part of my past.”
“You have done all the mourning that anyone can humanly expect of you,” he told her. “The dead are dead. You are living.”
The two stayed in communication; Onassis began sending Jackie roses almost daily for nearly a year, and soon they were seeing each other socially, with Jackie traveling back and forth to Greece and Ari commuting to the States. Although Ari was not as handsome as Jack or her father, he had the same dynamic qualities as the two men she had adored. He was attractive to women, and vice versa, an important quality to Jackie. And he was rich and generous, and she did have a need for the money.
The fact that Jackie found Onassis to be charming and sensitive made for a pleasant dating experience, but wouldn’t have been reason enough for her to allow him into a position of prominence in her life. After all, she was a woman who had been raised to consider a man’s wealth when making a decision about her future with him, and the fact that Onassis was one of the richest men in the world no doubt helped Jackie in making certain choices about him. His money would afford her not only a glamorous lifestyle but also a sense of freedom and protection, important to her and to her children at this time.
Many of the Kennedys closest to her were unaware of how truly frightened Jackie was just to walk out onto the street in public. Crowds terrified her. The constant popping of cameras when she was in public never ceased to jolt her. Was it a bullet? she would wonder. Or just a flashbulb? The memory of watching helplessly as the lifeless body of her husband slumped into her lap had been burned into her consciousness. The nightmares had never ended; no matter how much time passed, she was still traumatized. Much to her dismay, she felt like a victim. If there was one thing Jackie Kennedy never wanted to think of herself as, it was a victim. Ari would be able to protect her and her children at this time when she felt most vulnerable. He could whisk her to far-off lands when she felt most threatened in America by paparazzi, the media, an adoring public, and worse.
Jackie’s relationship with Ari was kept from the family in the first few months because both believed that if the Kennedys knew of it, they would stop at nothing to end it. Bobby, who referred to Onassis as “the Greek,” felt he was a criminal, and nothing would change his mind about that. Even though Onassis was spending nights at Jackie’s Fifth Avenue apartment and she was flying off to Europe to be with him, Bobby and the rest of the Kennedys really did not know that anything serious was developing between them.
Jackie happened to be in Mexico in March 1968 when she learned that Bobby had decided to run for President. For her, this was not good news. She was convinced that it was open season on Kennedys, and that if he were to become President, his fate would be the same as Jack’s. He would leave behind ten children whose lives would be ruined, she believed, and a widow who would never be able to pick up the pieces of her shattered dreams. She had told Bobby of her fears but, apparently, he wouldn’t listen. So Jackie prepared a statement for the press, indicating that she “will always be with him with all my heart,” and began to hope and pray for the best outcome.
In March of 1968, shortly after Bobby announced his candidacy, Aristotle Onassis was interviewed at a cocktail party at the George V Hotel in Paris. In comments that have been published innumerable times over the years, Onassis said that, in his estimation, Jackie was a woman who had, for years, been held up as a model of propriety, constancy, and “so many of those boring American female virtues.” He said that she was “now so utterly devoid of mystery” that she needed “a small scandal to bring her alive. A peccadillo, an indiscretion. Something should happen to her to win our fresh compassion. The world loves to pity fallen grandeur.” Ari knew his words would have a great impact not only on the media, but also on the Kennedys. “That should set the cat among the pigeons on Hickory Hill,” he said, with a snicker, after making the statement. The next morning, newspapers across the country trumpeted his critical assessments of Jackie.
Ethel didn’t like it when she picked up the morning paper and read Onassis’s summation of her sister-in-law. “How well does he even know Jackie?” she wondered. “Why would he say these things? How dare he?” She convinced Bobby that he should discuss the matter with Jackie. However, Bobby was so angry at the report that he didn’t need much coaxing.
When Bobby telephoned Jackie to ask what she felt about Onassis’s comments, she confessed that she was actually thinking of marrying him but that no decision had been made. He was upset and said so, telling her that her decision could “cost me five states.” He further cast aspersions on the relationship, calling it a “family weakness,” alluding to Ari’s previous romance with Lee Radziwill. Jackie knew he was hurt, so she refrained from doing what would have come naturally for her at that point—hanging up on him.
Jackie still felt a close relationship to Bobby, and in the past had often tried to abide by his wishes and the wishes of the family. “But it’s time for me to live for me,” she finally told him. “Not for the Kennedys.”
After Bobby seemed to get nowhere with Jackie, it was Ethel’s idea to visit Jackie herself and to bring Joan along. Joan, who always cared about Jackie’s well-being, was concerned that her sister-in-law was making a terrible mistake and that she would get hurt in the process. She didn’t trust Onassis—though she didn’t know exactly why, rather it was just a sense that she had—and she felt that, based on what she read, he had underworld connections.
Ethel’s uneasiness was more specific. She wanted to know more about Onassis’s complex and allegedly illegal business dealings as much as she wanted to know the truth about his well-publicized, volatile relationship with opera singer Maria Callas. She believed that a wedding between her sister-in-law and Onassis should be canceled or at the very least delayed, because it would most certainly jeopardize Bobby’s political chances.
Ethel and Joan paid their visit to Jackie on a brisk, New York afternoon in early April 1968. As always, Fifth Avenue in Manhattan was alive with bustle and movement: horns braying in congested traffic, taxis screeching to a halt and then starting off again, people colliding with one another as they walked—along with an assistant of Ethel’s—to their destination. On this afternoon a small gathering of people, about fifteen in all, had congregated on the sidewalk at the entrance of Jackie’s fashionable pre–World War I apartment building at 1040 Fifth Avenue, hoping for just a glimpse of the former First Lady. Later that day, Jackie and one of the Secret Service agents protecting her at this time would walk out the front door and right into the middle of this mass of humanity. At first the fans, who had been waiting for hours, would be stunned by her sudden appearance, as if they were in the presence of a religious apparition. Then after just a moment (because she wouldn’t be with them very long), the air would be filled with applause and shouts of “God bless you” and “We love you.” Quickly, Jackie would be ushered into a waiting car and driven away from the worshipping assembly, leaving each of its members feeling a bit faint in her wake.
“Will you just look at these nutcases,” Ethel muttered to her assistant as they worked their way through the group, none of whom seemed to recognize either her or Joan. “Who the heck lives here? Elvis?”
Once past the crowd, Ethel, Joan, and the assistant walked through the ornate, black, wrought-iron gate and into a small foyer with French doors, which opened into the large main lobby of 1040. The floors were black-and-white diamond-shaped marble tile. Above them hung a large, expensive-looking, crystal chandelier, beneath which stood an ornate, antique table holding a huge vase of fresh, seasonal flowers. To the left were the elevators, and to the right a fireplace in front of which sat a plush couch with end tables.
“What floor?” Ethel asked as they approached the elevator.
When the three women got out of the elevator, they stepped into a long entrance foyer with gilt-framed mirrors and nineteenth-century French paintings on the walls; Jackie’s was the only residence on the floor. Ethel turned to her assistant: “That’s it for you, kiddo,” she told her. “Time for you to go.” The assistant then handed her boss a couple of coffee-table books about French art, which Ethel intended to give to Jackie as gifts and, with a disappointed look on her face, said, “Are you sure, Mrs. Kennedy, that you won’t be needing me in there?”
Ethel said no. The downcast assistant turned and walked back into the elevator, just as Ethel rang Jackie’s doorbell.
After a butler welcomed the two women into the apartment, Ethel and Joan walked into a parquet-floored foyer that opened into a vast rectangular gallery with fourteen rooms radiating outward from it, including five bedrooms, three servants’ rooms, a kitchen, and a butler’s pantry. The living room, with its windows facing Central Park and its reservoir, was forty feet long and ran parallel to Fifth Avenue. The furniture, much of which came from the family’s quarters at the White House, was an eclectic mix that spoke of Jackie’s varied tastes, from dark, heavy, and formal pieces such as her most cherished possession—an ormolu-mounted Empire fall-front desk that once belonged to her father—to light and airy colored sofas and bright floral throw pillows. Striking watercolors by noted painters decorated the walls. In a corner stood a large telescope, which Jackie liked to use to watch people as they enjoyed Central Park. There were no pictures of Jack to be seen; the only photo of JFK in the apartment was a small, silver-framed one on Jackie’s beside table in her bedroom. Outside, on the wraparound fenced terrace were large crab apple trees in wooden boxes painted blue. The whole place cried out for magazine photography.
About a month earlier, Jackie had hired a Greek chef, recommended to her by Aristotle Onassis, who went by the name of “Niko,” short for Nicolas (Konaledius). “I worked for her part-time for just six weeks preparing Greek foods for special occasions,” he recalls from his home in Greece, the walls of which are covered with photographs of him and Jackie from his brief employ. “I was fired, then returned again six months later for another three weeks. Then I returned to Greece where I worked for friends and relatives of Onassis’s.”
Niko walked into the living room just in time to hear Joan muse, “Gee, I wonder how many windows face the park.”
“Fourteen of twenty-three,” came a voice from behind Niko. It was Jackie, entering the room, smiling and looking radiant in beige harem pants and a matching top. Her long feet were bare and her toenails meticulously manicured and painted. The three women embraced and then walked about the apartment admiring Jackie’s collection of animal paintings and Indian miniatures on the walls. They then went into the library where they would chat privately for about thirty minutes before gaily going into the dining room for lunch.
All three seemed to be in good cheer as they sat in Jackie’s spacious and elegant dining room with its view of the George Washington Bridge. The room boasted of overstuffed couches, a baby grand piano, and a marble fireplace. On one wall was a large map with small pins all over it denoting places President Kennedy had visited, which was used as an educational tool for Jackie’s children, Caroline and John Jr.
After they were seated in the warm room, the walls of which were covered in crimson damask wallpaper with matching drapes, Niko served a Greek salad with tomatoes, peeled onions, cucumber, and bunch roka (Greek watercress). “I am completely fascinated by Greek culture now,” Jackie said as the salad was being served. “I thought it would be fun if I treated you both to some Greek food. Isn’t this special?”
Following the salad, Niko displayed a Greek vegetable casserole with eggplant, zucchini, potatoes, and green peppers, which the women seemed to enjoy. For dessert, he offered kouradiedes (Greek cookies) and Greek cheesecake with feta, ricotta, and Swiss cheeses.
“Oh my God, this cheesecake is so rich,” Ethel complained. “How can anyone eat this stuff?”
“I know,” Jackie said with a nod, not realizing that Niko was standing directly behind her. “Isn’t it absolutely awful? The ghastly, rich foods those Greeks eat! Niko!” she called out. When the servant showed up instantly over her shoulder, she looked startled for a moment before she sweetly asked, “I wonder, do we have any of those lovely madeleines?” He then ran to fetch the cookies, bringing them to the table a few minutes later.
Finally, over the madeleines and tea, Ethel got to the point. “Please tell me that you’re not serious about this Onassis character,” she said to Jackie.
“Oh, Telis?” Jackie answered, using her pet name for him, short for Aristotelis (the Greek form of Aristotle). “Why, he’s completely charming. Yes, I do like him very much.” When Ethel expressed surprise that she already had a nickname for Onassis Jackie smiled coyly.
At this point, Niko left the women to their conversation about Onassis’s life, his family, and his wealth. Joan sat silently sipping her tea, not really participating and at one point getting up to admire the baby grand piano in the room. As Ethel and Jackie spoke, the servant overheard bits and pieces of their conversation.
Ethel said, “Please tell me you will not marry him, Jackie. At least not until after the election, and even then…”
Because the women noticed Niko, who had entered the room, they stopped talking. He leaned over to pour tea for Joan, then walked to a serving cart a few feet away, but still within earshot of the conversation.
Niko recalls, “Ethel said something about not wanting to court controversy at this time. She also said that she wouldn’t allow Jackie to ‘ruin this for me,’ probably referring either to Bobby’s campaign or, perhaps, her chances to get into the White House. I don’t know which. I was too nervous to pay attention.”
Tense about what he was overhearing, Niko accidentally dropped two pieces of silverwear onto the glass top of the serving cart. Jackie, startled by the racket, turned to face him. “Will you please leave us?” she snapped. “Where in the world did Ari find you, anyway?”
After she scolded him, Niko sequestered himself in the kitchen. Shortly thereafter, he heard Ethel and Joan leave. “From what I could glean, no one was very happy with the way the luncheon went,” he recalls. “I actually think Mrs. Kennedy asked them to leave, but I can’t be sure since I was hiding in the kitchen.
“As soon as they left, Mrs. Kennedy came bursting into the kitchen, seeming upset, and told me to go clean the table. Then she disappeared into her bedroom and didn’t come out again until the next morning. I knocked on her door at about seven P.M. to ask if she wanted something to eat. She opened it, wearing a robe, and with a completely different attitude. She smiled at me, said, ‘No, thank you. I can wait for breakfast,’ and then closed the door.”
In May, around a month after Jackie’s luncheon with Ethel and Joan about Aristotle Onassis, Jackie joined him on the Christina for a four-day cruise. While sailing under the stars, they discussed marriage. According to what they would later tell friends, Ari promised that should they wed, Jackie would still be a free woman, able to do whatever she pleased and see whomever she liked. As his wife, not only would she be one of the richest women in the world, but she and her children would also be protected by an arsenal of security: an army of seventy-five trained, machine-gun-toting men and their vicious attack dogs. What would Onassis get out of the deal? He would get Jackie, of course, someone to worship, the most famous woman of all, and a prize to any collector of famous women. He would also be able to stake his claim of legitimacy in the business world, for surely she would not be with him if he weren’t someone special, a man of integrity.
Did they love each other? “Jackie was never in love with another man after Jack,” said her friend Joan Braden. “It wasn’t a matter of love with Ari. It was about security, protection… and money. Onassis was worth $500 million, right up there with J. Paul Getty and Howard Hughes in terms of wealth. She was not mercenary, but rather a practical woman in the way she handled her marriage to Jack, and in her relationship to Ari. She had children to consider, and a lifestyle in the public eye that she could not escape. She had to make certain decisions with an eye toward what made sense.”
Stavlos Pappadia, who at the time was a reporter for the government-controlled Greek newspaper Acropolis, and also a friend of Onassis, recalled, “Ari told me that Jackie said she was under pressure from Bobby and her sisters-in-law to delay the marriage. He said he agreed to it because, really, he was in no hurry.
“Ari told me, ‘She’s a lovely woman, very self-centered, very egotistical, but fascinating in every way.’ He spoke of her as if he were a fan, not her future husband. In fact, he collected photographs of her from newspapers and magazines, he told me. He said he had hundreds of them. She was his idol, really.”
Even though Jackie had decided to delay a decision regarding a marriage to Onassis, she didn’t want Ethel to believe that she had had anything to do with it. “I don’t want Ethel to start thinking she can run my life,” is how she put it at the time to a friend of hers. When news leaked out to family members that the wedding was being postponed, Ethel was the first on the telephone to Jackie.
“I think you made the right decision,” she happily told her, according to Leah Mason.
Jackie hung up on her.
A few weeks later, in the middle of May, Jackie was with the family at the Hyannis Port compound. She flew in from New York because she wanted to see Bobby and congratulate him for his recent successes at the polls. Jackie still felt a sense of union with the Kennedys. As far as she was concerned, the family’s successes were hers, as were their failures.
It’s true that Jackie had not wanted Bobby to run for the Presidency because she feared for his life. She hadn’t changed her mind about that, but since he was pushing forward anyway, she wanted to support his effort, which was the reason she had decided to postpone any decision about marrying Onassis. Jackie was struck by Bobby’s courage, awed by his wisdom. He so reminded her of Jack that watching him deliver a speech on television never failed to bring a tear to her eyes. She said that she wished she could attend more of his speeches in person, but feared that her presence might detract attention from him. “I’ve been shopping for an awful wig that would provide enough concealment to let me watch from the crowd,” she joked, “but I look so stunning in all of them, there’s no way I wouldn’t be recognized!”
Jackie’s backing was a double-edged sword for Ethel, however. Even though it was Ethel who shared with Bobby the thousands of small intimacies that actualized not only their marriage but also the true essence of who he was as a man, it still always seemed that she was in Jackie’s shadow. Once again, just as after Jack’s death, it felt to Ethel as though Bobby’s need for Jackie was greater than his need for her.
After Jackie’s return from Greece, there was a family gathering at Rose and Joseph’s to fete Bobby. It soon grew into a raucous affair with plenty of drinking and friendly (and sometimes not-so-friendly) ribbing, so typical of a Kennedy gathering. Joan, Eunice, Pat, Jean, their husbands… the whole gang was present and, for the most part, in good spirits. However, tension between Jackie and Ethel was palpable, and seemed to be growing thicker as the evening wore on.
Bobby began reading the results of recent promising polls. With every “win,” the family would raise a cheer and someone would make a toast. “Jacqueline did not applaud politely, as she usually did,” recalled nurse Rita Dallas, who was also present. “She led them all.”
When Bobby had finished reading the results, he grinned broadly. “Well, looks like we just may make it,” he said.
“Three cheers,” Rose said. “Hip, hip…”
And everyone joined in—“Hooray!”
“Hip, hip…” Ted added.
“Hooray!”
“Hip, hip…” Eunice shouted.
“Hooray!”
Jackie, caught up in the jovial spirit of the moment, called out, “Won’t it be wonderful when we get back in the White House?”
“What do you mean, we?” answered a female voice from across the room. All eyes turned. It was Ethel.
The room fell silent. Rita Dallas remembered that Jackie “looked as if she’d been struck. She flinched as though a blow had actually stung her cheek.”
Ethel’s comment seemed to beg an explanation, something along the lines of “Oh, I was just kidding. Let’s have another drink.” However, Bobby’s wife just shrugged her shoulders at the deafening silence her remark had caused, then disappeared into the kitchen.
Jackie looked about the room helplessly, waiting for someone to come to her rescue. But everyone, it seemed, was too stunned. Without saying a word, Jackie stood from her chair, head high, and walked over to Bobby. She kissed him on the cheek. Then she walked out of the front door.
During her years as First Lady, Jackie had enjoyed sharing her glory with all of the Kennedys. Even though Ethel clearly resented the attention Jackie got, Jackie had done what she could to make Ethel feel as if she were a part of Camelot. She had never snubbed her, never intentionally set out to hurt her. It was difficult to reconcile Ethel’s callous remark, but its effect on Jackie would force a defining moment in the former First Lady’s relationship with the Kennedy family.
The next morning, Jackie arrived early at Rose and Joseph’s to visit Joe. “Her hair was tied back with a silk scarf,” Rita Dallas recalled. “She looked somber and very tired.” Dallas said that Jackie stayed for just a few minutes before telling Joseph that she had some “thinking to do.” Before leaving, she stopped to talk to Rita Dallas. Sitting at a chair in front of Rita’s desk, she fidgeted with a paper clip and then asked Rita, “You’ve been a widow for a long time, haven’t you?”
“Almost twenty years,” Rita said.
“It’s hard, isn’t it—being alone, I mean.”
Rita Dallas recalled telling Jackie that widowhood had been difficult for her. However, she took it upon herself to suggest that Jackie should not make the same mistake that she had made—devoting all her time and energy to the Kennedy family, only to find that her hard work was barely appreciated.
Without wanting to seem presumptuous—but since Jackie had brought up the subject—Rita suggested that Jackie consider moving on, forging a new life for herself, and perhaps breaking some of her close ties to the Kennedys in the process. It would be impossible to end her relationship with the family completely, Rita reasoned, and Jackie shouldn’t even attempt to do such a thing. She had her children to think of, after all, and they would always be Kennedys. Moreover, Jackie would always feel a sense of responsibility to keep Jack’s memory alive through the Kennedy Library, the many exhibit showings, or in any other way she thought appropriate. No doubt, in keeping Jack alive in the hearts of those who loved him, Jackie felt that a part of herself continued to live on in her so-called “Camelot.” She could never give that up completely. But perhaps a little distance would do her some good, Rita advised.
The nurse chose her words carefully, hoping that Jackie would not be offended. She wasn’t. Rather, she listened carefully and said she would give thought to all that Rita had said.
Jackie spent the rest of the day walking to all the places in the area that had been special to her and Jack: the patches of beach in front of the compound that they had most enjoyed together, Squaw Island, the horse barns, the private picnic areas. She must have thought about her life at Hyannis Port with her husband and children and wondered how it had all turned out the way it had. “Life is all about change, isn’t it?” she had rhetorically asked her friend Joan Braden. “The only constant we can count on, I guess, is that nothing is constant, and you can’t depend on anything or anyone, just yourself, which I have learned the hard way.”
“I think she was beginning to find an inner strength she didn’t even know she had,” said Braden. “She wasn’t a religious person, not really. Mostly, I think, Catholicism was, for her and most of the Kennedys, a family ritual rather than a true belief system. But in the years after Jack’s death, she found strength where she least expected it, within. She told me that she felt that God was most certainly pulling her through the ordeal, ‘sometimes kicking and screaming all the way,’ she said, laughing.”
When Jackie returned to the house, she found that Joseph had been waiting for her, concerned about the hour. She apologized for having worried him and explained that “I’ve had a lot of thinking to do today, some decisions to make.” Joseph raised his eyebrows as if to ask what Jackie had decided. She grabbed his paralyzed hand and put it to her cheek. “Well, you know that no matter what happens, I’ll always love you,” she said. With those words, she kissed him on the cheek and left quickly. There were tears in her eyes.
For the next few days, no one at the Kennedy compound saw Jackie. Before leaving Hyannis Port, Joan had a brief moment with Ethel in front of some of the other sisters-in-law and a few friends. She could see, as could everyone else, that Ethel was jealous of Jackie, and she decided to address the issue head-on. It must have taken a great deal of courage for Joan to do this, however, since she and Ethel were not known for their heart-to-heart conversations.
“Bobby is very complicated,” she told Ethel. “Not just one person can be everything to him. He needs a lot of different people in his life, and Jackie is just one of them. But when it comes down to it, Ethel, you are his wife, not Jackie. You’re the one who matters most.” Ethel stared at Joan, seemingly stunned by her uncharacteristic candor with her. She hugged her sister-in-law warmly and whispered something in her ear which made Joan smile broadly. Then Ted took his wife by the arm and walked out to the car with her.
Later, Ethel decided to go to Jackie’s home to speak to her about what had happened the night of the party, but the agent guarding Jackie said she didn’t want to talk to anyone. “But I want to apologize to her,” Ethel said. “I didn’t mean it. I swear. It was just—oh, I don’t know why I said it. I would never want to hurt Jackie, not after what she went through. You must believe me.”
Clearly distraught, Ethel babbled on. “How could I have been so thoughtless? You know, I was drinking. I mean, we all were. We were having a party.”
When Ethel apparently realized that she was apologizing to a Secret Service agent—opening her heart to someone who was in what she considered a subservient position—she stopped herself short. “What in the world am I doing?” she asked. “Look, just tell Jackie that I must see her. Please. It’s urgent.”
“Will do, ma’am,” the Secret Service agent said to Ethel, as she walked off, shaking her head in distress and muttering to herself.
The next day, Jackie left Hyannis Port for her apartment in New York, without seeing Ethel.
There was the sound of gunfire, six shots in all, like firecrackers popping, and then, amid the aftermath of chaos and confusion, the life of another Kennedy hung in the balance—Bobby’s.
It was Tuesday, June 4, 1968, voting day for the presidential primary in California. Bobby Kennedy had won the Democratic primary in the state of Nebraska, but despite this and other victories, he still trailed Hubert Humphrey two to one in the race for delegates. He had pushed on to Oregon; and after he lost there, he decided that the state “just doesn’t have enough poor people, black people, or working people.” Everything would now depend on the California primary. Bobby had campaigned throughout the state, drawing huge crowds. But by Election Day it was still too close to call, and much depended on the black and Latino neighborhoods, where the turnout was usually low. With this election, though, the response from those groups was particularly high; Latino voters would go for Kennedy fifteen to one. In the end, Bobby won California with almost 50 percent of the vote.
Bobby walked onto the speaker’s platform in the Embassy Room of the Ambassador Hotel in Los Angeles to wild applause from two thousand elated supporters. Ethel was at his side, basking in the moment. For her, it was a feeling of great excitement, happiness, and joy. Ethel looked out at the adoring crowd and waved giddily to familiar faces.
Bobby’s victory speech was a short one. “We are a great country, an unselfish country, and a compassionate country,” he told the cheering crowd, “and I intend to make that my basis for running. My thanks to all of you, and now it’s on to Chicago and let’s win there.”
There was an effortlessness and grace in the way that Bobby appeared before the throng, which had been missing in recent speeches. He had always had great passion and strong ideas but was often awkward in his presentation. On this evening, though, he seemed more at ease with himself than ever before. He was confident and ready for the future, or as one observer remembered, “I looked at him and I said, ‘My God. The guy looks like a President.’ ”
After giving the victory sign, Bobby jumped from the podium and headed to an impromptu press conference in the nearby Colonial Room of the hotel. Having been told that there was a shortcut to his destination through the kitchen, he decided to take it. Bobby passed through the kitchen area as the employees there, energized with excitement about the presence of the famous Kennedy, reached out to touch him as if he were a deity. Just as the presidential car carried his smiling, waving brother past throngs of admirers in Dallas five years earlier, a jubilant Bobby made his way toward the press room through an adoring crowd, smiling and shaking hands, unaware that an assassin lurked amongst the worshippers.
Bobby relied on his bodyguard Bill Barry, a former FBI agent, for protection. The unarmed Barry was Bobby’s only trained security. To assist in crowd control, Kennedy enlisted the help of Rosey Grier, a former Los Angeles Rams lineman, and Rafer Johnson, an Olympic decathlon gold medalist. He didn’t want to be surrounded by police, he said, because he felt it created a barrier between himself and his constituency. No one pushed the issue with Bobby. It was as if, with the assassination of John F. Kennedy, everyone but Jackie felt that the worst had occurred, and now they could relax under the umbrella of protection that bad luck could never strike twice in the same family.
He turned to look for Ethel. Rosey Grier brought Ethel down from the podium and was leading her through the door at the back of the stage that led to the pantry. Though she was only about fifteen feet away from Bobby, they were separated by a crush of supporters and hotel staff. About seventy-five people in all had crowded into the small pantry to try to get a glimpse of Bobby, pushing forward to shake his hand, slap him on the back, wish him well.
Then gunshots rang out, followed by pandemonium. In a flash, joy turned to horror. Hysterical screams and shouts filled the air as terrified onlookers reacted in disbelief, causing mass hysteria. The hotel ballroom had quickly become what reporter Roger Mudd later called “something out of Hades.” Not sure of what was happening, Rosey Grier threw Ethel to the ground, covering her petite frame with his hulking 285-pound body.
Unnoticed among the zealous admirers had been a dark, slight, twenty-four-year-old Palestinian, Sirhan Bishara Sirhan, carrying a .22 caliber handgun. Sirhan, who had been crouched by the ice machine waiting for Bobby, had approached the senator, pointed a gun at his head, and started firing. Bobby had thrown his hands to his face, stumbled back, and collapsed on the dirty concrete floor. Five others were wounded. Now a crowd of people swarmed around Bobby’s crumpled body. Juan Romero, a seventeen-year-old busboy who, just moments before the shooting, had been chatting with Kennedy, now placed his rosary beads in Bobby’s hands. The pandemonium continued as a crush of men tried to wrestle Sirhan to the ground. Finally, after a struggle, they managed to get the gun from him.
Roger Mudd helped the trembling Ethel to her feet and tried to shoulder her through the crowd to get to Bobby. “Let Ethel through,” he said as he forcefully pushed forward, “let Mrs. Kennedy through.” The crowd cleared a narrow path for Ethel and, as they did so, the shifting bodies revealed her worst nightmare. Bobby was hit. He lay on the floor, his eyes staring vacantly, muttering a steady stream of unintelligible babble. His head was oozing a stream of blood. His cheeks were a deathly white. “Oh my God,” she gasped, kneeling down in the pool of blood by his head. “Oh my God.”
Ethel cradled Bobby’s head in her lap. Gently, she unbuttoned his shirt and rubbed his chest, all the while talking tenderly to him. Jean Kennedy, the sister who, years earlier, had introduced Bobby to Ethel, knelt down beside them. Spectators gawked, flashbulbs popped, people screamed. “Get back,” Ethel pleaded to the crushing throng. “Give him room to breathe.”
“This is history, lady,” one cameraman barked back at her. Another television newsman pleaded with his own cameraman to keep rolling as the candidate lay on the floor.
Over the hotel’s address system, Ethel’s brother-in-law Stephen Smith frantically called for a doctor. Dr. Stanley Abo, a diagnostic radiologist who had been in the ballroom, responded and found his way to Bobby. He saw the senator sprawled on the floor, his legs twisted underneath him, blood rushing from his head and neck.
One of his eyes was now closed, the other open and staring vacantly, but there was still a pulse—slow but strong. At this point Bobby turned to Ethel and, with his one open eye, recognized her. “Ethel. Ethel…” he said weakly. Tears streaming down her face, she leaned very close to his face and whispered, “It’s okay, Bobby. It’s okay.” He lifted his hand and she took it, both of their hands clasping the rosary. Grimacing as the pain increased, Bobby then sighed deeply as his wife tightly held him. He started to say something else, and then went limp in her arms.
Twenty minutes later the police arrived and took Sirhan away. Apparently, the gunman, who had immigrated to the United States from Jerusalem, blamed Kennedy for the problems of his people. “I did it for my country,” he shouted. While they were leading him down the stairs, the ambulance arrived for Bobby.
Two ambulance attendants, Max Behrman and Robert Hulsman, fought their way toward Bobby with a rolling stretcher. “Don’t lift me,” Bobby said weakly, as they wrapped him in a blanket. “Don’t lift me.” Ethel, hovering over her husband’s body, had become what some witnesses described as a lioness protecting her young. “Keep your hands off of him,” she screamed, trying to push the attendants away. “I’m Mrs. Kennedy!” she added with authority.
The medics were there to do a job, however, and didn’t want anyone, including a Kennedy wife, telling them how to do it. They proceeded to lift Bobby onto the gurney.
“Gently, gently,” Ethel called out as they placed him down.
“No, no, no… don’t,” Bobby said. These were the last words Bobby Kennedy ever uttered in public. Then he lost consciousness.
The two ambulance workers were brusque and professional as they quickly rolled Bobby toward the elevator with members of the Kennedy entourage, including Ethel, Jean, and the campaign aides Fred Dutton and Bill Barry running alongside them. Behrman wheeled the stretcher so quickly that, at one point, he almost lost control of it. “Gently, gently,” Ethel again called out. Barry became furious at the sight. “That attendant handled the stretcher like a madman,” he said later, “bouncing it around, pushing it hard, with a wounded man on it.”
By now relations between the Kennedy party and the ambulance attendants were volatile. When they were all in the elevator, Behrman loudly barked out orders. Ethel didn’t like his attitude and told him to keep his voice down. Tempers flared, an argument ensued, and one of the women in the Kennedy entourage slapped Behrman. “If you do that again, I’ll crush your skull,” the enraged medic exclaimed.
When they finally reached the ambulance, Behrman ordered that “Only Mrs. Kennedy is allowed in the ambulance with us.” Ethel brushed him aside, however, and allowed Fred Dutton into the car. Bill Barry and Warren Rogers, a correspondent for Look magazine, both climbed into the front seat. It was only a two-minute, one-mile drive to the hospital, but during the trip there, tension continued to build in the ambulance. When Behrman attempted to put an oxygen mask over Bobby’s face, Ethel screamed at him, refusing to allow the medic to touch her husband.
As the banshee sirens of the ambulance wailed and its red lights flashed, an emotional Ethel, seemingly out of control, continued to rage, at one point becoming so angry at Behrman she threw his log-book out the window. “I tried to check his wounds and she told me to keep my hands off him,” Behrman later said. “I tried to put bandages on him and she wouldn’t let me.” When Bobby’s breathing became very heavy, however, Ethel relented and let Behrman put an oxygen mask on Bobby.
Dr. Vasilius Bazilauskas, the emergency doctor on call at Central Receiving Hospital, had been alerted that Bobby Kennedy had been shot and that he might be on his way to that hospital. As Bazilauskas waited on the ramp leading to the emergency room, he could hear the blaring sirens. The ambulance turned a corner, pulled in, and backed up to the platform. “Somebody ripped the back door open, and there was Ethel,” recalled Bazilauskas. “She looked frightened, and her eyes were very wide.”
Ethel focused on the doctor. “Please help him. Please help him,” she moaned. But when hands reached out to pull the stretcher out of the ambulance Ethel, panicked and frightened, began inexplicably slapping at the hands. “Somehow she didn’t want hands reaching out to handle him,” recalled Dr. Bazilauskas. “Maybe it was because one of those clawing hands that she had seen in the past few months of the campaign had held a gun that shot her husband.”
By the time they reached the hospital, Ethel was panic-stricken and acting out of sheer terror. “Please don’t hurt him, please don’t hurt him,” she kept repeating in a frantic litany. When she saw a lone photographer near the emergency entrance, she screamed at him and pushed him with her shoulder, sending him reeling backward.
“When he [Bobby] was on the platform I could see that he was like a blob of Jell-O that you took out of the refrigerator,” recalled Bazilauskas. “I immediately realized that he was probably gone, but of course I couldn’t be sure of it. There was an oxygen mask on his face, put there in the ambulance. I put my hand underneath his shirt, which had been partially opened, to feel his chest for warmth and it was halfway to the coldness of death.”
The tiny hospital emergency room was crowded with people. A team of nurses cut off Bobby’s clothes while others tried to clear the area, though they weren’t having much success. The doctor, not hearing a heartbeat in Bobby, started massaging his chest. When Ethel complained, thinking that he was hurting her husband, the physician patiently explained to her what he was doing. Earlier, when the doctor had repeatedly slapped Bobby’s face to see if he reacted to pain stimulus, Ethel had asked him not to be so rough. The doctor ignored her.
When Dr. Bazilauskas injected adrenaline into Bobby’s arm muscle, his heart started beating on its own.
“Why did you stop massaging him?” Ethel now wanted to know.
“His heart is going now,” the doctor replied, “and we have some hope.”
“I don’t believe you,” Ethel said quietly, drained of emotion. “He’s dead. I know he’s dead.”
Placing the stethoscope’s diaphragm over Bobby’s heart, the doctor then handed Ethel the ear portion. She leaned forward, listening. “Her face lit up,” Bazilauskas later recalled. “She looked like a mother who had just heard the heartbeat of a child she thought was gone.”
Ethel’s joy was short lived, however. She heard a scuffle outside the emergency room and rushed out to see what was happening. Two policemen were guarding the door, refusing entrance to Father Mundell, a family friend who had been with them at the hotel but who had gotten lost in the crowd. He had finally found his way to the hospital. Ethel rushed out and pushed one of the officers aside. The startled policeman then shoved her back, sending her reeling. When others surrounded the officer and broke up the shoving match, Ethel was able to usher the priest into the room, where he gave Bobby Absolution. Shortly thereafter another priest from a nearby parish, Father Thomas Peacha, was also allowed to enter the room. He had heard of the shooting on his car radio and rushed over to the hospital, where he performed the Last Rites.
The decision was made that Bobby should be transferred to the nearby Good Samaritan Hospital, which was better equipped for delicate brain surgery. Wearing an oxygen mask, and with tubes sticking out of his body, Bobby was transferred to Good Samaritan. Because a crowd of a thousand or more had gathered outside the hospital, they were forced to sneak the stretcher out of a side door.
“Will he live?” Ethel asked the doctor before they took off in the ambulance.
“Right now he’s doing all right,” Dr. Bazilauskas replied. “Let’s hope, let’s just hope.”
Privately, the doctor knew the worst. “I had seen the senator’s legs go into convulsions,” he said later, “which meant that the damage to the ‘switchboard’ [nerve center] was just too much. He could not survive. But of course I didn’t want to tell her that, and there was always hope.”
Ethel rode with Bobby in the ambulance, and when they arrived at the hospital she was joined by all the members of the Kennedy entourage, including his sisters Pat and Jean, all there to keep vigil.
At 2:45 A.M. a team of surgeons—brain and chest specialists—started a last-ditch effort to save Bobby Kennedy’s life. The doctors discovered that one of the bullets had passed through Bobby’s brain, but didn’t have the firepower to escape. Instead it hit the skull opposite the entry wound, splitting into many particles and ricocheting back, ripping into the brain tissue. The doctors’ mission was to clean out as much of the debris from the brain as they could without destroying more tissue, and then repair as much damage as possible. Meanwhile Police Detective Sergeant Dan Stewart was ordered to Good Samaritan to help take charge of security.
Nurses had tried to get Ethel to lie down, but she refused, opting instead to pace the floor and pray in a tiny room near the operating room, where two policemen kept guard. Three hours and forty minutes later, when the double doors swung open, Ethel was still there, waiting. When Bobby was wheeled into the recovery room, Ethel, still in her orange and white minidress, climbed onto the bed and lay next to him.
At 7:20 A.M. Frank Mankiewicz emerged outside, exhausted and grim, to talk to reporters and to tell them that Ted Kennedy had recently arrived. In fact, just hours earlier, Ted had turned on the television in his hotel room in San Francisco to see a surreal scene of people screaming and panicking. Someone had been shot. Ted and his friends had somehow misunderstood what was happening and thought the madness was occurring at a victory rally for Bobby they had just attended in San Francisco. Had the shots been a near miss at Ted? Suddenly, the reality hit him: It was Bobby who had been shot, and the nightmare being broadcast was from Los Angeles. Stunned, Ted took the next plane to the City of Angels.
Mankiewicz admitted that Bobby’s condition was “extremely critical” and that “the next twelve to thirty-six hours are crucial. He’s living. He’s not conscious. He’s breathing on his own.”
What Mankiewicz did not tell the reporters is that Bobby’s situation was hopeless. He was going to die. Shortly after surgery, head surgeon Dr. Henry Cuneo had told Mankiewicz as much, though Mankiewicz says today that that’s not what he heard. “What I heard was that Bobby was in critical shape and that there was always a chance he could live,” he says. “I don’t care what they told me. I only know what I heard. There was a sense among us, somehow, that he would pull through. It was hard to imagine that he couldn’t, and harder to imagine that this terrible thing could happen twice in the same family. I don’t think we were listening to what we were being told, as much as we were listening to our hearts.”
Dr. Cuneo called John Miner, Deputy District Attorney of Los Angeles, to inform him of what was happening. “He’s on life support, but he’s dead,” Dr. Cuneo reported to Miner on the telephone. “Oh, my dear God,” Miner said. “His poor wife, all those children. How could this have happened?”
Miner rushed to the hospital. “I went to the room where he was,” Miner now recalls. “It was very sad. I noticed that the door was ajar and I peeked in. There was Ethel sitting beside his bed, holding his hand. ‘It’s all right, Bobby,’ she was telling him. ‘We’re going to take you back home where they have the best doctors and you’ll be all right. You’ll see, you’ll be just fine. I promise.’
“She didn’t know that she was really holding the hand of a dead man.”
“How’s Bobby?” Jackie wanted to know as soon as she got off the plane that had taken her from New York to Los Angeles. Large sunglasses covered her reddened, puffy eyes as she looked at Chuck Spalding, who had picked her up at the airport. “I need to know. Please give it to me straight.”
“Jackie,” said Spalding, “he’s dying.”
Visibly stunned, Jackie took three steps backward, closed her eyes and dropped her head to her chin as if mortally wounded. “Oh, dear God,” she said. “My dear God in heaven above… why?”
Earlier that day, at 3:45 A.M. New York time, the ring of her telephone had awakened Jackie. Just hours earlier, she had paid a brief late-night visit to Bobby’s campaign headquarters in New York, where the mood was jubilant. “I feel just wonderful. I’m delighted,” she exclaimed with a broad smile when asked how she felt about Bobby’s success. She was escorted back to her apartment at about midnight; after just a few hours’ sleep, Prince Stas Radziwill awakened her, calling from Europe to ask about Bobby’s condition. But Jackie didn’t even know he’d been shot. In an instant, the shocking news caused her reluctant memory to go reeling back to that November afternoon in Dallas. “Oh, no,” she exclaimed. “It can’t have happened again.”
“I got there at about five in the morning,” Roswell Gilpatric recalled. “It was a bad time, she was very, very emotionally distraught, but it was the way Jackie got upset. Very internally. But she thought Bobby might make it, or at least that’s what she had been told, by Teddy I think. She needed a private plane, so I called Tom Watson, head of IBM, a personal friend. I knew he had a number of planes at his disposal.”
After meeting Stas Radziwill at Kennedy Airport, Jackie, Roswell Gilpatric, and Tom Watson all left for Los Angeles, where they were met by Chuck Spalding. He describes Jackie as “slowly withering away from the inside. You could just feel it.”
Jackie immediately went to the hospital, where she joined Jean, Pat, and Ted in their awful vigil in the Board of Directors’ room. Jackie seemed to be sedated, almost in a zombie-like state. She had been fortified by pills from Dr. Max Jacobson, the infamous doctor who had kept her husband drugged through much of his time at the White House and who continued to supply her with “downers” from time to time in moments of great stress. Soon Ethel joined the sad group while finally taking a break from her bedside vigil. Jackie and Ethel hugged, a desperate embrace with no tears, just stunned silence between them.
Everyone milled about, trying to think of what to do, what to say. Jackie walked over to Frank Mankiewicz. “The church is at its best only at the time of death,” she said, for no apparent reason. “The rest of the time it’s often rather silly little men running around in little suits. We know death. As a matter of fact, if it weren’t for the children, we’d welcome it.”
Mankiewicz now recalls, “I don’t believe that she was speaking of the Kennedy family in particular, which is how it has been reported in the past. She was speaking about she and I when she said ‘we.’ We were having a private conversation, which some must have overheard, and it’s been misconstrued for years. I don’t know why. She was in shock. It was an awful night.”
Two by two, they visited Bobby, whose head was heavily wrapped in white bandages. George Plimpton, a friend of the Kennedys who had been just a few feet from Bobby when he was shot, has recalled, “It was a horrifying deathwatch, like visiting a tomb at Westminster Abbey.”
“It was terrible,” recalls Claudine Longet. Just two days earlier, Bobby had joined her husband Andy Williams in an off-key chorus of “Moon River” during a rally at the very same Ambassador Hotel in which he would be slain.
“Bobby loved to sing,” said Andy Williams, “and, boy, what a voice! It was terrible! He always sang loudly and off-key. I used to kid him about it.”
Those happy days with Bobby seemed over now as he lay in a coma. “Bobby never recognized us, never saw us,” Longet recalls of that night at the hospital. “It was the longest night of my life. We kept thinking he was going to make it, because if anybody could make it, he could. We were just pacing back and forth, drinking coffee, and feeling empty. It was like another world.”
However, no one, even Ethel, was more on edge than Jackie. As the evening wore on, it was as though an already-taut wire was being drawn one final notch tighter around Jackie’s sanity. Suddenly, it snapped. “Get away from me,” she ordered her Secret Service agent. “I don’t ever want to see you around me again. I mean it.” Before astonished witnesses, she began to cry. “What good are you, anyway?” she asked the agent through her tears.
Frank Mankiewicz recalled, “Jackie had a wild, hunted-animal look in her eyes, and she just wanted to escape, to lash out and reject an intolerable situation.”
After turning on her Secret Service agent, Jackie lashed out at Ethel. “How dare God do this to us?” she said, her voice filled with raw emotion. “If there is a God in heaven, Ethel, he is a cruel God,” Jackie concluded, her voice seeming slurred, her manner a bit medicated. “He is an unfeeling God, a heartless God, and no God of mine.”
Jackie Kennedy then turned and walked toward the hospital room of her dead husband’s younger brother for one final visit.
Senator Robert Francis Kennedy Is Dead
At 1:44 A.M., on June 6, 1968, about twenty-five hours after he had been shot, Senator Robert Francis Kennedy died a few minutes after being taken off life support and without ever having regained consciousness. With him at the time of his death were Ethel; his brother, Ted; sisters Jean and Pat; Jean’s husband, Stephen; and Jackie. He was just forty-two years old.
“When the President was assassinated, the family became very stoic,” remembered Rita Dallas, Joseph Kennedy’s nurse. “But when Bobby was shot, the whole house crumbled. Mrs. Kennedy fell apart and she kept saying, ‘My son, my son.’ Mr. Kennedy cried. I cried. It was too much.”
Roger Wilkins, Assistant Attorney General, put it best when he encapsulated the feelings of the family and perhaps of the entire country, exhausted by a decade of turmoil: “It was over. The whole thing was over. The whole period of lift and hope and struggle. It was all over. It was just over.”
It would fall upon Ethel’s family—including Jackie—and friends, in particular Joan Braden, Sarah Davis, Sue Markham, Kay Evans, and Ann Buchwald, to support Ethel emotionally during this awful time. While Jackie was at Ethel’s side, Joan couldn’t be because she was in Paris with Eunice. Joan had been visiting the Shrivers in France after opening a Kennedy Memorial Library exhibition in London. (In recent years, Joan had continued touring the world with exhibits of JFK memorabilia, an active and effective Kennedy ambassador.)
One of Ethel’s friends remembers having taken three telephone calls from Joan at the hospital, wanting to speak to Ethel. Ethel would not get on the line, but Ted did speak to his wife. Slumping over, he began to sob. “Bobby’s gone, Joansie,” he said. “He’s gone.”
Jackie and Ethel sat together on the Air Force One flight that the Kennedys and their friends and coworkers—including Rafer Johnson, Rosey Grier, Frank Mankiewicz, Pierre Salinger, Jesse Unruh, and others—took from Los Angeles to LaGuardia, which had been sent by Lyndon Johnson to carry Bobby’s body home. Three of Ethel’s children, Bobby Jr., Joe, and Kathleen, were also aboard. Accompanied by Lem Billings and a Secret Service agent, they had flown to be with their mother in Los Angeles after the shooting. Of course, a deeply upset Ted was aboard, along with his sisters Jean and Pat, Jean’s husband, Steve Smith, and Lee Radziwill and her husband, Stas.
Jackie and Ethel both cried on the flight, though the tears flowed more easily for Jackie. She was still raw with grief over Jack, even after five years. She had even hesitated to get aboard the plane because she thought it was the same one that had carried Jack from Dallas back to Washington, “and I could never get on that plane again, ever. Is it the same one?” she demanded to know. “Because if so, I must know.” Crewmen assured Jackie that, while both planes were blue and silvery-white, this 707 was not the same aircraft.
Ethel tried to maintain her composure throughout the flight, sometimes falling into a fitful sleep lying next to Bobby’s coffin. At other times, she would bound up the aisle telling everyone to “cheer up.”
Sander Vanocur, one of the few reporters on the flight, recalls, “Ethel tried to cheer up everyone. She tried to lift everyone’s spirits in that moment of great sadness and grief for herself. People would come up to her and offer their condolences and she’d say, ‘But are you all right?’ ”
“There was a doctor on that flight [Dr. Blake Watson, Ethel’s obstetrician, present because Ethel was pregnant with Rory, her and Bobby’s eleventh child] who tried to give Ethel sedatives,” Lem Billings once remembered. “Jackie took all the pills from him, except for one, which she gave to Ethel. ‘I think you should feel as much of the pain and misery now as you can stand,’ Jackie told Ethel. ‘Better now than later, believe me.’ ”
Also on that flight was Coretta Scott King, widow of the slain Martin Luther King, Jr., who had flown to Los Angeles to be at the hospital with Ethel. Ethel and Jackie, along with Bobby and Ted (but not Joan), had attended Martin Luther King’s funeral, and Bobby had arranged for the plane that would take King’s body back to Atlanta from Memphis, where he was killed.
“On the flight, I looked up at one point,” Lem Billings recalled, “and there they were, three of the bravest women in the country, Jackie, Ethel, and Coretta, speaking to one another about their mutual despair. It was very touching. Very touching.”
“I witnessed a lot of love between Jackie Kennedy and Ethel Kennedy,” recalled Coretta Scott King. “I felt that I was in the midst of true family. Jackie cared for Ethel, tried to be there for her. There were a lot of special, memorable moments on that flight, which I would never discuss publicly for fear of invading the privacy of these great women.
“Ethel Kennedy was so brave, such a truly heroic person,” Mrs. King continued. “Having already gone through what she and Jackie went through, one would think I could relate entirely to their experiences. But the truth is that every woman’s relationship with her husband is special and unique. No outsider can completely understand the intense loss suffered by a wife when her husband is taken from her… it’s just that personal to their relationship.”
“What can I do for you, Ethel?” Jackie wanted to know about an hour into the flight. “Please, tell me how I can help you.”
Ethel looked at her sister-in-law with sad, lost eyes. “Help me with the funeral,” she said, finally. “The way you did Jack’s, it was so perfect. It’s what Bobby should have. It’s what Bobby would want.”
“Well, I arranged Jack’s funeral the way I wanted it done,” Jackie said. “They’re for us, really, these terrible ceremonies. They’re for the living, for the heartbroken who’ve been left behind. So you tell me what you want, Ethel, and I’ll take care of it.”
Ethel said that she wanted the service to take place at St. Patrick’s Cathedral, and that she wanted Leonard Bernstein, a friend of the family’s since Jack’s presidential campaign, to help select the music. She wanted the nuns who had taught her at Manhattanville to sing during the mass. She also wanted Andy Williams to sing “Ave Maria.” (Williams and his French wife, Claudine Longet, were also aboard the plane.) Bobby should be buried next to his brother, Ethel concluded, at Arlington National Cemetery.
Jackie raised her eyebrows. Leonard Bernstein? The nuns from Manhattanville? Andy Williams singing “Ave Maria”? To Jackie, it sounded like a network television special. But these were Ethel’s wishes just the same, so Jackie would see to it that they be honored.
“Immediately, she began making telephone calls,” Lem Billings remembers. “As I recall it, Bernstein told Jackie that women were not allowed to sing in the cathedral. ‘So what?’ was Jackie’s response. ‘This is special. This is Bobby. They will make an exception.’ She was determined to see to it that Ethel get everything she wanted.”
Jackie asked Bernstein to make the necessary arrangements and keep her apprised of his progress. After the plane landed at LaGuardia, where a thousand Kennedy friends, celebrities, politicians, and other supporters waited, a motorized lift slowly lowered Bobby’s coffin to the ground. Noticing that Ethel suddenly seemed ready to faint, Jackie rushed to her side and put her arm around Ethel’s shoulder. As the coffin was lifted into the waiting hearse, Jackie whispered words of comfort in her ear. Ethel stood limply at Jackie’s side, seemingly dazed, as the two women stared at the completely unfathomable sight of Bobby Kennedy’s maroon-draped, African mahogany casket being sprinkled with holy water by Terence J. Cooke, Archbishop of New York. The family and friends would take the body to St. Patrick’s Fifth Avenue and East Fifty-First Street, and then go to Bobby and Ethel’s three-bedroom apartment at 860 United Nations Plaza. Rose Kennedy, dressed in black, was already at St. Patrick’s when everyone arrived.
“Oh Grandma,” Jackie said when she saw her. “I’m so sorry.” Jackie collapsed in tears as the stoic old woman held her firmly, her eyes lifted to the heavens in a blank stare. “If I ever feel sorry for myself, which is the most fatal thing, I think of Rose,” Jackie would say later. “I’ve seen her cry just twice. Once, her voice began to sort of break up and she had to stop talking. Then she took my hand and squeezed it and said, ‘Nobody’s ever to feel sorry for me.’ ” (Rose’s personal secretary, Barbara Gibson, recalls the day that the priest who gave JFK his Last Rites passed away. Barbara was reluctant to show the obituary to Rose for fear that it would upset her. It did. Rose began to sob in a display that was completely uncharacteristic of her. Barbara was so moved, she too began to cry. Suddenly, Rose stiffened. “You must be tired, or coming down with something, to break down like that,” she said firmly as she quickly dabbed at her eyes.)
Jackie didn’t have Rose’s or Ethel’s faith, but even if she had, some felt it wouldn’t have eradicated the great despair she felt over Bobby’s death. Not concerned with what people thought of her, Jackie knelt in front of his coffin and broke down in deep, wracking sobs. Clearly, this repeating nightmare was more than she could bear.
When Rose found Ethel, the Kennedy matriarch walked over to her and hugged her, warmly. The two women shared a moment of silence, but no tears.
John Glenn, the astronaut and a close friend of the family’s, had arranged for all of Bobby’s clothing to be taken to another apartment in the building, owned by Truman Capote. But another friend of the family convinced him that Ethel would be distraught to find Bobby’s possessions already gone, so they were put back into place before Ethel arrived.
Later, Jackie and Ethel stood together in front of one of the floor-to-ceiling windows and gazed out at the twinkling lights of Manhattan—a thousand-mile stare out to nowhere—lost in their thoughts, saying not a word to one another, the twin tragedies of Texas and California merging into one: Ethel in Los Angeles, pushing away the pressing crowd while trying to give Bobby room to breathe; Jackie in Dallas, jumping onto the trunk of a car hoping somehow to retrieve fragments of Jack’s skull; Ethel kneeling over Bobby’s bullet-riddled body, cradling his head in her lap; Jackie in Dallas, holding Jack’s ruined head to her bosom. Each had known so much anguish and loss, and there were no words to express any of it.
“The flight to New York, six hours to think, that was the worst thing,” said Joan Kennedy, describing her return from Paris to attend Bobby’s funeral. Some family members had felt that it was probably best that Joan had been in Paris when she heard the news about Bobby. The separation from Ted gave her the chance to bring under tight control her own grief for Bobby and her concern for Ted. “I thought of Ted more than anyone else, and his family burdens,” Joan remembers. “None of us cried,” she said of herself and the Shrivers upon hearing of Bobby’s death. “We were just so numb.”
The delivery of a eulogy for his brother would be Ted’s first public act as the effective head of the family. Ted’s former law school roommate, Senator John Tunney, remembered Ted and Joan huddling over the eulogy, discussing it in great detail, “trying to help Ted get it right. He had gone fifty hours without sleep and then was only getting two hours a night. He was in terrible pain because his back injury from the plane crash still made it impossible for him to be on his feet for long periods of time. Joan was there if he needed her, but she never flitted around the way some women would, saying ‘Please get some rest.’ She knows what motivates him, how he expects her to behave: no tears, never any tears… I’ve never known him to cry. Joan had to bottle it all up, just as she always did when she was around him.”
On June 8, the morning of the funeral, more than a hundred television cameras invaded St. Patrick’s Cathedral, capturing for generations to come the agonies of the bereaved and pregnant widow and her ten fatherless children. Wires and lights were strewn about the floor. Reporters and photographers huddled among those seated in the pews. The solemnity of the funeral service was punctured again and again by the popping of flashbulbs and the momentary electric brilliance of dozens of lights.
Lyndon and Lady Bird Johnson led the two thousand invited mourners as a hundred million people in the United States alone watched transfixed. Tears were shed, prayers were offered. The sentiment was just as it had been for Jackie. Perhaps the only differences were the month and the year. In November, the air was chilled and a cool breeze blew. In June, humidity hung heavy, forming a visible blanket of mist. Otherwise, the coverage and the circumstances were practically identical as the cameras zoomed in to catch Ethel’s tears, just as they did for Jackie’s five years earlier. Jackie was in a daze through much of the service for Jack’s brother, so much so that when her good friend Lady Bird Johnson approached to offer her condolences, Jackie barely seemed to recognize her.
Rather than “Ave Maria,” as Ethel had originally requested, Andy Williams sang “The Battle Hymn of the Republic,” the marching song of the Union forces during the Civil War. The number was listed in the program as “Glory, Glory, Hallelujah,” because Ethel refused to have the word “Battle” associated with Bobby on the day of his funeral. Williams sang the song a cappella, and using cue cards. “All the while, I was wondering what I would do in that big cathedral if I tried to sing and no sound came out,” he recalls. “Here, I drew strength from Ethel Kennedy, a truly magnificent person.”
Soft but clear, Andy Williams’s voice surrounded the mourners as they filed out of St. Patrick’s Cathedral. He sang the song not in triumph, but tenderly, as if it were a mother’s prayer, and he touched the emotions of thousands present, many of whom now began to sob after having remained reverentially stoic throughout most of the service. Gaunt, drawn, purposely without expression, and completely oblivious to the television cameras, this was an Andy Williams completely different from the cheerful one Americans had, for years, welcomed into their homes on various television programs. Ethel had certainly been right in her selection of Andy, who had also escorted her to and from St. Patrick’s on this sad day. He barely recalls the entire week, saying he was “in a fog the whole time. They needed a tie for Bobby,” he remembers. “I got a tie from my closet, and, to my knowledge, that is the tie they put on his body for the flight back to New York. I think it was in my tie that he was buried.”
For Ted, the eulogy for his brother Bobby would be one of his finest moments. “We loved him as a brother, as a father, and as a son,” Ted said, his voice cracking with emotion as he spoke just a few feet from his brother’s flag-draped coffin. “He gave us strength in time of trouble, wisdom in time of uncertainty, and sharing in time of happiness. He will always be by our side.”
Ted, who had held up admirably through the service, finally broke down on the funeral train that carried Bobby’s body from New York to Washington for burial at Arlington National Cemetery. Two million people solemnly lined the 226-mile route, waiting for the train to pass. Overcome by grief, Ted sobbed through much of the trip, barely able to stumble through the railway car. At one point, he tried to lock himself in a private compartment to use as a hiding place where he could get away from the sight of the mourners at the side of the tracks along the train route. Rose said later that she could “see it coming over him” even before Ted cracked. As she explained later, “I watched his face drop and I could see him slipping. There wasn’t anybody on that train that I was worried about—except Teddy.”
Rose insisted that Teddy pull himself together, get back to his window seat and conduct himself “the way Bobby would have” if it had been Ted’s last journey. Ted straightened up immediately, as if hypnotized by his mother’s edict. Observing her instructions, he returned to his seat at the window, although he never once lifted his head to even look up at anyone, much less glance out. He sat motionless until the train came to its last stop. Joan was powerless to help him. Distraught, she sat alone and quietly stared out the window.
Thirty years later, Jack Newfield, Bobby’s biographer who had been in Los Angeles with him the night he was shot, and who was on the train after the funeral afternoon, recalled in the New York Post, “It was heartbreaking. There were eight hundred people on the twenty-one-car train: his closest friends and supporters, family, all the people who’d been in his brother’s Cabinet, who worked in his campaign, a lot of celebrities—Shirley MacLaine, Harry Belafonte, Warren Beatty. It was like a rolling Irish wake. But what was most amazing was to see the numbers of African-Americans along the poor side of the railroad tracks through New Jersey into Baltimore and Washington, D.C. That was just one of the most depressing, heartbreaking scenes.”
Jackie wandered about, speaking to relatives, friends, and campaign workers, while Ethel, who appeared cheery, consoled others. Recalls Claudine Longet, “Andy and I were so sick on that train, inconsolable, really. Me, I died a little when Bobby died, knowing that life would never be the same. She [Ethel] came and comforted us. She gave us strength and asked if we were all right, instead of us doing it to her. Her courage was unbelievable. She was like Jackie Kennedy that way—the same qualities.”
But this afternoon, Jackie was not the same strong, stoic woman she had been at her own husband’s funeral. Today, she was coming apart. When finally she sat down in her Pullman car about thirty minutes into the trip, she seemed dazed and disoriented. One high-ranking Cabinet member under JFK who paid Jackie a visit reported that she said, “The first thing I intend to do when this goddamn thing is over is get me and my kids the hell out of this country. If anyone expects to see me this time next year, they’d better forget it, because I won’t be found.”
By the time the funeral train arrived in Washington, night had fallen. The mourners, carrying thin, lit candles, followed the coffin into Arlington National Cemetery. In this wavering, trembling light, the assembled priests spoke their last solemn words, and Bobby was laid to rest. Joan, too distraught to handle any more emotion, would not be at Ted’s side for this ceremony.
The American flag was lifted from the coffin and folded, just as the flag on Jack’s coffin had been folded, and passed from brother, to son, to widow. Ethel, tears streaming down her face, took it. Holding it tightly to her breast, she walked the few steps to Bobby’s coffin and knelt beside it. She pressed her lips to the wood in one last kiss, one final farewell to her husband of eighteen years. Then, alone, she turned and walked away toward the waiting limousine. Behind her, Jackie knelt at the coffin, bowed her head, and said a silent prayer. She rose and, bending over, picked up a delicate spray of daisies at the foot of the casket. With her children, Caroline and John Jr., at her side, Jackie walked slowly to the quiet place nearby where, beneath stone and eternal light, her own husband lay at rest. There, as Ethel watched, Jackie placed the flowers, Bobby’s flowers, tenderly on his brother’s grave.
“We Shall Carry on with Courage”
One week after Bobby’s funeral, Ted Kennedy appeared on national television with his father and mother, his eyes dark-rimmed from sleepless nights. His voice occasionally threatened to break, as it had in St. Patrick’s Cathedral. It was Rose who appeared strong and Kennedy-like. “We cannot always understand the way of Almighty God, the crises which He sends us, the sacrifices which He demands of us, but we know His great goodness and His love,” said Rose, her demeanor composed, her voice almost robotic. “And we go on our way with no regrets of the past, not looking backwards to the past, but we shall carry on with courage.”
“This was like a gruesome nightmare replayed, and there was only darkness and terrible feelings of emotional anxiety and depression,” said Ted’s friend John Tunney. “I remember walking with Teddy after Bobby died and saying to him, ‘You know, you have got to get away. You must not allow yourself ever to think about you being next in line for this terrible treatment.’ ”
At this time Jackie became concerned that Joan would be obsessed with her husband’s safety because of what had happened to his brothers, “and that’s no way to live,” she said. When she called Joan to ask how she was, Joan said she was worried that the Secret Service protection that had been afforded Ted after Bobby’s assassination would end before any danger was over. “We’re getting threats,” Joan said, “and I’m scared to death. Who lives like this?”
“Sadly, we do,” answered Jackie, according to what Joan later told Joan Braden.
Jackie immediately telephoned Secret Service official Joe Barr to request that the protection be in place for as long as possible. (Ethel was under temporary Secret Service protection as well.) When Barr telephoned Ted to ask if he wanted the protection to continue, he said that it wasn’t necessary. The agents’ presence only served to remind Ted of the tragedy that had befallen his family, he said. Declining protection so soon after Bobby’s murder seemed foolhardy to most observers, and when Joan found out about it, she became angry. Oddly, though, she didn’t discuss the matter with Ted. Instead, she told Jackie about Ted’s decision, who then telephoned Ted and spoke to him of Joan’s fears. She encouraged him to continue with Secret Service protection. “You must do it for all of us,” Jackie said. “My God. We don’t want to lose you, too. Think of the children, mine, Ethel’s, and your own.” So Ted agreed to Secret Service protection for another few months, after which the FBI would be called in should a problem arise.
Two weeks later, Joan was musing to a friend about the Kennedy dynasty, about all that had happened in recent years and what it all meant to the family and to the nation. It was difficult not to be bitter. So many had invested so much, and for what? “What is that ‘monolith’ of Kennedy power now?” Joan asked, disgusted. “Just Teddy and me,” she answered. “All of the others are either dead… or old.” Or too young to answer the call.
After Bobby’s death, a friend of Joan’s noted, “She seemed to be a shell of herself. She acted oddly, so much so that even Ethel—who had her own grief to deal with—said that she thought Joan was on the verge of a breakdown.”
Her assistant, Marcia Chellis, recalls that Joan “just disappeared” rather than attend Bobby’s burial. Joan later told friends that she watched news reports on the television, never feeling more removed and isolated, and all by her own doing.
Despite the fact that Ted received hundreds of letters saying he should retire for the sake of his own safety, he decided that he must continue in politics. All of his life he had been a cheerful, open, and optimistic person, but suddenly, with the deaths of his brothers, he had to become the holder of the dreams, frustrations, and hopes of millions of Americans who had supported the Kennedys. Could Ted go on and be the happy-go-lucky guy he had always been, or would he now have to become something different, someone more serious—a real politician? “If it were up to me, he’d get out now while he still can,” Joan told a reporter. “But,” she added sadly, “it’s not up to me, now is it?”
When one reporter wondered if perhaps Joan was exaggerating the danger of being a Kennedy in politics, she blew up. Very uncharacteristically for her, she ripped into the journalist, saying, “Exaggerate? Exaggerate? How can you say that? Let’s get in my car and I’ll drive you down the road just a mile to Hickory Hill where Ethel lives. Let’s go there and you can look at a house filled with children without a father, and then tell me if I exaggerate the dangers of being a Senator Kennedy.”
For the next two months Ted would remain out of the public eye, mostly in the home he shared with Joan and the children in McLean, Virginia. It was easy to isolate himself within these glamorous trappings—tennis court, football field, swimming pool, servants’ quarters, and a French chef who cooked for the Duke of Windsor. If it were up to Joan, he would never leave.
Much thought was given to the children at this time—eight-year-old Kara, six-year-old Ted Jr., and year-old Patrick, all of whom came down with chicken pox right after the funeral—in terms of how to protect them from jumping to the conclusion that since both of their beloved uncles had been murdered, their father might be next. Joan refashioned some of Kara’s fairy tales, for instance, so that they would be completely happy and nonviolent. “Have you ever noticed how awful fairy tales are?” she said after Bobby’s death, “what with poisoned apples and mean stepmothers. There’s enough pain in the world without exposing my children to that.”
True to Kennedy form, though, Ted kept his emotions inside and asked the same of Joan so that even employees were unaware of the turmoil they felt in their lives. Frank Corsini, who along with his twin brother, Jerry, worked part-time for the Kennedys, saw them two weeks after the assassination to see if they needed help. “Joan was in the pool when I drove up,” Frank says. “To look at her and talk to her, you would have thought the only worry she had in the world was arranging for a caretaker to keep the pool and tennis courts.”
At just thirty-six, Ted had become the effective head of an extended family, responsible in part for the welfare of fifteen children—Jack and Jackie’s two, Bobby and Ethel’s ten, and his and Joan’s three. Along with that personal responsibility, he carried the political burden foisted upon him by being next in line, whether he liked it or not. One person who most definitely did not like the notion of her husband as savior was Joan.
“Why must it be my husband?” she asked writer Barbara Kevles. “Why must he be the one to carry these terrible problems of the world on his shoulders?”
“It had been a difficult summer,” Joan remembered. She was the one to tell the children about what had happened to their Uncle Bobby. “Ted couldn’t do it,” she remembered. “It was too painful for him. I often wondered how he managed to stay sane.”
Joan’s sanity never seemed to be anyone’s concern, though it should have been. No one—especially Ted—saw her cry after Bobby died. Determined to provide a cheerful atmosphere for her family, she always kept their home gay and bright. Eager to support Ted in his hour of need, Joan would stay up long nights with him, trying unsuccessfully to encourage him to open up to her, share his emotions, his misery. On the many nights when he couldn’t sleep, she would stay awake, too, out of sympathy and a sense of duty. The next morning it was her responsibility, she believed, to look refreshed for the sake of the children, while Ted slept into the late afternoon hours.
One day, when Ted suggested they charter a yacht and cruise Cape Cod, to “get away from it all,” Joan dutifully packed hampers of food, rounded up a dozen Kennedy children (her own, some of Bobby’s, and John Jr.), and sailed off with him as if it were just any pleasure excursion, casually undertaken. On that trip, she and Ted never once talked about the tragedy or about anything that was bothering anyone. In ignoring their dilemma, there was not much else to discuss. So they were distant toward one another, focusing on the children at play.
“I began to drink alcoholically,” Joan recalls. “But at the time, I didn’t know it. No one really ever does know. I mean, sure, once in a while you have too much to drink and you wake up the next morning and you have a hangover and you think, ‘Oh, I’m not going to do that again.’ A week or two goes by… and then you go and drink too much again. It becomes a pattern that starts to creep up on you.”
Dazed and dizzy, there were nights when Joan Kennedy would fall asleep sitting at the kitchen table, her head on the table. Ted would be infuriated when he’d find her there, passed out.
“You think this helps me?” he would bellow at her. “Seeing my wife out cold? How does that help me, Joan? How does that help?”
Out of a deep sense of shame, Joan Kennedy would then retire to a guest room and do the only thing she could do to make the world go away—she would drink. Ted’s ongoing grief became Joan’s personal failure. If only she were smarter, if only she understood what to do, if only she could be there for him.
After Bobby’s assassination, Ethel Kennedy retreated to her home, Hickory Hill, in McLean, Virginia, where she would continue to raise her soon-to-be eleven children with the help of two horses, three ponies, one donkey, four dogs, one kitten, ten ducks, five chickens, two roosters, one goose, five rabbits, four pigeons, several sparrows, a parakeet, a cockatoo, three secretaries, two cooks, and a governess. (A sea lion named Sandy, which was kept in the swimming pool, had recently escaped when he learned how to climb out of the pool. Soon, he was flipping down the road on his way to downtown McLean. He was later given to the Washington Zoo.)
For the first couple of days it was difficult for anyone who visited to notice much of a change in her. She seemed to be her old self as she read and responded to the condolence letters she received, and had even mellowed somewhat—especially in her opinion of the Johnsons. In a letter to LBJ, which Ethel had hand-delivered to the White House on June 19, she wrote that she was especially grateful to him for the manner in which he had made Air Force One available to transport Bobby’s body back to New York from Los Angeles. She also thanked the President for meeting Bobby’s funeral train in Washington and escorting the family to Arlington. “Your kindnesses, both known and unknown, were many but they were all surpassed by the feeling of personal human sympathy which you and Mrs. Johnson gave to my children and me and the entire Kennedy family. We shall always be grateful to you, Mr. President.” She signed the letter, “Love, Ethel.”
(On the day he received the letter, LBJ sent a quick response back to Ethel: “Practical assistance of the kind I could give is necessary, but it is never enough to assuage the loss. Only time and faith can do that, and the support of people who love you.”)
Ethel also made plans to take Bobby’s place on the planning board that had been attempting to find solutions to poverty in the Bedford-Stuyvesant slum in New York—as well as tending to the many responsibilities of her household. Pregnant with her eleventh child, she seemed eager for the birth. She enjoyed being a mother, and patiently consoled and comforted her children if any of them were having a particularly difficult day dealing with their father’s death. In fact, she would be so exhausted by the end of her busy day that she would sleep straight through the night.
“For Ethel, the sun rose and set on Bobby,” said his aide Frank Mankiewicz. “Without him in her life, we all wondered what would be left.” It’s true that Bobby, his goals and his political ambitions, had been the focal point of Ethel’s life for years. They shut out the world. To forget others’ needs, to finally give way to personal sorrow, was what people expected of Ethel at this time. At first Ethel refused to give in to those understandable reactions. She said she was a Kennedy, not only in marriage but also in spirit. She insisted that she would not give up on life. Her religion gave her a sense of peace, she said, and she was determined to rebuild her life upon faith.
Joan was amazed. “How does she do it?” she asked.
Jackie was not convinced. The former First Lady knew the emotional devastation she had endured when the President was murdered—she was still carrying the heavy weight of grief, and she also knew Ethel’s temperament and personality. “She’s the type who doesn’t deal with human conditions,” Jackie so accurately observed in a conversation with Roswell Gilpatrick. “She never was. She wouldn’t even be around Joe when he had his stroke. When Patrick died, I didn’t hear a word from her. If she doesn’t crack now, I’m going to be afraid for her,” Jackie added. “It’s not normal. Believe me, Ross,” she said, “I still am not over Jack. How can she be okay? How can she be?”
To most of the Kennedys, Bobby’s widow seemed to be the same “Ethie” as always. However, because these were people who were accustomed to stifling their feelings, they couldn’t recognize when someone else was doing the same thing. Only Jackie, who went through the gamut of emotions when her husband was murdered, could see that what Ethel was portraying as her true self was not organic—it was fake. She was doing an imitation of Ethel Kennedy—the Ethel people expected to find when they visited Hickory Hill, and not the one left in the wake of her husband’s assassination—and Jackie saw through it. “I’m telling you here and now, she’s in trouble,” Jackie told Jean Kennedy Smith after visiting Ethel one day and eating soft-shell crabs with her for lunch. Jean blithely responded by saying, “Well, I don’t know, I think she’s doing remarkably well.”
In the mornings, Ethel would awaken early and play tennis with fierce conviction until completely exhausted, as if exorcising demons of grief, even though she was pregnant. “I refuse to let this get to me,” she said of Bobby’s death. “I know that God has a plan. I just don’t know what it is.”
“She wouldn’t allow herself to feel the grief that would have been understandable,” said Lem Billings, “which is so typically a Kennedy trait.”
“It was disturbing,” concurred Rita Dallas. “At least, to me, as a nurse, it was. The rest of them [the family] didn’t seem to recognize it.”
Ethel bottled up her emotions—her fear, her anger, her pain—just as she had done all of her life during times of great tragedy, such as when her parents were killed in the plane crash. In fact, the only memory anyone had of her breaking down in public was when Jack died and a weeping Ethel had to be consoled by Jackie at the small birthday party Jackie had hosted for her children at the White House. No doubt Ethel had her moments of wrenching emotion in private, but those were times she did not share with anyone. However, it would seem that the stress of putting on a happy face for friends and family was having an effect on her, or as Barbara Gibson put it, “She was never a great actress.”
“She would snap at her children, smack them, and be very impatient,” said Leah Mason. “In the months, and even years, after Bobby’s death, it got so that it was actually hard for Ethel to put her arms around her children and kiss them. She would hate herself for it. ‘How can I be like this?’ she would ask. ‘What kind of terrible mother am I? It’s not their fault Bobby died.’ Then she would push herself even harder to be a good mother to them, and in doing so seemed to resent them even more. She was a single mother with all of these kids. It was so unfair. She was never the same. She lost her spirit, her fire, that spark that was always Ethel’s that you either loved or hated was gone, never to return.
“She wanted nothing to do with Jackie and Joan, Eunice, Pat, or Jean. She had her circle of friends, but these were people in whom she did not have to confide, people who didn’t expect her to reveal herself. She knew that if she had lunch with Jackie, it would be all about, ‘How do you really feel?’ And she didn’t want to discuss how she really felt about anything and, really, she never discussed anything, ever, with anyone that I ever heard about.”
Barbara Gibson adds, “It was as if she had just internalized it all, the hurt, the pain, the loss… and then, it no longer existed. To me, it was like she had hollowed out all of her insides and now she was just a shell.”
One Secret Service agent recalls the weekend in the fall of 1968 when Ethel telephoned Ted to tell him that she believed she had nothing left to live for and that she was considering suicide. She had been drinking heavily. Even though everyone who knew her thought it inconceivable that Ethel would do such a thing, Ted was alarmed enough that he and Jackie and two Secret Service agents decided to go to Hickory Hill for the weekend, ostensibly to watch over her. However, Ethel refused to come out of her bedroom, locking herself in and not emerging the entire weekend. Instead, she slipped a handwritten note under the door that said she was humiliated by her threat, would never actually go through with it, and apologized to both Ted and Jackie “for being so ridiculous.” Though she pleaded with them to leave from the other side of her bedroom door, they decided it was best if they stayed.
“So Ted and Jackie and the two of us ended up spending the weekend taking care of all those kids, and supervising all of those servants,” said the agent.
In the months after Bobby’s death, the Kennedys’ New York office (run by Stephen Smith, where most of the family’s business was conducted) forced Ethel to sell off art, horses, and other assets, and insisted that she dramatically reduce her staff, explaining that her expenses at Hickory Hill were so high that she would have to learn to economize. Just as it was with Jackie, Ethel wasn’t left with the millions the public assumed she would have after Bobby was buried. In fact, she was advised by one callous family member to marry a wealthy man, “and as soon as possible.” When there was a delay in the Kennedy office in setting up an account from which Ethel would now draw for expenses, three months went by without any money for Ethel from the Kennedys. Jackie was appalled at the way Ethel was being treated. “With all of those children?” she said. “This should never happen.”
Jackie knew what Ethel was up against; the Kennedys had put her on a strict budget as well after Jack died. It was an ongoing annoyance in her life that the Kennedys’ New York office constantly questioned her expenses, and it was especially embarrassing when Rose involved “the help.” Rose’s chauffeur, Frank Saunders, recalled that just a year earlier (in 1967), Rose had a discussion with him about Jackie’s expenses.
“Are you doing food shopping for Jacqueline?” she wanted to know. Her tone was one of great suspicion. She had heard a rumor that her chauffeur was shopping for Jackie and charging the Kennedys’ account for the former First Lady’s groceries. Frank explained that he wasn’t actually doing any major shopping for Jackie but that when her maid needed “a few things” he would go to the store and fetch them. Perhaps, all told, it added up to about fifty dollars a week.
“And you’re then charging that to the Kennedys’ account?” Rose asked, her temper rising.
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Well, I want a stop put to that immediately,” Rose said with controlled rage. “I don’t want Jacqueline putting her food on our bill.”
Frank said he would do as he was told. “We must keep these things separate,” Rose reminded him.
Now Rose—who routinely ran around the Hyannis Port home shouting at the servants, “Lights out! Lights out!” in an effort to save on the electric bill—was on a roll about her former daughter-in-law’s spending ways. “And Jacqueline is going to have to cut back on her personal staff, too. This cannot continue. She’s just going to have to learn to manage within a budget. Mr. Kennedy’s [Joe’s] office cannot pay for every whim of Jacqueline’s, you know. And, by the way, those people are always wanting raises,” Rose continued, speaking of Jackie’s staff. “And they always want overtime. The maid and her secretary. Overtime! Can you imagine?”
It’s always been reported that Jackie spent the Kennedys’ money freely and without regard after Jack’s death, but it would seem that she only did what she felt she must to live the lifestyle to which she had become accustomed, without gouging the family—and the country—for every cent she could get. For instance, on January 12, 1967, Jackie wrote a letter to the President about the financing of her office space in New York. She had it delivered to LBJ from Ted’s office, by messenger.
In her letter, Jackie noted that for the previous three years, “Congress has been most understanding and generous in granting me the funds to maintain an office for my official business.” She explained that this office had made it possible for her to handle the volume of mail that she received after Jack’s death. “As you know, in the fall of 1965, I felt that the volume of business and mail was such that my staff and expenses could be cut back,” she wrote, “and I asked that the appropriation be reduced accordingly. Now, the work at my office, although still considerable, has diminished enough so that I can personally assume the burden of my own official business. Therefore, I no longer wish a government appropriation for this purpose.”
“She basically only wanted what she felt she needed when it came to financing,” said George Smathers. “No more. No less. She spent a lot, don’t get me wrong, a whole hell of a lot—which was always a problem for JFK who thought she was out of control. But after his death, she wasn’t inconsiderate about it, as has been painted in the past. The Kennedys were pretty cheap.”
In order to assist Ethel during this troubling time, Jackie lent her $50,000. Though she signed a promissory note, Ethel never paid back the loan. Many years later, in 1974, Jackie’s attorneys demanded payment in a strongly worded letter to Ethel, to which they attached a copy of the promissory note. Ethel refused to remit, however, saying that she did not have the funds. When Jackie learned that her lawyers had confronted Ethel without her authorization she was extremely angry with them.
“It’s completely uncalled for,” she wrote to one of them. “Please do not allow this matter to become an issue between me and Mrs. Kennedy. It is now my direction to you to write her back immediately and tell her that the loan I gave her in 1968 is now a gift. Also, please send me a copy of the correspondence to Mrs. Kennedy, so that I may be sure that it is properly worded.”
Ted Negotiates Jackie’s Nuptials
“You know, Mrs. Kennedy is not just an ordinary woman,” Ted Kennedy said, thoughtfully. “In fact, you might say she’s saint.”
Aristotle Onassis looked at Ted from the other side of an imposing mahogany desk. “A saint?” he repeated, bemused. “Like the Blessed Mother.”
“The Blessed Mother is not a saint,” Ted said, correcting him. “She is the Blessed Mother.”
“That she is,” Onassis said, chuckling.
It was August 1968, and the men were in Onassis’s office on Skorpios negotiating the terms of Jackie’s impending marriage to the Greek businessman. Jackie had asked Ted to go with her to Skorpios to negotiate the possible union. Though he did not approve of the marriage, Ted decided that he should be the one to make the deal. So, at Jackie’s insistence, they told the other Kennedys what they would also tell the press: that Onassis had extended the invitation as a gesture to take the two away from the strain that followed Bobby’s assassination.
While on this trip, Jackie hoped to acquaint herself with Ari’s children, eighteen-year-old Christina (whom Jackie had previously met) and twenty-year-old Alexander. At first, Ari insisted that they call her “Mrs. Kennedy,” but Jackie insisted that they call her by her first name. Over the years, as it would happen, they would both call her many names, but seldom “Jackie.”
“They resented her from the start,” says Onassis’s personal assistant, Kiki Feroudi Moutsatsos, “because they were always thinking one day that their mother and father would be together.”
Despite the fact that Jackie had indicated she wanted to be involved in the negotiations, she decided to go on a two-day shopping trip to Athens and let Ted handle the business at hand. Because Ari thought of Ted as nothing more than a pretender to the throne in the wake of his brothers’ deaths, and because Ted was oblivious to those feelings, the ensuing negotiations bordered on the ludicrous, according to what Ted and Ari both later told friends and associates, which corroborates what has previously been reported about the meeting.
“Look what she went through in Dallas,” Ted continued. “You must understand that because of that alone she is one of the most revered people in our country. And for Americans to accept her being married to you would take a leap of faith. Her image could be forever tarnished. That has to be worth something.”
“Of course,” Onassis said, with a patient smile. “Such a thing surely must have value.”
Ted went on to point out the obvious: that if the marriage occurred, Onassis would be stepfather to Caroline and John Jr. Without wanting to be offensive, he observed that Americans who still felt great affection for Jack Kennedy would be unhappy by the paternal replacement in his children’s lives. “And that, too, has to be worth something,” Ted said.
Not the least bit offended, Ari smiled. “One would imagine…”
“And what about security?” Ted pushed on, adding that if Jackie married Onassis she would lose her Secret Service protection.
Ironically, Jackie so loathed the Secret Service protection that by 1968 she would desperately try to get it reduced from what she felt was a completely unreasonable number of eight agents on duty protecting her and her children, to just three (and, when in Greece, only one, agent John Walsh). In a lengthy letter to Secret Service Director James J. Rowley, she complained, “The children are growing up. They must see new things and travel as their father would have wished them to do. They must be as free as possible, not encumbered by a group of men who will be lost in foreign countries, so that one ends up protecting them rather than vice versa.” She further wrote that while in New Jersey, the agents lost track of the children for two hours because they had followed the wrong car out of the driveway, “and the mother of nine had to leave her children just to bring mine home!” She also complained that an agent had “forcibly dragged” her children home for supper even though she had given them permission to dine at a friend’s. Rowley responded by saying that the FBI was still receiving letters from mentally ill people threatening Caroline and John, and that there was the “ever-present threat of a kidnapper.” Because Jackie persisted, a compromise was eventually reached in security measures reducing the number of agents, at least while in Greece. So she would not have been at all pleased to hear Aristotle Onassis tell Ted Kennedy, “Why, my army of security will dwarf in size whoever is presently guarding Mrs. Kennedy.” Onassis further explained that Jackie would have around-the-clock security by what he viewed as the best trained agents in the world for her, her children, her maids, her butlers, and anyone else she cared about. Not only that, Onassis continued, but Jackie would also have German shepherd police dogs at her disposal.
“I might also note that if Jackie marries you, she will lose her income of $175,000 from the Kennedy trust,” Ted cautioned, seriously.
Finally, as Ari would remember it, he had to reveal his true feelings in a laugh so loud and hard he almost lost his breath.
“You mean to tell me that you are giving this saint, as you call her, only $175,000 a year?” Onassis asked. “Why, I could give her more money than she could ever dream of.” He said that he would give her what he felt was her true value, “and it would be much more that $175,000 a year.”
“Well, don’t forget that she’s going to lose her $10,000 annual widow’s pension plan,” Ted added, perhaps not understanding the weakness of his position.
Onassis laughed again. He spent that much a week on shoes, he said.
The negotiation went on like this for an hour, until a rough deal was finally struck for Jackie as if she were an expensive racehorse.
“One-point-five, that’s fair price,” Ari said. “And we can work out the other details later. But if she marries me, Mrs. Kennedy will get one-point-five million.”
“I believe that’s a fair deal,” Ted said as he rose to shake the Greek businessman’s hand.
“I agree,” Ari said.
Later that day Onassis said he felt strongly that the nuptials should occur in America. He obviously wanted the publicity and credibility that such a service in that country would bring to him. But Ted was against the idea. “That would mean that mother, Joan, Ethel, and all of us would have to attend,” he said, “because if we didn’t, how would that look? And we can’t. It would be completely inappropriate. It would be a nightmare. I won’t be moved on this point.”
“Then, fine,” Onassis said. “We’ll leave it as it is. One-point-five.”
“One-point-five,” Ted agreed.
By the time Jackie returned to Skorpios with a dozen pairs of shoes and matching handbags, the deal—such as it was—seemed to be in order. Everyone was satisfied. One-point-five it would be.
Or would it?
A few weeks later, Aristotle Onassis sent the proposed agreement to Ted for signature, who then forwarded it to André Meyer, Jackie’s financial adviser. In the deal draft, Jackie was described only as “the person-in-question.” Because Meyer had “some problems” with it, Onassis ended up having a contentious meeting with him about the “acquisition” on September 25, 1968, at Meyer’s apartment at the Carlyle.
Meyer felt that Onassis should pay at least $20 million to marry Jackie. Onassis thought that was a preposterous amount of money for a former First Lady, saint or no saint. In fact, the price was so high that it had the potential to hurt the feelings of all concerned, he said, “and might easily lead to the thought of an acquisition instead of a marriage.”
In the end, after much haggling, Onassis agreed to pay three million dollars for the privilege of marrying the former First Lady, which was twice the amount for which Ted had almost sold her. Jackie could take the three million dollars outright, or the money could be used to buy nontaxable bonds. Also, each of her children would receive a million dollars, and the annual interest on that money would go to Jackie. In the event of Onassis’s death, Jackie would receive $200,000 a year for life.
While Jackie was satisfied, it was said that Onassis was struck by buyer’s remorse and had agonized over the matter for some time, wondering if he had paid too much for Jackie Kennedy. One day, as the story goes—and it was probably concocted by Onassis—it came to him that he could actually buy a supertanker for that amount. However, he then realized that, considering the cost of such a supertanker’s fuel, maintenance, insurance, and other extras, he probably made a good deal in buying Jackie instead.
Lynn Alpha Smith, who was the executive secretary to Constantine (Costas) Gratsos (director of Ari’s New York operations), remembered, “We used to call Jackie ‘supertanker’ around the office. Onassis didn’t mind. It made him laugh. ‘It’s supertanker on the line,’ I’d announce whenever she called. In my eyes, and in the eyes of many people, Jackie was an acquisition, nothing more or less. The dowry system was acceptable in Greece, only in this case it was Onassis who had to pay the dowry.”
But Ari had the last laugh.
Under the laws of Greece, Jackie would have been entitled to at least 1.5 percent of Onassis’s $500-million estate in the event of his death: roughly $62.5 million. It’s difficult to imagine, yet astonishingly true just the same, that with all of their combined business acumen, Ted and the other attorneys who worked out this “deal” somehow neglected to realize that Jackie didn’t need a prenuptial agreement and, moreover, that the existence of one all but guaranteed her less money than she would otherwise receive at Onassis’s death. Moreover, the payment Jackie would receive at the time of her marriage meant that she had legally renounced her right to any future money, other than what was stipulated in the agreement.
It wouldn’t be until after Ari’s death that Ted and Jackie’s other attorneys would scramble to try to figure out a way to pull the submerged supertanker from the drink.
Jackie Kennedy married Aristotle Onassis on October 20, 1968, in a Greek Orthodox ceremony, witnessed by several other members of the groom’s family, as well as Jackie’s own mother and stepfather, Mr. and Mrs. Hugh Auchincloss, her sister, Lee Radziwill, and her late husband’s two sisters, Pat Lawford and Jean Smith, who were there representing the Kennedy family. Probably the most significant two witnesses, however, were Caroline and John Jr., who carried lighted candles as they stood behind their mother.
Ethel Kennedy was not only a Kennedy widow, but also a relatively attractive woman whose wide-set bright blue eyes and broad, winning smile were her greatest attributes. Ethel was a perfect size eight at the time of Bobby’s death, and her consistent waistline—even after all those pregnancies—had always been the envy of Jackie. Whereas Jackie had to diet constantly, Ethel never bothered. Skating, skiing, swimming, sailing, shooting the rapids, and running after eleven children was all she needed. Whereas Jackie and Joan both spent hours on their hair, constantly experimenting with new styles (especially Joan), Ethel kept her light-brown hair in a short, casual style, the better to brush it back into shape after falling off a raft into the river. To the public, she was a woman of inexhaustible energy and ample charm, fascinating in every way. No one outside of her private circle knew of the brooding, and often contentious Ethel, the private Ethel.
Being young, being a widow, and being a Kennedy made Ethel, in the years after Bobby’s death, prime fodder for tabloid speculation about her private life. Her biggest “romance,” resulting in widespread publicity, seems to have been with popular singer Andy Williams.
Ethel and Bobby had known Andy and his then-wife Claudine Longet since the mid-sixties. Recalls Andy Williams, “The first time I ever really talked with Bobby Kennedy was in 1964 at a birthday party [Universal Studios president] Lew Wasserman gave for his wife, Edie, at the studio. I had done a TV show earlier that night and came over to sing ‘Happy Birthday’ to Edie. Bobby and Ethel came over to our table afterward, and my first impression—Claudine’s, too—was how young he looked. And how he looked and talked directly to you. I danced with Ethel, and Claudine danced with Bobby. The next day, I was playing golf when Claudine called and said the senator had invited us to visit with them in Palm Springs. He hadn’t had a vacation in a while.”
Upon the return of Andy and his wife from their vacation, it was clear that they had fallen under the spell of Camelot. “We stayed up all night, talking and singing. That’s where our friendship really started,” recalled Williams. “It was a gradual thing, and there is no point where I can say that’s where I knew he would be one of the closest friends I’d ever have.”
Before long the couples were constantly traveling and socializing as a foursome. When Bobby and Ethel entertained at Hickory Hill, Andy and Claudine were always at the top of the guest list. The Williamses spent many hours with the Kennedys, skiing in Sun Valley, rafting on western rivers, playing touch football at the Kennedy compound at Hyannis Port. As proof of their special friendship, photos of the Kennedys and the Williamses together were positioned all over their households.
At the time they met the Kennedys, Andy and Claudine’s marriage seemed headed for certain trouble because of his hectic touring and television schedule. She was lonely, she complained, and longed for more attention from him. Then they met the Kennedys and, she now recalls, “Just being around that family changed our whole lives. Andy watched Bobby with their kids and saw how they all got involved in activities together. He got an entirely new viewpoint of what a family is supposed to be like. Bobby got him involved in doing things he would have never tried otherwise—skiing, tennis. We’d go camping and sit around the campfire and Ethel would ask Andy to start a song, and we’d all join in and sing, even Bobby, who had the worst voice in the world and, of course, sang the loudest. We’d break up laughing until our stomachs hurt. It brought Andy and me together again—at least for a time—I have no doubt about it.”
When Claudine became pregnant, Ethel sent her a box of maternity clothes that she had worn during some of her own pregnancies. While Bobby was alive, Ethel had gotten into the habit of buying maternity clothes even when she wasn’t expecting, knowing that sooner or later she’d be needing them. After his death, she decided that she’d never have that need again. Claudine said later that she sobbed as she thought of what it must have meant to Ethel to pack all of those dresses for the last time and send them off to a pregnant friend. To one especially pretty cocktail dress, she had pinned a note: “This was Bobby’s favorite. Wear it in good health!”
But it was Bobby and Claudine who seemed to have made the most intense bond. Years after Bobby’s death, Claudine hinted that her relationship with him had developed into something deeper than the friendship the two couples shared. “We could talk in the way a girl and a man could talk,” she said, “the way women are almost never able to talk, the way I was never able to talk with Ethel… not chitchat. When Bobby died, I lost interest in the Kennedys. There was no one for me to talk to. I drifted away.”
Because she was a Kennedy widow, the press was naturally interested in Ethel’s private life, always linking her with everyone from New York Governor Hugh Carey to Cary Grant. Andy Williams’s marriage to Claudine Longet began to sour shortly after Bobby died, so Ethel began recruiting the entertainer to be her escort. Of course, this innocent coupling started a flood of rumors and speculation about an impending marriage, a story that would continue to be a headline-grabber in fan magazines all the way into the late seventies.
For Ethel the flurry of headlines her “affair” with Andy (whom she had nicknamed “Andy Baby”) generated was just another madcap adventure which she took in stride. “She thought it was all a riot,” George Terrien once said. “She loved the attention she was getting; she loved the fact that she was suddenly considered a femme fatale.”
“Every week she had me cutting articles out of Photoplay, Modern Screen, Movieland, and all of the rest of the silly fan magazines she used to read religiously,” said Leah Mason. “Once they started writing about her and Andy, well, she loved that more than anything. ‘We’d make a good couple, don’t you think?’ she’d ask me. She would stare at the pictures longingly, as if she wished that they actually meant something romantic was going on in her life. I sensed she needed someone, some human contact. They went to a lot of concerts together, spent time in Hyannis Port, played sports. Andy was a lot like Bobby, small and wiry, a great smile. He was a gentler man, though, than Bobby. Not as argumentative. A softy, maybe too soft for Ethel, who was used to fire-works.”
It would seem that it was actually Jackie who tried to foster a more serious relationship between Andy Williams and Ethel Kennedy. “Jackie liked Andy very much,” said Joan Braden. “She wanted to see Ethel move forward with her life, not only because she, from her own experience, realized that this was best, but also because she knew that this was what Bob would have wanted. And Bob liked Andy so much. But Ethel was not the same kind of woman as Jackie. Ethel was satisfied to stay home, to live an almost cloistered life. Jackie would never have been able to deal with that. They were very different women.”
“Jackie thought Andy was perfect for Ethel,” said Leah Mason, who stopped working for Ethel in 1968 but resumed on a temporary basis in the seventies, “and she worked behind the scenes to orchestrate something romantic between them.”
Trying to play matchmaker, Jackie telephoned Andy to tell him that Ethel was romantically interested in him, without having obtained her permission to do so. Then, as if she were a tenth-grader, the forty-three-year-old former First Lady called Ethel and told her that Andy wanted to move the relationship forward. “It was so juvenile of her, I was completely amazed that she would be involved in such nonsense, but I know she was,” says an associate of Ethel’s, “because she later admitted it. It showed a side of her that people might not expect to find, one that certainly surprised me because I thought she was too self-involved to have ever done such a thing. I think it worked, too… for a while.”
According to people close to Ethel Kennedy, Ethel and Andy stepped up their relationship in 1972 into a romantic realm. Leah Mason diplomatically concedes that there was a period of time that year when Ethel and Andy were sleeping in the same room, in the same bed. However, she adds that “it’s entirely possible that they were platonic, even in the same bed.”
These sleeping arrangements lasted for the entire year, whenever Andy would visit Hickory Hill. However, it would seem that Ethel wasn’t comfortable with even the illusion of closeness to Andy Williams, that she felt that she was somehow betraying Bobby’s memory by moving ahead with her life. Friends remember seeing Ethel and Andy together on the patio, holding hands and kissing, but they hasten to add that it did not seem like a happy, lighthearted experience for Ethel to be close to another man while still wearing her wedding ring—which she refused to take off—at Hickory Hill, in front of Bobby’s children. Ethel, with one foot firmly planted in the past and the other tentatively feeling for the future, could never commit herself to Andy Williams under the circumstances.
“Andy Williams cared deeply for Ethel,” Lem Billings once told a journalist. “Maybe enough to know that she was not ready for romance in her life—and maybe never would be ready. Her devotion to Bobby wouldn’t allow it. No matter how hard he tried, and I saw him try on several occasions, he couldn’t break through. Since he couldn’t wear Ethel down, I think he began to feel he wasn’t man enough to fill Bobby’s shoes, that he was inadequate.”
Bobby Kennedy was still the center of Ethel’s world; no one—not Andy Williams or anyone else—was ever going to replace him. One associate of Ethel’s remembers overhearing a telephone conversation between Ethel and Jackie, during which Ethel said, “Listen, Jackie, just forget it. Andy and I tried it, and it just didn’t work. Nobody can replace Bobby. You should know that by now.” To that associate’s knowledge, Jackie then abandoned her matchmaking efforts.
“I thought it was sweet that she [Jackie] cared,” says Leah Mason. “But Ethel didn’t. She said to me, ‘How dare she try to match me up with Andy Williams! It could never work.’ Then she shook her head sadly and said, ‘He deserves better, anyway.’ She seemed so very alone as she walked out of the room. I thought to myself, ‘Such a sad woman, with no one in her life.’ I wondered how this had happened to such a lively, effervescent person. It seemed unfair.”
(In the end, sixteen years after his divorce from Claudine Longet, Andy Williams married a hostess who was some twenty-five years his junior. Through the years it seems that Andy and Ethel remained what they always were: good friends.)
Like Andy Williams, the gentlemen Ethel would see socially after Bobby’s death were all men left over from her friendships with Bobby who happened to be widowers or who were going through marriage difficulties and divorces. Ethel often needed an escort to social events, and the men with whom she felt most comfortable were naturally her choices. Such was the case with Frank Gifford, who had been a friend of Ethel and Bobby’s dating back to the days when RFK was Attorney General. During the mid- and late seventies, while he was going through a divorce with his then-wife Maxine, Gifford became a frequent escort of Ethel’s. The relationship, from all appearances, looked serious enough for Maxine to cut off Ethel, a woman she once considered a friend.
But, as with Ethel’s other relationships, nothing seriously romantic developed between Ethel and Frank. (Gifford eventually married TV personality Kathie Lee Gifford. Then, in 1981, Gifford’s daughter Victoria married Ethel’s son Michael—they would later divorce—bonding Ethel and Frank together as in-laws.)
The fact is that Ethel enjoyed men simply for the sake of their company. Always the jock, she preferred playing doubles with her male friends and rarely hit the courts anymore with other women. “Women’s tennis bores the tears out of me,” she declared. (In the mid-seventies, though, she would become an ardent fan of female tennis pro Martina Navratilova, dubbing her “magnificent.”) She also said that she would never become involved with anyone who was not Catholic or who was divorced, though everyone who knew her well felt that this was just an excuse.
Recalls Frank Mankiewicz, “She would often joke with me and say, ‘What am I going to do if the Pope one day says that it’s okay for a Catholic to marry a non-Catholic? Or it’s okay for a Catholic to marry someone who’s been divorced? With my luck,’ she would add, ‘the Pope would say, “And guess what, everyone? It was okay all along!” ’ Seriously, though, I never felt that Ethel was interested in anyone; not that I would ever presume to know what she was thinking when it came to her personal life.”
After Bobby’s death, thirty-eight-year-old Ethel Kennedy’s main interest seemed to lie in keeping Bobby’s memory alive. She put most of her energy into the RFK Foundation, and would continue to talk to Bobby and about him to friends, as if he were still alive. This is precisely how she felt Jackie should live her life, after Jack. In her view, Jackie should devote the rest of her life to Jack’s memory out of a sense of duty and obligation. She was adamant about it: Once married to a Kennedy, always married to a Kennedy, whether he was dead or alive.
Also, she resented Aristotle Onassis—just on principle. Ethel, as a Kennedy widow, was completely devoted to the Kennedy legacy now and thought Onassis was a crook who would somehow taint the family’s image. She couldn’t imagine why Jackie wanted to be involved with him in any way.
One afternoon in September 1968, Jackie, a Secret Service man, a nanny named Susannah Walker (who was temporarily replacing the vacationing Marta Sgubin), and Jackie’s children went to Ethel’s Hickory Hill estate for a visit—rare in 1968, because the two women were angry with each other about Onassis’s intentions. However, Jackie had a gift for Ethel’s soon-to-be-born baby and wanted to give it to her personally.
“Where are all the kids?” Jackie asked when she arrived. Usually, as soon as she walked through the front door at Hickory Hill, she was besieged by excited children lunging at her and screaming, “Aunt Jackie! Aunt Jackie!”
“What kids?” Ethel answered, joking. “Oh, those kids. Bobby and I just had those to get into the papers. I farm them out now.” The two women laughed and greeted one another with a hug.
After settling in, Jackie went with Ethel out onto the well-manicured, flower-bedecked grounds to talk. As they walked along, exchanging polite generalities, a great black Newfoundland dog leapt into the air between them. Ethel kept repeating “Down, Brumus! Down, Brumus!” while Jackie pretended the animal did not exist. Soft music played in the background, seemingly from nowhere (actually there were camouflaged speakers placed all along the pathway).
During the course of their discussion, the two women apparently became embroiled in a heated argument. As Jackie stormed into the house to retrieve her children, she said to Ethel, “You cannot tell me how to live my life. I deserve to be happy. If you choose not to be, that’s your choice.”
“Just the same old selfish Jackie Kennedy,” Ethel observed bitterly as the Secret Service agent and nanny looked on, no doubt with discomfort. “Poor Jack. He’s probably spinning in his grave right about now.”
According to the agent, at the mention of her late husband, Jackie stopped struggling to get John into his coat. Her control slipped another notch. Standing to face Ethel, she raised her hand as if she were about to strike her. Perhaps thinking better of it in front of the children, Jackie instead ran her fingers nervously through her shoulder-length hair. Behind her on the wall was a framed letter from President Franklin D. Roosevelt to young Robert Kennedy, giving advice about Bobby’s stamp collection.
“After all these years, and all we have been through,” she said, spitting out the words in a harsh, guttural whisper so as not to frighten John as she finished putting his coat on him, “how dare you say that to me?” She further stated that she would never speak to Ethel again, that Ethel was “no longer a part of” her life.
Ethel’s eyes opened wide. She had gone too far and, judging from her expression, she knew it. “But…” she began.
However, before Ethel had a chance to collect her thoughts, Jackie hurried her entourage from the house. They were followed out of the vestibule and down the flagstone path by a contrite Ethel who, by now, was apologizing in every possible way. “I’m so sorry, Jackie,” she said, stammering. “I didn’t mean it. Come back. Let’s talk. Please.”
The thought that Jackie would never again speak to her was, it seemed clear, more than Ethel could bear. After all, for the past fifteen years, she could always count on Jackie. No matter how unkind Ethel had been to her, Jackie was always there for her. However, it now seemed that their relationship was going to change forever as a result of Ethel’s temper, and she couldn’t allow it to happen. She wanted to take it all back, start over again, act as if the last five minutes had never occurred.
“Jackie, you know me. You know how I get,” she said, according to what the agent would later recall. “Forget what I said. Thank you for the gift, Jackie. The baby will love it. I’ll open it later, Jackie. I’ll love it, too.”
Now, she was speaking almost incoherently through her tears. “I love you, Jackie. Bobby loved you, too. Please…”
But Jackie was too angry to stop and console Ethel, be there for her, take care of her. In fact, it seemed as if she wasn’t hearing a word of Ethel’s apologies. “You just leave me alone,” she hollered back at her.
Once outside, Jackie got into the passenger seat of her automobile as the Secret Service man and the nanny positioned the children in the back. The nanny sat next to Caroline and John Jr., the agent got into the driver’s side, started the ignition, and began to drive off. As they drove away, they could see a pregnant Ethel Kennedy with tears streaming down her face, standing in the driveway, mouthing the words: “I’m sorry.”
As her due date crept up on her, Ethel Kennedy began to become more anxious about the notion of giving birth. The child she was carrying was all that remained of her husband, kept safe inside of her. Its safe journey into the world was her priority. Since her last baby, Douglas, had been born premature, Ethel feared that the stress of the last few months would cause this new child to be born prematurely as well. In fact, on October 12, two months before the baby was due, she awoke with a start, feeling that she was possibly having contractions.
By noon, she was certain she was going into labor. Panicked, she immediately telephoned Joan to tell her what was occurring. Joan put Ted on the extension, and it was decided that Ethel should telephone her doctor, John Walsh. By six that evening, Ethel was in the labor room at Georgetown Medical Center. Ted arranged for the Kennedy family nurse, Luella Hennessey, to be at Ethel’s side. “The whole family was afraid she’d go into premature labor,” Luella Hennessey remembered. “Senator Kennedy said to me, ‘I don’t know what will happen to Ethel if anything happens to this baby.’ ”
By the time Hennessey got to the hospital, though, the crisis was over. It had been a false alarm. Still, to be safe, Walsh suggested that Ethel spend the rest of her pregnancy on bed rest. Hennessey, who stayed with Ethel during this time, told Laurence Leamer, author of The Kennedy Women, “She had very strong faith and believed that if this is what the Lord had planned for her, he would also provide for her. She was truly an optimist. Ethel talked as if Bobby was away. She never said, ‘Oh, he’s never going to come back, isn’t it awful?’ ”
On December 11, 1968, Ethel checked back into the hospital for a planned cesarean. She hoped her arrival would go unnoticed, but of course it did not. Reporters waited for her at the entrance to the hospital. She ignored them as she and her coterie, including Luella Hennessey and Ted Kennedy, rushed into the lobby and were taken to a private room in the maternity ward, which had just been painted pink for her arrival. Hennessey was given a private room across the hall. In Ethel’s room was a bouquet of pink and blue flowers waiting for her on the bed stand. They were from Jackie and the card read: “Boy or Girl? It matters not. How wonderful for you! Love, Jackie.”
The next morning, with Ted and Luella at her side, Ethel was wheeled into the delivery room. Ted seemed in almost as much distress as Ethel. He began to tremble so ferociously that Ethel instinctively grasped his hand and squeezed it reassuringly. He turned pale, gagged, and wavered on his feet as though he was about to faint, as Ethel was finally wheeled into the delivery room.
Within the hour, Ethel gave birth to an eight-pound four-ounce daughter, her fourth. Afterward, Ted, still shaking, had to be helped on his wobbly feet from the room by two very concerned nurses.
Ted and Joan, along with some of the Kennedy children, waited in Hennessey’s room for the news. When Hennessey burst in and made the announcement, they let out a unified scream of excitement. The baby was named Rory Elizabeth Katherine; Joan called her “Bobby’s little miracle.”
“Bob would have loved to see his baby girl, but we can’t talk about things that never can be,” Ethel Kennedy would later say at a press conference where photos of mother and child were snapped for the international media. “So I will take her home to Hickory Hill in Virginia and let her grow up among her brothers and sisters and let her learn from them what her father was and how lucky she is to be a member of this family… the older ones take care of the smaller ones, and the smaller ones take care of the very little ones… and they all take care of me.
“Teddy and Joan have been just wonderful to us,” she continued. “With an aunt and uncle like those two, this new Kennedy can’t miss.”
Three days after Ethel gave birth, she found Jackie at her bedside. She was probably not surprised. Despite their differences about Onassis—and the recent, terrible outburst at Hickory Hill—theirs was a bond of tragedy shared by no one else in the family. Both women’s husbands had been shot down with a bullet into the brain during a moment of triumph. Both had felt their husband’s lifeblood running through their fingers. Both had seen them die. They had borne so much of the same kind of sorrow that they would always be spiritual sisters in some way. Of course Jackie would be at the hospital when Ethel gave birth to Bobby’s child, this baby who would never know the warm, secure touch of her father’s hand.
Jackie seemed happy and in good spirits when she showed up at Georgetown Hospital. She had on no makeup and her hairdo was not the usual fresh-combed style she always wore when there was a chance her picture might be taken. She was wearing the same navy blue dress and matching jacket in which she’d traveled back and forth for her wedding in Greece, the dress she’d been wearing so often that a reporter from Women’s Wear Daily tartly suggested it was time she gave it to charity.
A week after the birth of her daughter, Ethel and the infant went home, driven by Ted. On the way, Ethel asked that they stop at Arlington National Cemetery. Carrying the baby, Ethel walked to Bobby’s resting place and stood at the foot of the grave. While Ted waited in the car, tears streaming down his face, Ethel introduced Bobby to his new daughter.
It was early Saturday morning, July 19, 1969, when the phone rang in Joan Kennedy’s bedroom in Boston. It was Ted.
“There’s been an accident,” he told her. His voice sounded weak and strained, as if he had been crying. “A terrible, terrible accident.”
As the breath whooshed out of her, a chill ran down Joan’s spine. “Oh, no, Ted. What now?”
It was then that Joan heard the words that would forever change her life: “A girl drowned, Joansie. And there was nothing I could do. I swear it.”
By the end of the sixties the smoke was just settling over cities that had been burned during the civil rights unrest. The country still had not recovered from the deaths of Bobby Kennedy and Martin Luther King, Jr., and a lingering sense of hopelessness stemming from Jack’s assassination five years earlier was still felt by many. With the war in Vietnam continuing as an explosive, divisive factor, it could be said that Americans had not had a chance to catch their breaths in a decade that had been chaotic, emotional, and troubling.
On Friday, July 18, 1969, as the Apollo 11 crew approached the moon in fulfillment of a goal set by Jack in 1960, Ted was en route to Boston to attend a weekend party with some male friends and six single young women who were fondly referred to by friends and family as “The Boiler Room Girls” (an appellation given them because of the countless hours they had put in for Bobby’s 1968 presidential campaign.) This party—attended by five men, all married—was held in a cottage that had been rented by Kennedy cousin Joe Gargan on Chappaquiddick Island, just off Martha’s Vineyard.
A bit after eleven o’clock, as the festivities wound down, Ted emerged from the seaside cottage with blonde, blue-eyed Mary Jo Kopechne. At twenty-eight, Mary Jo had earned herself a degree in business and a treasured job on Robert Kennedy’s presidential campaign. Ted then asked his chauffeur, John “Jack” Crimmins, for the keys to his black 1967 Oldsmobile, and the two motored off into the night.
Ted would later explain that he was giving Mary Jo a ride to the ferry, which would be headed back to Edgartown, where Mary Jo was staying. Tragedy occurred, though, when, according to his own account, he took a wrong turn onto a dirt road that led to an unlit, narrow wooden bridge. His car plunged off the bridge, landing upside down in the cold, dirty water. While Kennedy managed somehow to escape, Mary Jo did not. Later Ted would claim that he had alerted Joe Gargan and friend Paul Markham to the accident, and the two dove repeatedly into the water in an effort to save Mary Jo.
After two teenage boys discovered the car on an early-morning fishing trip, police were summoned, and the young woman’s body—her identity a mystery—was eventually pulled from the murky water. It would be ten hours before Ted would contact the police and explain that the body was Mary Jo’s. No matter how one looked at it, everything about Mary Jo Kopechne’s death seemed to point to Ted’s lack of integrity and responsibility, or maybe worse.
Saturday, July 19, 1969, was three days before Rose Kennedy’s seventy-ninth birthday. Still healthy and active, that morning she planned to attend a charity bazaar at her church, St. Francis Xavier, and was dressing to leave when Ted called to tell her that something tragic had occurred. He warned her not to go to the bazaar for fear she would be confronted by the press, and told her he was on his way to the compound.
When Ted finally arrived in Hyannis Port, he went to Joseph’s room to tell him that an accident had resulted in a woman’s death, even though he had tried to save her. Joseph couldn’t do much but squeeze his distraught son’s hand. Then Ted patiently explained the situation to Rose. As usual, she was composed.
Rose knew of Mary Jo, even admired her, and was deeply troubled and saddened by her death. However, looking at a bigger, practical picture, she could predict serious trouble in the offing, and summoned her family to the compound to deal with it. Pat flew in from California, and Jean and Eunice both arrived from Europe, all three with their husbands. Jean’s husband, Steve Smith—who had taken over much of the Kennedy business in the wake of Joseph’s stroke—began to make logical decisions about strategy.
Once he got to his home on Squaw Island, some might be surprised to know, Ted’s first call was to Greece in search of Jackie Kennedy Onassis. In fact, Ted had demonstrated a great degree of caring and generosity not only to Jackie and her two children but also to Ethel and her eleven in the wake of the family’s twin tragedies. “No one outside the family can ever know how much his efforts have meant to the shaping of their [Jack’s and Bobby’s children’s] lives,” Rose wrote in her memoirs. Jackie was so impressed with his sense of responsibility that she had even suggested he become Caroline’s godfather by proxy.
Upon hearing from Ted, Jackie said that she would join the family in Hyannis Port as soon as possible.
Ted’s next call was to a woman he had dated sporadically over the years and was involved with at this time, the Austrian-born, blonde Helga Wagner. Alarmed by Ted’s predicament, Helga asked if she should come to Hyannis Port to be with him. Since her presence would only cause more turmoil, he wisely advised her to keep her distance.
After he called Jackie and Helga, Ted called Joan.
“Don’t worry. I believe you when you say it was an accident,” Joan promised her husband, according to what she later recalled.
“I knew you would,” he said, relieved. “I could always count on you.”
After they hung up, Joan Kennedy sat on her bed, stunned by the news and overwhelmed by a deepening sense of dread. Just six weeks pregnant, Joan realized that she shouldn’t take on any stress, but that would now be impossible. She packed a small bag and left for Hyannis Port to be with the rest of the family.
Two hours after Joan’s arrival at the compound, Ethel arrived directly from Storrs where she had made an appearance at the opening of the first Connecticut Special Olympics at the University of Connecticut. She was upset, angry, and confused, as were most of the family members.
When Ethel saw Joan, she must have immediately noticed that the young Kennedy wife seemed to be in a trance, as if on heavy medication, walking about aimlessly, biting her lip, and wringing her hands. Ethel took Joan into her arms, and the two embraced warmly. “We’ve had our problems in the past, but now is the time to pull together,” Ethel told Joan.
“Tell me what really happened,” Ethel said to Joan as they walked arm in arm into Rose’s living room.
“I don’t have the vaguest idea,” Joan answered, and she wasn’t lying. “Do you know if Jackie is coming, or not? I heard that she was.”
“I don’t have the vaguest idea,” Ethel answered, echoing Joan’s response.
Jackie Tells Ari: “I Have to Be There”
By 1969, Jackie Kennedy Onassis was living a life far removed from the concerns of the Kennedys. She sometimes seemed determined to reinvent herself as a woman who had never been Queen of Camelot. During a vacation to Italy’s Isle of Capri in the Gulf of Naples, she ignored any autograph-seekers who referred to her as “Mrs. Kennedy,” and would indulge only those who referred to her as “Mrs. Onassis.” She also had her checks changed to read “Jacqueline Bouvier Onassis,” eliminating “Kennedy.” However, Jackie and Ari actually led separate lives from the start of their union. He told his biographer, Will Frischauer, “I was with Jacqueline for only thirty days during the first ninety days of our marriage.”
As soon as he married Jackie, Ari reignited his obsessive affair with Maria Callas. He went to be with Callas as soon as he returned to Paris, right after his honeymoon with Jackie. Jackie didn’t seem to mind.
“In his own way, Onassis was good to her,” observes Jackie’s cousin John Davis. “Who can say what kind of marriage that was? His two children, Christina and Alexander, hated her. But she seemed unaffected by their bitterness. Of course, it never much mattered to Jackie whether you liked her or not. Onassis got her away from the Kennedy tragedies, the publicity, the hellishness… and the next time I saw her after she married him, she seemed a completely new woman. Just lighter, better…. She had gotten on with things.”
Despite her new life, Jackie’s sisterly bond with Joan and, to a lesser extent, Ethel, still existed. Jackie had also stayed in touch with Rose, and had even arranged for the Kennedy matriarch to join her, Aristotle, and the children for a two-week cruise in the Caribbean in March of 1969 for the Easter holiday.
Rose couldn’t help but marvel at the jet-set lifestyle Jackie now enjoyed. The Onassises maintained fully staffed homes in Monte Carlo; Glyfada, Greece; two in New York; London; Skorpios; Montevideo in Uruguay; Paris; and aboard the Christina. Each residence was kept in complete readiness should the wealthy couple decide on a moment’s notice to hop off to South America and their Montevideo hacienda, or fly to Paris for an art exhibit or to take a peek at “the collections,” where the latest fashions were shown.
Rose once described the opulence she found on the Christina as “overwhelming.” While some of the interior of the luxury craft, such as the bar, represented masculine tastes, the nine staterooms were now decorated in pink satins and silks, refurbished to represent Jackie’s style (even though Ari would have preferred her not to redecorate). A rare, jade Buddha sat on display in the main salon. Expensive oriental vases were securely strapped to the walls in case of turbulent high seas. El Greco, Pissarro, and Gauguin paintings decorated the passageways. At night, the base of the Olympic-size, mosaic-tiled swimming pool was hydraulically lifted level with the deck, forming a dance floor under multicolored lights.
The Onassis’s French household staff—accustomed to serving such personalities as Winston Churchill, Greta Garbo, and Cary Grant—served breakfast on trays in the staterooms on the lowest of the three decks used as living quarters by the family. At lunchtime, John and Caroline would eat with their mother on the shaded top deck while the ship was anchored, or by the saltwater pool near the game room when at sea. Onassis continued to make the final decision as to what food would be served in the oval dining room for dinner, selecting one main course from the three suggested by the French chef. Jackie ordered only for the children, usually beef and poultry dishes, which they would eat not in the main dining room but rather in the “officers’ mess”—a warm, intimate, wood-paneled breakfast room—with their nurse.
Ellen Deiner, who worked as a publicist for the Greek National Theater, was aboard the Christina as a guest of Aristotle Onassis on that particular cruise with Rose and Jackie. She recalled, “Rose reminded me of a typical tourist, with the big floppy hats and sunglasses, and cheap, cheap, cheap clothing. She and Jackie got along well, but they did have an ongoing discussion having to do with the children’s schooling.”
As the only offspring of her son, John Fitzgerald, Caroline and John Jr. were dear to Rose Kennedy. It was her wish that they be brought up to understand Kennedy values, a sense of family being chief among them. Rose feared that as they went through their impressionable adolescent years with Onassis as their stepfather, the children would grow away from the Kennedy tradition of serving country and family. Because she also wanted them to be available for frequent family visits to Hyannis Port and Palm Beach, she was upset when Ted told her Jackie was thinking of sending the children to Le Rosey, a Swiss boarding school attended by the children of the wealthiest of European society.
Recalled Ellen Deiner, “While the two were sunning, Rose and Jackie talked about the fact that if the children went to the Swiss school, they would be away from their mother for long stretches of time. She said that Joan and Ethel were so adamant about being with their children that they were known to fly back from political rallies just to make breakfast for them. I was sitting two chairs over, but could clearly hear Jackie protesting, ‘Well, I am not Ethel, and I am not Joan. I’ll raise my children my way.’ I had the feeling that the two bickered like any mother-in-law and daughter-in-law, but that at the core of it was a deep, abiding love and respect for one another.”
Rose seemed to crave information about her former daughter-in-law. To her, Jackie was almost a stranger these days, living a life of privilege away from Hyannis Port and away from her watchful eye. In an attempt to learn about Jackie’s life, she tried to ferret out some tidbits from Ellen Deiner, who, she knew, was close to Onassis. “Rose asked me if it was true that Ari wanted to change the children’s names to Onassis by adoption,” recalls Deiner. “There had been news reports to that effect. In fact, I did once overhear Ari complain about seeing references to ‘John Kennedy, Jr.’ and ‘Caroline Kennedy’ in the papers. He wanted the children to have his name, since they were now his responsibility. But Mrs. Onassis said, ‘They are not your responsibility, they are my responsibility.’ ”
“An adoption will never occur,” Rose told Ellen Deiner as she rubbed suntan lotion on her pale but still remarkably taut thighs. “Never! Once a Kennedy, always a Kennedy.” She put on her sunglasses and turned to Deiner. “The blood of the Kennedys runs through those children’s veins,” she insisted. “They are Americans, not Greeks. We will fight an adoption in court, believe me. They will be Kennedys, those children, and they will live in America. Even in death, my son has a right to expect his son to carry on his name.”
“But I don’t know how you will be able to stop an adoption,” Ellen Deiner said, hesitatingly.
“We’ll just see about that, now won’t we?” Rose said confidently. “I am certain we could at the very least get a decision that the adoption and name change would not be recognized in America.”
Deiner was surprised by Rose’s observation. It sounded as if she had already begun to look into the legalities of the matter.
“This kind of discussion went on and on throughout the two-week cruise,” said Deiner. “As we went to Nassau, then the Virgin Islands, the children were the subject of ongoing discussions between Rose and I [sic]. I am sure that she brought up all of these points to Jackie as well, which is what I suggested she do.”
On the last day of the cruise, Rose told Ellen Deiner that, as a result of her discussions with her former daughter-in-law, Jackie not only had agreed to let the children continue their educations in New York, she also would not allow Onassis to adopt the Kennedy children. She would not remove the children from either their national or family heritage.
“My daughter-in-law is not a foolish woman. I can’t imagine why you ever thought she would have allowed an adoption,” Rose said, pointing an accusatory finger at Ellen Deiner.
“But I never said that,” Deiner countered in her defense, her face by now reddened. “You asked me if…”
Rose placed her finger on her lips for silence, cutting off the mortified Deiner. “Well, I believe you did say just that, and I have told Jacqueline as much,” Rose countered. Then, before taking her leave, she concluded, “Jacqueline told me to tell you that some people should learn to mind their own business.”
At the time when Jackie got the telephone call from Ted about the Chappaquiddick tragedy, she was on the Isle of Scorpios with her husband, her children, their cousin Victoria Lawford, and a playmate of John’s, Eric von Huguley. She immediately decided that she wanted to be in Hyannis Port to support the family, but she didn’t want the media to know of her presence there.
“But why must you go?” Aristotle asked. “That is their problem, not ours.”
“You’re right. It’s not our problem,” Jackie agreed, “it’s my problem,” she added, underscoring the separate nature of their lives. “I have to be there. I have to know what is going on.”
Nicholas Stamosis, who worked in the travel department of Olympic Airways, which was owned by Ari, also knew Jackie well. He recalls, “Ted’s call came at a convenient time because Mrs. Onassis already had business in New York—meetings to arrange for the children’s schooling. So she was planning to go to America anyway. We just scheduled her trip a week early when she got the call.”
“I don’t want anyone to even know I’m in Hyannis Port,” Jackie told Stamosis. “This trip has to be done very carefully. No photographers. Is that understood?” Presumably, Jackie didn’t want it to appear that Ted was using her and the memory of her husband in a bid for sympathy.
“I can guarantee you that I will at least try, Mrs. Onassis,” Stamosis said.
“Well, you will have to do better than that,” Jackie snapped. “Just do it.”
“I will, Mrs. Onassis,” he said, finally.
“We got her out of Greece and into Hyannis, and nobody was the wiser,” recalls Stamosis, “at least as far as I know.”
A couple of days later Nicholas Stamosis ran into Jackie’s disgruntled husband in Athens at the Architectoniki Bar. “He was drunk and talking about how angry he was that Jackie went to be with the Kennedys,” he recalls of Onassis.
“Those damn Kennedys, they have some kind of dirty hold on her,” Onassis said, exasperated. “Just look at what has happened. Ted Kennedy drives a girl off a bridge, she drowns, then my wife flies around the world just to pat him on the back and tell him it’s all right.”
“Well, she is a very caring woman,” said Stamosis in Jackie’s defense.
Onassis slammed his fist down on the bar, his mouth turned down at the corners. “She just wants to make sure the Kennedy kingdom doesn’t come tumbling down, for if it does, what will that do to her children’s inheritances and trust funds?” As he tossed back another vodka and soda, Onassis concluded, “That’s what she cares about.”
Joan Accuses: “All You Care about Is How It Looks?”
In the days after the death of Mary Jo Kopechne, the Kennedy family closed ranks as it always had in times of trouble. Maria Shriver, Eunice’s daughter and Ted’s niece, speaks of the Kennedy credo that was at work at that time and which, she says, still exists today. “My grandparents [Rose and Joseph] emphasized family loyalty, which my parents then emphasized in turn,” she explains. “ ‘This is your family and you stand by it no matter what,’ they told their children, and their children then instilled it in us, and I have handed it down to mine. ‘If you have something negative to say, you say it in the house. You don’t say it out there. These people are family. You may not like them sometimes, but they are the most important people in your life, and don’t you forget it.’ ”
Soon the Hyannis Port home was filled with concerned Kennedys, many of whom, perhaps, didn’t have particularly fond feelings for Ted at this time but who would stand by him just the same. “There was rage, horror, and anger,” recalled Joseph’s nurse, Rita Dallas, “a lot of anger. Not at any particular person, not at Teddy, but I really think at fate.”
When Jackie Onassis arrived, she greeted all of the family members, and then quickly departed for her own home next door to Joseph and Rose’s. Something had changed, and it was painfully clear to everyone. “She didn’t really belong there,” said John Davis. “Things were different now. She wasn’t really a Kennedy anymore, and they knew it, and they treated her like it.”
The last time Jackie was at Rose and Joseph’s was during Bobby’s campaign. She had run off in tears after Ethel reminded her that “we” would never again be in the White House. Since that time, Bobby had been killed and she had married Onassis, much to Ethel’s dismay and, it would seem, many other people’s as well.
“The sisters—Jean, Eunice, and Pat—never treated Jackie the same after she married Onassis,” said another relative of Jackie’s. “No one really knew how to deal with her. There were those who felt she was so far above them, they couldn’t relate. And there were those who felt she was just an outsider now. She could feel it in the air, and didn’t want to be around it. Even Joan seemed as though she couldn’t relate to Jackie anymore. So Jackie retreated to her own home and stayed there, almost in a ‘wait and see’ position.”
Ted’s explanation of what had occurred on the tiny island was relayed to Jackie by others. In fact, she and Ted had no discussion about the events in question, or about anything at all, at least not in anyone’s memory.
“Her emotions were mixed, I believe,” said the late author Leo Damore, who wrote a book about the Chappaquiddick tragedy titled Senatorial Privilege: The Chappaquiddick Cover-Up. “She was there because she had a stake in what happened to the family, because of her children. My research indicated that she was reluctant even to be there, that she wanted her presence to be a secret, and didn’t want a public show of support. I believe she felt that Ted was guilty of something, even if she didn’t know what it was.”
Her friend Roswell Gilpatric once said that he believed that Jackie was “probably very angry at Ted, and perhaps even feeling guilty because of her very human reaction to his obvious lack of judgment. I’m sure she was confused, trying to sort it all out. One thing she did say sticks out in my mind as being amazingly perceptive. ‘I believe Ted has an unconscious drive to self-destruct,’ she told me. ‘I think it comes from the fact that he knows he’ll never live up to what people expect of him. He’s not Jack. He’s not Bobby. And he believes that what he is, is just not enough.’ ”
Jackie knew that with the Chappaquiddick tragedy, the Kennedys’ chances of ever getting into the White House again were killed along with Mary Jo Kopechne. “Never will he be President now. Never,” Jackie told Roswell Gilpatric. “He would never allow it for himself, anyway. And now, with this tragedy, it’s over. We should just face it.”
After meeting with Ted and with Kennedy adviser Burke Marshall, Ethel would volunteer to call upon some influential people in Washington, the first being former Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara, to help with strategy. At Ethel’s urging, McNamara arrived quickly.
More “troops” were summoned from far and wide. Soon, an army of Jack’s loyalists (a court that was, at least to some extent, in exile and still dreaming of Washington) had descended upon Cape Cod. There were fifteen in all staying at Ted and Joan’s ten-room home on Squaw Island, and at Ethel’s, Jackie’s, and Rose’s homes in the compound as well.
“Mrs. Onassis was asked if they could use her home—the President’s home—as a headquarters, and she agreed,” recalls Rita Dallas. “She then became deeply involved in seeing to it that the meetings went smoothly. These men were all dear friends of hers, so she was a big part of what was being decided. However, she spent her time with them, not with the family. There were a lot of questions to be addressed.”
Most troubling was the fact that Kennedy had failed to report the accident for almost ten hours, choosing instead to return to the hotel in which he was staying in Edgartown and spend the night there before returning to Chappaquiddick and then going to the Edgartown police. Why had he waited so long? Of course, there was also speculation about Ted’s relationship with Mary Jo Kopechne. Had they been lovers?
These meetings were not about what had occurred as much as they were about what to do about it.
The first order of business was to have Joan Kennedy place what some aides referred to as “the call.” Prior to this time, Joan had been secreted away in a bedroom, concerned about her husband and anxious about whatever was being plotted downstairs. While Ethel and Jackie had been the involved, “important” Kennedy wives, busy discussing strategy with aides, Joan was thought of as the weak, fragile wife locked away upstairs. Now, though, she had a role to fill.
Joan was asked to telephone the Kopechnes to extend the Kennedy family’s condolences. Strategically it was decided that the way the Kopechnes felt about the Kennedys could make a huge difference in what they would seek from Ted. The Kopechnes had to be persuaded that the Kennedys were also grieving the loss of young Mary Jo, that they were a caring, sensitive family. In fact, Ted had already telephoned Mary Jo’s parents, Joseph and Gwen Kopechne, in Berkeley Heights, New Jersey, to tell them personally the awful news about their daughter. However, Ted’s call did little to ingratiate him to the Kopechnes because he failed to mention that he had been driving the car or that he had even been in it.
“We must align ourselves with the Kopechnes,” Joan was told by one senior adviser. “And it starts with you, Mrs. Kennedy.”
The senior adviser, who would only speak off the record, remembered that Joan became incensed, lashing out at him in a manner uncharacteristic of her. “There’s a dead girl, and all you care about is how it looks? ” she said to him, angrily.
Joan sat motionless in front of the rotary telephone. A slip of paper with the Kopechnes’ number on it was slid across the table toward her. By now, Ted was standing at his wife’s side. “But what if they ask me questions?” Joan asked her husband. “What if they want details?”
“Well, you don’t have any details,” Ted said, speaking softly to placate her. “That’s not what this call is about, Joansie. Just be nice, be sympathetic… and get the hell off the line. Do you understand?”
As Ted dialed the phone, Joan seemed to choke the receiver in silent protest.
“Now just make the call, and maybe later I’ll take you to Mildred’s,” he told her, referring to a nearby restaurant, Mildred’s House of Chowder.
“Hello, Mrs. Kopechne?” Joan began when the connection was made. “Yes. Why, this is Joan Kennedy, Ted’s wife.”
As Ted listened to every word she said, Joan told the dead girl’s mother how terribly sorry she and “the whole Kennedy family” were about what had happened. “We have had tragedy in our own family, as you know,” Joan said, her voice small and miserable, “and so we empathize with you, and I am… I mean, we, are so, so sorry.”*
Ted patted her on the arm and walked away while his wife completed the brief call. As twilight deepened into darkness, a cool wind blew in from Nantucket Sound through an open window in the living room. Shivering, a pregnant Joan Kennedy hugged herself.
Thirty-nine-year-old Ethel Kennedy had always been politically savvy, ambitious, and determined. Throughout the years, she would do anything it would take to help the Kennedy family—her family—achieve whatever it had set its collective mind to in terms of public service and power. However, like Jackie, she was not a naïve woman. Mary Jo Kopechne’s death was a crushing blow to Ethel’s morale in that she—like just about everyone else—immediately seemed to recognize that it would mark the end of an era for the Kennedys. Or, as she put it during one family meeting with top advisers, “There’s no way out of this. This is it. Jack and Bobby are rolling over in their graves.”
However, her dismay aside, Ethel had always proved herself to be capable in times of crisis, and during this one she would do her best to keep the Kennedy machinery in proper tune. In fact, she had the entire weekend organized like a two-ring circus.
On the one hand, Ethel was summoning Democratic party spin doctors to chisel out the “family’s position” on the tragedy. On the other, she was organizing a series of casual sporting events at the compound, ostensibly to keep everyone’s mind off the tragedy that had befallen them. One moment drafting a statement for the press, the next hunting down a badminton birdie, even a minor medical emergency didn’t slow her down. Her fourteen-year-old son David broke an arm while playing football, and it was Ethel who examined it, then dispatched a few family members to the hospital with him.
While her actions were seen by many as further evidence of Ethel’s strong will and commitment, others viewed them more skeptically. Her ability to compartmentalize her efforts on that weekend seemed more than just deft managerial talent, but a total disregard for any true emotional attachment to the events that had brought about the situation.
After Joan’s phone call, and because it was known that the grieving Kopechnes were devoutly Catholic, it was decided that Ethel should telephone them to talk about their shared religious convictions. This, even more than the call from Joan, seemed a blatant manipulation. Ethel was the “religious one,” it was reasoned, and the public knew as much from press interviews with her in the past. The memory of her televised grief during Bobby’s funeral was still fresh in the minds of most Americans and, it was hoped, in the minds of the Kopechnes. It was thought that Ethel would be able to appeal to the Kopechnes on a deep, very personal level. So while Joan may have been the family’s reluctant personal emissary, Ethel would be the Kennedys’ loyal spiritual ambassador.
“God has a plan for all of us,” Ethel told Gwen Kopechne during her telephone conversation with her. “And I just wanted to let you know that Mary Jo is in her rightful place in heaven.”
Before Ethel knew what was happening, Mrs. Kopechne was consoling her over Bobby’s death. However, Ethel didn’t want to be swayed from her purpose. She went back to the subject at hand: Mary Jo’s passing. “Please, let us pay for the funeral,” Ethel offered. “The Kennedy family would like to do that, if you’ll let us.”
The offer was politely rejected. When Ethel was told that the funeral would take place in Plymouth, a coal-mining town in northern Pennsylvania, she said, “Ted, Joan, and other members of the family, of course, will be there.” It hadn’t been an easy call for Ethel, even though she made it seem as if it had been. As soon as she hung up, a tiredness seemed to come over her like a high wave from the crashing Sound. “I have to go lay down,” she told Robert McNamara, wearily. “This is too much for me.”
Later that evening, after resting, Ethel wrote a tribute to Mary Jo that would be released to the press. “Mary Jo was a sweet, wonderful girl,” she said in the forty-word release. “She worked for Bobby for four years and was in the boiler room [the phone room used for delegate counts]. She often came out to the house, and she was the one who stayed up all night typing Bobby’s speech on Vietnam. She was a wonderful person.” Ethel’s comments served only to anger some members of the media, however, because they didn’t mention the fact that an accident had occurred or that Ted had been involved. “It wasn’t supposed to be a press release,” Ethel said in its defense. “They were just my little thoughts.”
Then, in what seemed like another strategic public relations move, Wendell Pigman, a former employer of Mary Jo’s, issued a statement that compared Ethel and Mary Jo favorably, saying that Mary Jo “was like Ethel in that she would grimace if anyone said anything dirty or tasteless. You can spot people who are swingers and she [Mary Jo] was not one of them.” It was as if Mary Jo’s reputation as having been puritanical was now being exploited in order to help clean up the mess at hand.
Monday morning dawned bleak and humid. “Joan doesn’t want to attend the funeral?” Rose asked Ted over breakfast. “Why, she must. She has no choice. She’s the wife!”
It’s not known how much Rose knew about Joan’s emotional distress at this time, or whether or not she was aware of Joan’s drinking. Previously, she would not accept that her daughter-in-law had a problem. But in a few years it would be so clear even Rose wouldn’t be able to ignore it. She would handle Joan’s alcoholism by trying to keep Joan so busy during visits to Hyannis Port that she wouldn’t have time to drink. Once, according to Barbara Gibson, she put Joan to work sorting through hundreds of old books looking for valuable signed editions. Another time, she had her inspecting all the lampshades in the house. “It was as if she figured Joan wouldn’t drink if she had something else to do,” says Gibson.
In fact, Rose Kennedy was usually kind to Joan, though it was apparently difficult for her to empathize with or even understand her daughter-in-law’s problems. “She certainly knew that Joan was in a bad marriage and it bothered her,” says Barbara Gibson. “She was unhappy about the fact that Joan and Ted had separate bedrooms, for instance. When she stayed with them, she realized that Joan would sleep late just so that she wouldn’t have to have anything to do with Ted. But she, too, had a bad marriage, and she suffered through it as best she could. To Rose’s thinking, a woman simply put up with marital problems, which she didn’t really think of as problems, anyway, if the trade-off was worth it. The money, the power, the glamour, the status of being a Kennedy should have been worth it to Joan to just accept the drawbacks, as far as Rose was concerned. Rose used to say, ‘She has it all. She’s beautiful, has a handsome husband, wonderful children, a wonderful home… why is she always so sad? I simply do not understand it. Please, someone, explain it to me.’ ”
Throughout the ordeal of Chappaquiddick, Joan made herself available to her husband for support and encouragement—or at least as much as he would allow her to do so. On some days the two would spend hours walking on the beach arm in arm, not saying much. Then when he would suddenly turn on her or lash out at her, she would once again feel the great divide between them.
As much as she may have wanted to be supportive of Ted during what promised to be an emotionally difficult day, Joan Kennedy was concerned that she would not be able to maintain her composure at Mary Jo Kopechne’s funeral in Pennsylvania. She was also concerned about the effect of such stress on her pregnancy. After suffering two previous miscarriages, she worried about the child she was now carrying.
“She knew she had difficulty holding a baby in early pregnancy,” explained her nurse, Luella Hennessey. “And so, this time, she was being very, very careful. She rested a lot each day, stayed close to the house, gave up tennis and swimming and other sports that required exercise, exercised only by walking. She wanted this baby very much.”
When Joan attempted to discuss her anxiety about attending the funeral with Ted, he was completely unresponsive. When prodded for a reaction, he would walk out onto the deserted beach that stretched in front of the house. He would be gone for hours, leaving Joan to agonize over whether or not he had drowned himself, only adding to her stress. If Joan did not want to attend the funeral, that seemed to be fine with Ted. He was in his own world of misery, and he probably would not miss her in the least, she may have thought.
Rose and Ethel felt strongly, however, that it was Joan’s familial responsibility, and her political one as well, to be at her husband’s side at such an important, public event. Both women tried to reason with Joan and convince her to go, but were not successful. In the end, Rose felt that Jackie would be able to make the difference, and so she asked her to speak to Joan. Observers recall Rose’s hands shaking badly as she reached for a glass of orange juice and said, “If Jackie can’t convince her to go, no one can.”
In a scene reminiscent of their heart-to-heart walk along the beach of Hyannis Port on the day of Jack’s election, Jackie and Joan took a stroll on the sand of Nantucket Sound—this time, not followed by Secret Service agents. There, Jackie and Joan had what is believed to be their only private conversation about Ted and Mary Jo Kopechne. What they said remains unknown; one witness recalls seeing, from afar, Jackie tenderly touch Joan’s cheek. However, by the time they returned, Joan had decided to attend the funeral.
“Whereas Rose might have expected Jackie to convince Joan to go to the funeral, that’s not what happened,” said a friend of Joan’s at the time from Boston. “Jackie felt that if Joan didn’t want to go, she shouldn’t go. They discussed it calmly, and Jackie said she wasn’t sure Joan owed it to Ted to go. However, she did feel that, if only for the sake of public relations, Joan might want to consider it. ‘I’ve never been one to care how things look,’ she told her, fibbing, ‘but it will really look bad if you’re not there.’ Later, according to what Joan once told me, Jackie added, ‘In the end, they’ve always been bastards, haven’t they, these Kennedy men? Nothing has changed, I suppose.’ ”
According to Joan Braden, Jackie also suggested that Joan consider psychiatric help. “It wasn’t as if Joan hadn’t already thought of it,” said Braden. “But Jackie was the first to mention it to her, and tell her that there was no stigma attached to it. Joan said she would consider it.”
So Joan would accompany her husband to Plymouth. Ethel, too, would go to the funeral as the widow of Bobby, Mary Jo’s former employer. Jackie, however, would stay behind in Hyannis Port. Wisely, she realized that her presence at the Kopechne memorial would cause sheer chaos and turn it into a bigger media event than what was already promised by its circumstances. No doubt, she also did not wish to be so closely associated with the ensuing scandal. The other Kennedy women, and their husbands, would also not attend the funeral.
On the humid Tuesday after the drowning, Ted, Joan, Ethel, a phalanx of aides and friends, as well as cousin Joe Gargan, headed to Pennsylvania for Mary Jo Kopechne’s funeral. Joan seemed to be in a trance, never looking anywhere but straight ahead. Ted seemed dazed while Ethel, true to her nature, seemed almost cheery.
The funeral Mass took place at St. Vincent’s church in Plymouth. It was a mad scene, with Kennedy fans and supporters, along with reporters and photographers, all converging upon the church. Outside, a woman stood in the crowd of onlookers holding up a sign that said “Kennedy for President, 1972.” Of course, the eyes of most of the seven hundred mourners were on the Kennedys.
After the service, Joan and Ethel flanked Ted as the three walked down the aisle and exited the church. Outside, the Kennedys were greeted by a throng of photographers; flashbulbs went off and reporters began shouting questions.
At the graveside, the Kennedys and Kopechnes took their places on folding chairs around the open grave. At one point, Joan reached for her husband’s hand and squeezed it.
Of Joan, Bernie Flynn, a detective lieutenant who worked on the Chappaquiddick case, recalled, “To me she was just this shadow of a woman who showed up when her husband did, always following behind him, just sort of there, but not really there. I never saw her talk to anyone. I never saw her smile. I never saw her cry. I don’t know what kind of relationship she had with Ted Kennedy, but I can tell you that it looked to me like she hated his guts. I remember once he was answering some questions from me, and she said something like, ‘Ted, don’t forget to tell him,’ and the guy gave her a look like he was about to smack her. She drew back as if she truly feared him. It was a tense moment. At the funeral, she was almost as dead as Mary Jo, I thought.”
After Mary Jo Kopechne’s funeral, there was a lack of information coming out of the Hyannis Port Compound. Upon landing at the Hyannis airport, Kennedy was confronted by NBC newswoman Liz Trotter who repeatedly asked when he would be releasing a statement. Kennedy refused to answer. Instead, he hurried into a white car and, with Joan at the wheel, sped off, leaving shouting reporters and desperate photographers in their wake. The next day, a Kennedy aide made a threatening telephone call to NBC, demanding that Trotter be removed from the story. “It was raw power reaching out,” Trotter remembered, years later. “I thought, ‘Gee, there’s not even a velvet glove on this. It was just naked. Lay off. Take a fall. Throw the fight.’ ”
Eventually, Ted Kennedy’s legal team offered a deal, and the authorities accepted it. Three days after the funeral, on Friday morning, July 25, Ted appeared at the courthouse in Edgartown and, with Joan at his side, pleaded guilty to the relatively minor charge of leaving the scene of an accident. Kennedy was sentenced by Judge James Boyle to two months at the House of Corrections at Barnstable and a year’s probation. The sentence was suspended, as was his driver’s license, for a year.
That evening Ted appeared on all three television networks to plead his case not only to his constituents in Massachusetts, but also to all of America, to try to explain what had happened, to appear contrite, to ask for forgiveness.
However, anyone expecting certain questions to be answered during Ted’s speech had to have been sorely disappointed. In the speech, written by Ted Sorenson, the lack of specificity only served to underscore the growing public suspicion that a massive cover-up was taking place.
The reaction to Ted’s speech was sharply divided. Many Americans found his explanation inadequate, his speech mawkish. Even some Kennedy loyalists had to admit that, as he gave the speech, Kennedy looked and sounded guilty.
While the nation’s opinion of Ted was divided, Massachusetts still seemed to want him. In the end, Massachusetts would rally to the last of the Kennedy brothers and Ted would be re-elected—with Ethel’s help and unequivocal support—to another Senate term in November 1970.
The Chappaquiddick matter would not end with Ted’s explanation of it, however. District Attorney Edmund Dinis soon reopened an investigation into the circumstances of Mary Jo Kopechne’s death. At a hearing that took place in January 1970, Ted gave evidence, as did the five “Boiler Room Girls” and other witnesses, but Judge James Boyle was not convinced of the veracity of Ted’s story. In his inquest report, Judge Boyle concluded that Ted Kennedy was probably guilty of operating his automobile in a negligent manner and that, if so, his recklessness had contributed to the death of Mary Jo Kopechne. Despite this outcome, the Kopechnes chose not to file a civil suit against Ted saying, as Joseph Kopechne later explained, “We figured people would think we were looking for blood money.” Instead, they received a settlement of $140,904—$90,904 from Kennedy and $50,000 from his insurance company.
With Ted’s probable guilt now recognized by the courts, Joan began looking at her husband in a different light. First of all, he never apologized to her for any of what had occurred. Investor Bill Masterson, a friend of Ted’s from Boston, said, “Ted—all of the Kennedy men for that matter—were not the kind of men who apologized for anything. As far as he was concerned, it was over, and Joan just had to get past it. He didn’t ask for her forgiveness, as he had his constituency.”
After Joan had ample time to get over the shock of what had occurred—that Ted had almost died in the accident—she began to feel a deep sense of betrayal. Those closest to her say that she was now more certain than ever that Ted had planned a romantic liaison with Mary Jo. “It was terrible,” Joan recalls of the months following the accident, “one of the worst times of my life. And it was the beginning of the end for Ted and me.”
The reality of Ted’s extramarital affairs had been difficult to take in the past, but the situation with Mary Jo Kopechne felt vastly different to Joan Kennedy. From all Joan could gather, Mary Jo was not like the others. She was the star daughter of Catholic parents, a respectable member of society.
Not surprisingly, Joan began to see Mary Jo as a victim—and not just a victim of a horrifying accident, but still yet another victim of the Kennedy men. In that regard, Joan would identify with Mary Jo, feeling that she and the deceased were kindred spirits. Joan even felt compelled to reach out to the Kopechnes after the judge’s final word on the case had been delivered. “She phoned us on several occasions asking us for forgiveness for what had happened,” said Mary Jo’s mother, Gwen. “What could we say to her? Not much. She was in pain, but so were we.”
The few close friends Joan Kennedy had in her life all echoed the same refrain: “Divorce Ted, now!” However, as Joan told Joan Braden, she believed she could never do it: “My whole life is tied up with this person [Ted]. Why would people think it’s so easy to end it with him? To think of my children as being upset and distraught because of our mistake. I couldn’t do it.”
Moreover, even after Chappaquiddick, Joan believed that she was more to blame than Ted for their unhappy marriage. While she was just married to an irresponsible philanderer who may have contributed to someone’s death, Ted was married to an even sorrier sight: a drunk. At night, she would lie alone in her room and ponder her situation while waiting for Ted to come home from wherever he had been. When he finally got home, she would listen in the dark as he stumbled into the kitchen. His routine there was always the same. She wouldn’t hear the refrigerator open, but she would hear it slam closed. Then, silence as Ted ate leftovers. He always got hungry after having sex.
“It wasn’t my personality to make a lot of noise,” Joan would later explain. “Or to yell, or scream, or do anything. My personality was more shy and retiring. And so rather than get mad, or ask questions concerning the rumors about Ted and his girlfriends, or really stand up for myself at all, it was easier for me to just go and have a few drinks and calm myself down as if I weren’t hurt or angry. I didn’t know how else to deal with it. And, unfortunately, I found out that alcohol could sedate me. So I didn’t care as much. And things didn’t hurt as much.”
After Jackie returned to Greece, she tried to stay apprised of Ted’s situation. One woman who worked in the office of Ted’s press secretary, Richard Drayne, recalls, “The day after the speech, we got a call from Mrs. Onassis…. Jackie asked, ‘So, how did the speech go?’ Before I had a chance to answer, she quickly asked, ‘And how’s Mrs. Kennedy?’ ”
The woman reported that Jackie went on to say, “You know what Mrs. Kennedy needs. She needs a good temper tantrum. She should wave her arms, stamp her feet, kick, scream, gnash her teeth, and get furious at Ted. She would get it out of her system, feel so much better and then start working on herself,” she concluded. “She should cause a scene, make a spectacle of herself.”
In the weeks after Ted’s speech, a public outcry rose against the way matters were handled at Chappaquiddick. The controversy monopolized the news to such a degree that Joan didn’t even want to turn on the television. She was ill-equipped to deal with the campaign of whispers and innuendo that had mounted against her husband and her marriage. “You just have to ride with it,” Luella Hennessey suggested to Joan. “We won’t bother listening to the news. You can’t do anything to stop it, so we’ll talk about something else.”
Joan recalled, “It seemed to drag on and on. It went on for months.”
“The stress was overwhelming,” recalled Luella Hennessey. “Under ordinary circumstances, this would have been a difficult pregnancy for Joan. But with all that was going on, and the sleepless nights and anxiety… it was difficult.”
No doubt making matters worse for Joan were the death threats constantly being made against Ted. One, received at his office, was made on a day that Ted was set to go to the Justice Department to attend a ceremony honoring his slain brother, Bobby. Because the FBI viewed the threat as “serious,” the police were directed to maintain surveillance on Ted and Joan’s home. Their presence outside her windows did not calm Joan but, rather, served only to make her more anxious and afraid.
“Can it get any worse?” Luella Hennessey asked one night before she and Joan retired for the evening. (Hennessey would often stay with whichever Kennedy family needed her assistance.)
“Sure it can,” Joan told her. “You betcha it can. Just wait and see.”
The two women laughed, as Luella recalled it, and couldn’t stop giggling for ten minutes. “Be sure your hair’s dry before you go to bed,” the nurse finally said as she hugged Joan good night.
Joan’s joking answer to Luella’s “can it get any worse?” turned out to be prophetic: It got worse. Much worse.
On the evening of Thursday, August 28, 1969, Joan Kennedy—who would turn thirty-three in a week—found herself alone at home. Ted had two of their children, Kara and Teddy, on a camping trip to Nantucket with Jackie’s son, John Jr.
Shortly after nightfall, Joan felt a sharp abdominal pain, the kind all pregnant women fear. Joan stumbled to a phone and called Ethel, who rushed to Joan’s side with the Kennedy family nurse, Luella Hennessey. Both women knew the seriousness of Joan’s condition and quickly prepared her for the drive to Cape Cod Hospital in Hyannis. After spending agonizing hours in admissions there, Joan came to terms with the fact that she had lost her baby.
She was completely shattered and, as she would later say, now believed that Chappaquiddick not only robbed her of her self-esteem and perhaps her marriage, but her baby as well. Ted arrived the day after the miscarriage, but Joan didn’t want him with her. “I just wanted to be alone,” she recalled, years later.
Almost as unbearable as the miscarriage was the fact that all of this personal drama in her life had been played out in the public’s view. Joan loathed being perceived by outsiders as weak, as a victim, even if that was truly how she often felt.
“I’d get mad at people for making little comments like, ‘Oh, poor Joan,’ or ‘You poor thing.’ You know how people love to think that you love sympathy: [mimicking] ‘Oh, you poor thing, you must have gone through hell.’ And I’d say to them, ‘You know, I don’t need, I don’t want, your sympathy. Don’t feel sorry for me. Don’t feel sorry for us.’ ”
As Joan made plans to leave the hospital two days later, it was Ethel who insisted that she stay with her family at Hickory Hill. Ethel and Joan had grown closer in recent months, and their new relationship was one that surprised some members of the family. “It was as if they had found something in each other that served to make them truly sisters,” Lem Billings once recalled. “They were older. Things changed. Ethel was the one Joan called when she thought she was going to have a miscarriage. And Ethel was the one she began to depend on. Ethel liked being depended on, as everyone knew. She was sorry that Jackie was out of her life, I think. She filled the void—if there was a void—with Joan.”
Joan had plans of her own, however. She wanted to visit her mother, Ginny, who had just been released from a sanitarium a week earlier, where she had been battling her own alcoholism. Ethel objected strongly, arguing that Ginny was going through a difficult time herself, and that Joan needed to concentrate on her own health. Yet all the objections were halted by a simple statement from Joan: “I want to be with my mother.” Ethel surrendered.
In her mother’s convalescence Joan had found a safe harbor. Only a short explanation about Ginny’s own fragile health was enough to keep well-meaning visitors away. Most of her mother’s day was spent in her room under a shawl, quietly dozing away the hours, which left Joan plenty of solitude. Unfortunately, it may have been that same solitude which laid the groundwork for the deep depression to which Joan was headed.
While alone, Joan probably couldn’t help but study the events of the previous few months: Ted’s affair with Helga, the mystery of his relationship with Mary Jo, the truth of Chappaquiddick. She would later admit that she began once again mulling over the genetic predisposition that may have contributed to her own alcoholism, and reaffirmed that there was no way out, no matter what she did. After a few days of this kind of torturous self-examination and self-delusion, Joan sent for Ethel.
During her visit with Joan, Ethel suggested to Joan that she continue her recuperation at Hickory Hill. “It’s time for you to start living your life again,” Ethel told her and, because she was persistent, Joan agreed. She also arranged for Teddy, Kara, and Patrick to be there, which seemed to lift Joan’s spirits. She had missed her children, who were not with her while she was at her mother’s.
At Hickory Hill, dynamic Ethel would be in absolute charge, and for the first time in weeks, Joan would feel the beginnings of some sense of security, the smallest stirrings of contentment. Two good months followed, filled with the sounds of playing children, the smells of savory and nourishing food, the brightness of country sunlight. But, from time to time, a shadow would fall over Joan’s happiness—in the form of her husband, Ted.
Ted was a frequent visitor at Hickory Hill, and his somber face after a day of meetings with his aides reminded Joan of how serious the Chappaquiddick situation still was for him, and for her as well.
In the weeks after Ted Kennedy’s mea culpa speech, his father, Joseph, fell into a deep depression. After he lost his appetite, it was clear to his family that he was giving up on his life, such as it had been for the last eight long, difficult years.
One evening, Joe suffered a cardiac arrest at the Hyannis Port home while he was getting ready for bed. Hearing a ruckus, Jackie, Joan, Ted, Ethel, Rose, Eunice, Pat, and some other family members rushed to Joe’s room to find Rita Dallas pounding frantically on the old man’s chest, trying to bring him back to life. Ted, in particular, was horrified by the sight; Joan held on to him, tightly. Ethel stood transfixed, while Jackie kept repeating, “He’ll be fine, he’ll be fine, he’ll be fine” in a hypnotic litany.
Finally, Joe began breathing. Though he pulled through, the family was reminded of the sad fact that this was a very sick man. Next time, Rita warned them, he might not be as lucky.
After the incident, Joan found Rita Dallas in the kitchen, having a cup of coffee with the Norwegian cook, Matilda.
“I’m glad I found you,” Joan said. “The senator has been wanting to speak to you, but he’s still with his father. He wants to tell you how glad he is that you saved his dad’s life tonight.” (Just as Ted always referred to his brother as “the President,” Joan referred to her husband as “the senator.”)
As Rita Dallas said that no thanks were necessary, Joan crumpled into a chair. “How much more of that can any of us take?” Joan wondered wearily, her hands shaking. “No wonder Kennedys don’t cry. They’re always too traumatized.”
During recent times, Joseph Kennedy had spent most of his days in bed watching television, his eyes fixed on the daily news broadcasts. However, that small luxury was taken from him when he began going blind. Shortly after losing his sight, his vocal chords began to atrophy. Joseph hadn’t actually spoken in years, but now he could no longer make the guttural sounds he had used for years to communicate with others. When he could no longer swallow, doctors realized that it was just a matter of time before he would die. Rose Kennedy, emotionally drained by having to witness the daily deterioration of a husband who was once so strong and vital, sat in a chair next to his bed and wept quietly for hours before deciding that the time had come to summon the family.
On November 15, the first to arrive was Jackie from Greece. She and Joseph had always been close, and when she came from his room after visiting him, her face was drawn and her eyes red-rimmed. “It’s really time for him to go now,” she told Rose, who sadly agreed. “This isn’t the way he would want it. He’s ready. Why must life be so hard?” Jackie wondered. “The slow decay of body, mind, and spirit—all the money we have, and we can do nothing.”
Joseph’s daughters arrived the next day. Eunice was first, with her husband Sargent Shriver, from Paris. Then came Pat and Jean.
Soon after his sisters, Ted arrived with Joan. Then Ethel. She had the flu and, after a short visit with Joseph, was forced to go to her own bed next door. “In some ways, I think she’s been sick ever since Bobby died,” Rose remarked.
The ongoing death vigil became unbearable for all the Kennedys, especially by November 17, when Joseph fell into a deep coma. That night Jackie stayed with him, sleeping in a straight-backed chair in his room. Early in the morning, she went downstairs and found Ted sitting by a weak fire. He, too, had been up all night, while a distraught and exhausted Joan had gone to their home on Squaw Island for some rest. Jackie and Ted spent the next few hours together sitting in front of the hearth, engaged in a calm, private conversation, the details of which are unknown.
The next morning, Luella Hennessey telephoned Rita Dallas to tell her that the end was near. By the time Dallas got to the house from where she lived nearby, Joseph’s pulse was so weak she was afraid he would expire without having any of his family members around him, as all had retired to their own homes to shower and prepare for the day. So Dallas sounded an alarm in Joseph’s room, the awful clanging noise of which alerted everyone in the compound that the time had come.
Jackie came running out of her home next door in her bare feet, wearing just a pair of blue slacks and a short-sleeved white blouse, never considering the frigid temperature. Ethel, still very ill, met her in the backyard, and the two women raced upstairs, Ethel first. Joan and Ted arrived moments later, as did the Kennedy sisters, their husbands, and Joseph’s niece, Ann Gargan, who had cared for him for years. Soon, Joseph’s room was filled with his immediate family.
Almost as a matter of protocol, his children encircled his bed, while the wives (Jackie, Ethel, and Joan) and the husbands (Steve Smith and Sargent Shriver) took a few steps back. It was decided not to allow Rose into the room until the last possible moment, just in case Joseph should begin to convulse in his final moments. Finally, when Rita Dallas and Luella Hennessey decided it was safe to do so, Ted left the room and returned in a couple of minutes with his elderly mother, stooped and sobbing.
At the first sight of her barely breathing husband, Rose fell to her knees at the side of his bed and put her head down upon his deformed hand. She stayed in that position for about ten minutes, crying all the while, as the others looked on, each lost in his or her own moment of grief.
Rita Dallas thought it might be best if Rose, always a woman of great faith, had her rosary with her at this time, and so she asked that someone fetch it. Jackie, who had noticed the beads on a dresser in the room, brought them to Rose. Rose then put them gently to her husband’s lips and into his open hand, which she closed around them. Tears washed down Jackie’s face, but not Ethel’s; she remained stoic. Joan, standing next to them, was unable to speak.
After a few moments of heavy silence, Eunice began to say the Our Father, aloud, with Ted, Jean, and Pat each taking a line.
“Forgive us our trespasses,” Ethel said when, after a pause, it seemed as if it should be her turn.
“As we forgive those who trespass against us,” Jackie added, reaching over and taking Ethel’s hand in her own.
“And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil,” Rose intoned, finally, her head hanging low.
Then, from behind, in a small, barely audible voice, someone said, “Amen.” It was Joan.
In agreement, everyone else echoed Joan Kennedy’s final word, as Joseph Patrick Kennedy passed into history.
Rose Kennedy would live another twenty-five years after her husband, Joseph’s, death, finally dying at the age of 104 in January 1995. In her later days, Rose was paralyzed on her left side, unable to walk or speak, partially blind, and had to be fed through a tube. It would be Ted’s agonizing decision to have his mother removed from life-support systems; she had been confined to her rose-colored bedroom for years. Rose had thirty grandchildren and forty-one great-grandchildren. She would be buried next to her husband in suburban Brookline. Ethel, who, along with Rose’s children, had been at Rose’s bedside when she died, would read passages from the Bible during the funeral for her mother-in-law.
However, long before the Kennedy family’s matriarch would pass away from complications of pneumonia, a confluence of events in the family’s history would cause the Kennedy generation of the fifties and sixties, which had so fascinated the world, denizens of Camelot, so to speak, to begin a slow and final decline. With Joseph Kennedy buried, this generation of Kennedys began focusing on their own lives, careers, marriages, and children, to make way for the next generation, which would one day include more than a few of its own politicians. Like the other family members who began to consider their lives separately and apart from the Kennedy infrastructure, Jackie, Ethel, and Joan also began looking to the future—a future after Camelot.
While Jackie Kennedy’s life changed when she married Aristotle Onassis, one thing that remained was the public’s intense interest in her. During her marriage to Onassis—and beyond—tons of newsprint would be devoted to her and eagerly devoured by a world famished for the beauty and elegance she continued to represent. She would continue to be deified and, despite the disappointment the public had expressed about her marriage, she would remain for many an object of great adoration, obsessive interest, and intense scrutiny. To the millions who would continue to read about her every move and scrutinize her every action, she would transcend human confines and become something called “Jackie O,” an appellation that she would deplore.
While some who knew them insisted that they loved one another, others say that Jackie and Ari wanted little to do with one another. Ellen Deiner, publicist for the Greek National Theater and a friend of Onassis, recalls a remarkable incident that said much about Onassis’s feelings about his wife. Apparently, Onassis had been collecting pictures of Jackie for years and by 1969 had, without exaggeration, probably over a thousand photos in his possession. In fact, according to Deiner, he had a secret room at his Paris penthouse that was, for lack of a better word, a “shrine” to Jackie.
Onassis himself seemed to have realized that this was a somewhat unusual tribute to his wife, because he took measures to make sure his wife didn’t find out about it. Though Jackie often asked what was in the room, she was never told. One day, while at the Paris apartment working on a project involving the theater and Onassis, Deiner heard a loud woman’s voice saying, “What in the world is this?” She went rushing upstairs and down the hallway, and there was Jackie standing in the doorway of the “closet,” staring at the huge, black-and-white and color framed posters of herself on the walls, and smaller photos of herself all about.
“What is all of this?” the shaken Jackie demanded. Somehow, she had found a key to the room; she was holding it in her hand.
Ellen Deiner, in a moment of panic, could do little more than shake her head helplessly. She had never seen the inside of the room, either.
The two women stepped into the secret room and slowly took in the surroundings, moving from photo to photo, each one a documentation of Jackie’s ever-changing image through the years. It was a veritable museum of Jackie Kennedy memorabilia. (Ironically, the home of Jackie’s father, Black Jack, had also been something of a shrine, filled with pictures of his daughter Jackie.)
Jackie paused at a small silver-framed photo on an end table, picked it up and stared at it for a moment, then put it back down. It was a picture of her wedding day to Jack. On the wall was a large framed photograph of her on that horrible day in 1963 when she stood next to Lyndon Johnson as he took the oath of office. However Jackie interpreted all of this, she was visibly shaken, especially after looking at the photo of Johnson’s swearing-in. She turned and walked from the room, shaking her head in dismay.
The next day, at her direction, the room was completely cleared of all photos of Jackie Kennedy Onassis. Ari’s reaction to that remains unknown.
Aristotle Onassis would die on March 14, 1974, after catching pneumonia during recovery from an operation for gallstones. He had never recovered from the emotional devastation of his son Alexander’s death in a plane crash a few years earlier. Alexander’s death had changed him; he became embittered and filled with hopelessness. He treated Jackie poorly, according to those who knew the couple best. Jackie was not at his side when he died in Greece; she was in New York.
Neither Joan nor Ethel would attend his funeral. (“Maybe I can get out of it if I call Ted and see if he’ll represent the Kennedys,” Ethel told her assistant Noelle Fell.)
Three days after his death, Jackie’s good friend Lady Bird Johnson wrote her a lovely letter saying that Onassis’s death “sent my heart winging your way. The shadow of grief, which has pulled at your family life, seems an unendurable one,” she wrote. “I know your strength and composure has been put to the severest tests, always in the public’s watchful eye. I dearly hope the years ahead bring the balm of happier days for you and the children.”
Jackie would contest her ill-conceived marital contract and, after much legal wrangling, ended up with $26 million. She would then go on to become an editor in the publishing world, first at Viking (which she left after Viking published a fiction book that supposed a death threat against Ted Kennedy), and then Doubleday. Her two children, John and Caroline, would become living testaments to the common sense and wisdom she, as a mother, had always demonstrated. (Jackie’s own mother, Janet, would die in July 1989 at the age of eighty-one, six years after having been diagnosed with Alzheimer’s, a disease Jackie had always feared would be passed down to her, at least according to her stepbrother Yusha Auchincloss.)
At the end of the sixties and into the seventies, Ethel Kennedy retreated to her home at Hickory Hill in McLean, Virginia. In staying close to home, hearth, and family, she hoped to raise her eleven children—with the help of an army of nannies, nursemaids, cooks, and social secretaries—by drawing comfort from the familiar and embracing the past rather than running from it.
In years to come, Ethel would change little in the house; pictures of Bobby would remain where they’d always been—throughout the home, on walls, on top of the television sets, the piano, and everywhere else. In some ways, it was as if he would live on almost as large as life at Hickory Hill, his memory counseling and guiding his wife and children. Or, as Ethel put it, “Bobby is here, in every smile, in every joke… in every tear.”
One moment that says a lot about Ethel is remembered by Ray Springfield, a young landscaper employed by Alex Johnson (who worked for Rose Kennedy every year planting flowers on the grounds of the Hyannis Port home). It was the spring of 1974 as Johnson walked about with Rose, who was dictating the kinds of flowers she wanted planted and where. As they walked up the steps of Rose’s back porch, they noticed Joan and Ethel sitting side by side on large wooden chairs. “As I walked by them, I heard a brief snippet of a conversation, Joan saying to Ethel, ‘Maybe you shouldn’t spend so much time living in the past. It can’t be good for you.’ And Ethel snapping at her, ‘Well, what choice do I have? You tell me.’ That’s all I heard, as Mrs. [Rose] Kennedy and I rushed by.”
An hour later, Johnson and Rose Kennedy walked by the same spot. The Kennedy sisters-in-law had left. Rose motioned to a thick book on the porch floor between the two chairs upon which they had been sitting.
“Would you bend down and pick that up for me?” she asked the landscaper. When he did so, she looked at it for a moment, then held it to her breast as they walked back into the house. It was Bobby and Ethel’s wedding album.
Joan Kennedy’s personal life had been challenging ever since the day she married into the family. Unfortunately, it would not get better for her in the seventies, and in many ways the death of Joseph P. Kennedy would mark the beginning of a ten-year stretch of even tougher times. As a result of a series of difficult events in her life—Ted’s ongoing philandering, her mother’s death from alcoholism, and her own vast insecurities and emotional problems—Joan’s alcoholism would spin out of control for the next ten years. Though she would take Jackie’s advice and begin seeing a psychiatrist in 1971, it would be years before she would reconcile her emotional problems. “It’s sad to say,” she recalls, “but I think I had to suffer an awful lot and cause my family and friends a lot of trouble in coming to terms with myself.”
Joan was becoming a lonely, desperate woman. The one thing she and Ted had always enjoyed together was a satisfying sex life. However, that was long gone, according to those in whom Joan had confided. The more Ted drank, the less he was able to function. “Joan once told me she missed more than just physical passion,” said a friend of hers from Boston who is still close to her today. “She longed for simple physical intimacy. She so wanted a man to be close to, to hold, to make her feel that she wasn’t alone.”
Then, there would be Ted’s affair in the spring of 1972 with Amanda Burden, the daughter of William S. Paley, chairman of the board of CBS. It would get to the point where Joan would be afraid to pick up the newspaper for fear of reading about this particularly well-publicized relationship.
In the fall of 1973, her twelve-year-old son Teddy would be diagnosed with cancer. His leg would have to be amputated, and the tragedy would drive Joan deeper into self-destructive behavior with alcohol.
“I remember the time that Ted had a dinner party while Joan was knocked out in the bedroom,” recalled Barbara Gibson. “Ted dressed the children’s nanny in Joan’s chic clothing and had her act as hostess. The implication was obvious, especially given Ted’s reputation. Ethel was outraged when she showed up, demanding to know, ‘What the heck is that woman doing in Joan’s clothes?’ She wanted to see Joan, but it was impossible that evening.”
“What happens to the human spirit is like what happens to a high cliff when the waves are too strong and too high and too constant,” noted Joan’s good friend Muffy Brandon. “The cliff erodes and the underpinnings get shaky. That’s what happened to Joan. When you have two brothers-in-law assassinated, when your son has cancer, when your husband almost died in an airplane crash, when you’ve had several miscarriages—how much can the human spirit endure?”
Joan had a three-week stay at Silver Hill Foundation, a small private hospital in Connecticut, in June of 1974. Two weeks after her release, she was back for a longer stay. In October of that same year, she pleaded guilty to drunk driving after slamming her Pontiac GTO convertible into another automobile in McLean. She was fined and lost her license.
Ted and his aide, Richard Burke, would rifle through Joan’s bedroom in search of stashed-away liquor bottles, or “contraband,” as Burke called them. After so many years of drinking, though, Joan would be able to find relief in many ways: she would use a mouthwash, for instance, with a high alcohol content.
Meanwhile, as Joan continued giving interviews to the press about her drinking, insisting to one reporter that hers was “a recovery in progress,” the public would remain unaware of the fact that the interviews were Ted’s idea, not Joan’s. “The senator urged her to acknowledge openly her chronic difficulties in order to stave off further innuendo,” recalled Richard Burke, “[all the while] we were spiriting more bottles out of her bedroom.”
After finally separating from Ted in 1977 thanks to thrice-weekly psychiatric sessions, Joan would move into a seven-room condominium on Beacon Street in Boston and begin doing interviews about her alcoholism and how she was working to overcome it, as well as about her terrible marriage. A year later, she would be back at McLean Hospital, drying out once again. Meanwhile, at that same time, her mother would die of alcoholism-related disease.
The years after Camelot would be difficult ones for Joan Bennett Kennedy. She would leave her children—Kara, seventeen, Teddy, sixteen, and Patrick, ten—with Ted, when she moved to Boston. She realized that she couldn’t take care of herself, so how was she able to care for her children? This is what it would come to for Joan and her children—weekend visits.
It wasn’t until the 1970s and the beginning of the women’s movement that things began to change for many females in this country, including two of the Kennedy wives—Jackie and Joan. Both women’s experiences, as they would unfold throughout the next decade, would prove to be emblematic of their time.
Interestingly, Ethel would choose to stay out of touch with the women’s movement. She never really understood the notion of uplifting the feminine consciousness, and believed that a woman’s place was in the home, subservient to her husband—if she were still lucky enough to have one. So, while Jackie and Joan would each go on to expand their horizons, Ethel would stay home at Hickory Hill, surrounded by her children, mourning her late husband, and often lamenting what might have been.
By the end of 1971, Joan had taken Jackie’s advice and had begun therapy with a Washington psychiatrist. At this time, many people still believed that only those with the most severe emotional problems consulted psychiatrists. At the urging of Jackie and other friends, Joan was able to get past that kind of archaic thinking in an effort to help herself with her “issues.”
Some of her choices—particularly her fashion choices—were often still the subject of controversy.
For instance, earlier she had worn a shimmering minidress, cut low at the neck, to a formal reception hosted by President and Mrs. Nixon at the White House to honor the country’s senators and their wives. The invitation had specified formal dress, suggesting floor-length skirts for the ladies. The next day practically every newspaper in the country ran photos of the formally attired First Lady, in a gown with white gloves to her elbows, sneaking an astonished look at Joan’s long legs while being greeted by her in the receiving line. Fashion reporters across the country noted that “Jacqueline would never have dressed that way.”
Helen N. Smith, Pat Nixon’s press aide, later said that the First Lady was more “concerned about Joan” than she was angry because “it did seem a bit odd.” However, though Joan’s wardrobe was often eccentric—ranging from funky miniskirts to typically sixties bell-bottoms and garish flower-printed gowns—it was probably no more bizarre than Ethel’s plastic minis with their asymmetrical designs. Joan just got more attention for her clothing, probably because she was known to have troubles (“poor Joan”) and the public and press were watching her for clues to her state of mind.
Joan had wanted to speak to a mental health professional for some time, but Ted had always objected to the notion. First of all, like Ethel and many other members of his family, he mistrusted psychotherapy. Also, he may have feared that certain family skeletons would come to the surface during the course of Joan’s sessions. He actually asked Joan, “How do we know whoever you see isn’t going to go running to one of those fan magazines with everything you’ve told him?”
However, for the first time Joan didn’t care what Ted thought. She went into therapy and would become only the second family member to voluntarily do so (Bobby being the first, after Jack’s death, but for only a couple of visits before Ethel convinced him to stop). “This was the first step in a long, long process,” said Luella Hennessey. “But it was a beginning.”
Finally, Joan was looking for ways to empower herself. She was now thinking about what might be best for her and how she might want to consider living her life from this time onward. As Hennessey indicated, it would be a long and sometimes torturous process, for it would be years before Joan would accept that she was an alcoholic. As Joan herself would later note, “I found that small steps add up to big strides… for me, though, it wasn’t one day at a time, it was more like one moment at a time.”
As it sometimes happens, Joan’s life changed in small but significant ways as soon as, during therapy, she started to review, recognize, and at least try to understand the reasons behind not only her perceived weaknesses but also her inarguable strengths. “It just started rolling, like a snowball down a hill—good things,” Joan said, “all as soon as I started looking within, as soon as I started trying to figure me out.”
For instance, in late summer of 1970, thirty-four-year-old Joan received an invitation to appear as a piano soloist at an October fundraiser for Governor Milton Shapp of Pennsylvania at the Academy of Music in Philadelphia. During her performance, she would be accompanied by musicians from the esteemed, sixty-strong Philadelphia Orchestra. The great Metropolitan tenor Jan Peerce would sing. The event would mark her concert debut, and before an audience of almost three thousand people. While she had narrated Peter and the Wolf, first in 1965 and every year since, this was a completely different experience for Joan in that she would be performing as a pianist for the first time in front of such a large audience. After giving it some thought, Joan eagerly accepted the invitation, viewing it as an opportunity to challenge her potential and, she hoped, grow as a woman.
It was not surprising that Ted, who would be up for reelection in November, was not happy about Joan’s decision to accept the invitation. “I’m going to need you out there stumping for me, Joansie,” he told her. “The timing for this thing, it’s not good.”
When Joan somehow assured her husband that she would be able to rehearse for her engagement and still find the time to do her part as a Kennedy wife on the campaign trail, he relented. By the fall she was on the road, wearing an “I’m for Ted” button, and hitting briefly on subjects that were unique for Joan. “Women should stick up for their rights,” she told one packed house, “but never, never become so aggressive that they lose their femininity.” While she was clearly sitting on the fence between a fifties’ conservatism and a seventies’ feminism, the changes in Joan Kennedy seemed profound to some observers just the same. “She’s stronger, more focused, more in charge,” wrote a political analysist for the Boston Globe. “She does Ted proud, even after the Chappaquiddick debacle.”
A week before her performance, William Smith, assistant conductor of the Philadelphia Orchestra, joined Joan at her sixteen-room home overlooking the Potomac River in McLean to help her rehearse her material. “She struck me as a very unconfident young lady who had to do this to prove she could do something on her own,” recalled William Smith, who said that Joan seemed a little out of place among the McLean trappings of tennis court, playing field, swimming pool, and servants’ quarters. “She didn’t seem as confident as I imagined a Kennedy woman would be. It clearly showed in her demeanor, in the way she had of wringing her hands. She had the feeling of filling very large shoes in that royal family atmosphere, where she had to prove herself or be submerged. But it was her grit that impressed me.”
After two more days of campaigning for Ted, Joan was on her way to Philadelphia, accompanied by just one family friend who would double as her publicist, Pat Newcomb (who, eight years earlier, had represented Marilyn Monroe in the same capacity).
The next evening, Joan walked onto the stage in an elegant, black lace Valentino gown with sloping neckline and long sleeves. As the applause rang out, she walked confidently to the black Steinway piano, followed by conductor William Smith. For her performance, Joan had selected the second movement of Mozart’s Piano Concerto No. 21 in C major, which was more popularly known at the time as the theme to the motion picture Elvira Madigan. She would follow that selection with Debussy’s Arabesque No. 1.
As the lush strings came up behind her, Joan played beautifully, her hands moving adroitly over the keys, her head tilted back, her eyes sometimes closed as if in a meditation. As she played she would weave back and forth, seemingly in a musical trance, surrendering herself to her music.
A private woman who had, for the last twelve years, lived her life in crowds, Joan Bennett Kennedy had always seemed alone in a serene world of her own choosing whenever she played piano. Now, on this stage, as she would later recall, the music carried her away to private places in her soul, “places only I could know or understand.” At the end of her first number, the applause rang out loud and strong. Bolstered by the enthusiastic reaction, she began the next song. After it was over, she stood and took her bows to a rousing standing ovation.
Of course, the theater that evening was filled with friendly Democrats, but it didn’t matter to Joan. Even though the marquee outside the theater read ”Mrs. Edward (Joan) Kennedy—World Piano Debut,” the audience appreciated her not because she was Ted’s wife but because she had proven herself as a musician and, as a performer with limited experience on the stage of such a prestigious venue, a courageous woman as well. Overwhelmed by the moment, Joan walked off into the wings in tears, only to be brought back on for three curtain calls. During the last, she was presented with a large bouquet of red roses. A smile spread across her face as she cradled the flowers with her right arm and dabbed at her eyes with her left hand.
While cheers continued to ring out, a beaming Ted made his way down to the backstage area to greet his wife. Joan’s eyes immediately zeroed in on his ruggedly handsome face when she finally walked offstage. She ran over to him, giddy as a schoolgirl, and reached out to her husband. Flashbulbs popped all around her.
Rather than lovingly embrace his wife and congratulate her for her stellar achievement, Ted put his arm around her shoulder as if she were a pal and not a lover. “Well done, Mommy,” he said. “Well done.” Joan glanced downward, the color rising in her face. Suddenly she looked gloomy.
It was a humiliating moment, and not only for Joan but for Ted as well. He had made his dismissive appraisal of her accomplishment in front of a reporter, who then passed it on to the public the next morning in the Philadelphia Daily News. “ ‘Well done, Mommy’? For God’s sake!” wrote Tom Fox. “This is the way the Irish talk when they have made it to the drawing room. He should be ashamed of himself.”
In his defense, Ted Kennedy—like his brothers Jack and Bobby—had always been incapable of expressing unabashed affection for anyone in public, even for his wife. Still, for the sake of the newspeople and cameras he might have at least tried. Ordinarily his actions would have been crushing to Joan, but not this evening. She recovered quickly. Judging from the smile on her face as she greeted well-wishers, even Ted could not dampen Joan Kennedy’s sense of achievement on that victorious October evening in 1970.
While Joan Kennedy battled alcoholism and fretted about her marriage, Ethel Kennedy had her own personal problems, many of which must have seemed overwhelming at times.
By the early seventies, Ethel’s sons Joe and Bobby along with some of their brothers and cousins had begun using drugs and rabble-rousing about the Cape Cod area—shooting BB guns, racing cars, and mugging other youngsters—to the point where the Kennedys’ neighbors had actually begun to fear for their safety. Once, three of her children tied the family cook to a tree and threatened to set her on fire. “Look, I’m just a single mother trying to raise all of these kids,” Ethel explained to her by way of an apology. “I’m sorry for your trouble, but I can only do what I can do.”
When the cook threatened to press charges, Ethel said she would welcome the police intervention, saying, “Maybe they can do something about these boys, because I can’t.”
At one point, when Ethel needed a new governess, she called Ted’s assistant Richard Burke to ask him to find one for her. He suggested hiring a woman who had worked as a nurse at Georgetown University. Ethel agreed. A month later, the governess telephoned Burke, crying. “She was hysterical because the kids had planted a big snake in her bed,” said Burke. “I drove to Hickory Hill and spirited her away from the madness. Ethel wasn’t really concerned, would never discipline the kids over something like that. Bigger things, yes. I think she had to pick and choose her battles, but to say she was an effective parent would be, I think, a mischaracterization.”
It’s true that with all of her suppressed anger and heartbreak over her beloved Bobby’s murder, Ethel wasn’t as available to her children as she may have wanted to be. For instance, when her sixteen-year-old Bobby and Eunice’s sixteen-year-old son, also named Bobby, were arrested for possession of marijuana, Eunice and her husband, Sarge, sat down with their boy and tried to reason with him. They finally convinced him to curtail his friendship with his cousin.
Meanwhile, Ethel chased her Bobby around the yard with a broom stick, yelling, “I’ll beat the daylights out of you if I ever get my hands on you!” The youngster ran to Jackie’s home, rushed in and began pleading to her for protection. “Look, Jackie, you can keep him,” Ethel told her sister-in-law when Jackie tried to talk to her about Bobby. “I don’t want him. Maybe you’ll have better luck with him.”
The teenager stayed with his Aunt Jackie for a few hours before Ethel finally retrieved him.
“Please promise me you won’t kill him,” Jackie told her, perhaps only half-jokingly.
“I can’t promise you that,” Ethel answered.
“Well, I guess I can’t blame you,” Jackie said, trying to keep the mood light for fear of further antagonizing her sister-in-law. “If John ever smoked marijuana, I’d be the mother chasing her boy around the yard.” (Little did Jackie know that John often smoked pot… and that he got it from Bobby!)
“One summer, we started realizing that we were missing a lot of food from our basement where we stored canned goods and other non-perishables,” recalls Kennedy neighbor Sancy Newman. “When we looked into it, we found that our children were harboring a bunch of Ethel’s kids whom she had kicked out of the house. They were living in our basement! When they were found out, the boys refused to go back home to their mother. Instead, they dug a hole in the woods, covered it up, and began living there.”
In 1972, a real tragedy occurred when Joe, his brother David, and David’s girlfriend, Pam Kelley, went on a joyride in a jeep on Nantucket that resulted in an accident leaving Pam paralyzed from the neck down. The Kennedys would take care of Pam’s medical costs, and provide for her as well, for the rest of her life.
“Ethel broke down when she heard about that accident,” says Leah Mason. “She was inconsolable. ‘My own boys are responsible for this,’ she said, ‘which makes me responsible. If Bobby was still here, none of this would be happening. Why did God do this to us? I tried to live a good life,’ she said, crying. ‘Why punish me further?’ ”
Mason says that Ethel often tried to reason with her rebellious children, “but there were simply too many of them, and they all had their own agendas as to how to get into serious trouble. They looked at her as the enemy. It was her against them. ‘I’m outnumbered,’ she used to say, ‘and it’s hopeless.’ The boys, especially, were as angry on the inside as their mother was about what had happened to their father, and so they acted out terribly.”
Sometimes, the monkeyshines pulled by the boys were humorous. For instance, teenage sons Joe, Bobby, and David spent one summer selling what they called “Kennedy Sand” for a dollar a bag to fascinated tourists parked outside the gates of Hickory Hill. For an extra quarter, they would even answer “Kennedy Questions.” One day, when someone asked the name of Jackie’s favorite designer, Bobby ran into the house and called his cousin Caroline for the answer. Caroline said she would ask her mother the question for him. When Jackie later telephoned Ethel to ask why Bobby needed the information, Ethel laughed and said, “Oh, I guess he’s trying to make an extra buck out at the front gate again.”
At other times, the pranks got out of hand. Once, one of Ethel’s teenage sons pulled a knife on Leah Mason and demanded money. When she handed over her purse, he laughed, threw it back at her and said, ‘I don’t need your money, bitch. I’m a Kennedy. You’re a secretary!” Then he ran off. To him, it had all been a joke. However, Mason was “frightened half to death,” she recalls. “When I told Ethel about it, she looked at me squarely and said, ‘Don’t tell me. Tell a cop. Here’s the phone.’ And she handed me the telephone! I shook my head and thought to myself, ‘Oh my God.’ ”
Mason adds, “There was a time when Rose asked Jackie to talk to Ethel about the children. Apparently, the boys had shot holes into all of the windows at the Catholic church that Rose regularly attended. She was mortified, and had gotten nowhere with Ethel when she brought it up to her. I was standing in the room with Jackie and Rose and heard Jackie say, ‘Grandma, why would you think, after all these years, that Ethel would ever listen to a word I have to say about anything?’ Rose looked at her with an astonished expression. ‘Why, Jackie, she has always respected you more than anyone else in the family. Don’t you know that?’ Jackie seemed stunned by that observation. ‘Still in all,’ she said, ‘I think it would be assumptive for me to tell another woman how to raise her children.’ ”
With Ethel’s hidden rage and great remorse over the way her life had turned out, to have so many misbehaving children under one roof was more than she could handle. She would often be seen on the rocker on her porch at the Hyannis Port home, rocking back and forth for hours while staring out at the panoramic ocean view. “She would have such a look of sadness on her face that any person would have felt compelled to hug her,” Barbara Gibson said. “But she didn’t want to be hugged. She didn’t want anyone to feel sorry for her. ‘I can handle it,’ she would say.” Or, as Ethel also often said, “God is my partner in this ordeal.”
It was spring 1979. After nine difficult years, during which she had battled her alcoholism in the glare of a very public spotlight, forty-three-year-old Joan Kennedy found herself sitting on a couch in a hotel suite being scrutinized and judged by an assembly of family members and doctors.
“Well, I think Joan’s done pretty well with things,” a smiling Ethel said, as she walked over and grabbed her sister-in-law’s hand. “I mean, just look at her, Teddy. Look at how wonderful she looks.”
“She does look wonderful,” Ted agreed.
“Doesn’t she, though?” Ethel asked. “And what’s that scent? My God, she smells so good…”
“It’s Opium,” Joan answered, studying Ethel.
“Well, I just love it,” Ethel offered, a bit too enthusiastically.
“Thank you,” Joan said, with a thin smile.
Though Joan and Ethel had never fulfilled the promise of a loving, sisterly relationship that seemed to be in the offing after the Chappaquiddick incident, they had remained close over the last ten years. Though she often seemed exhausted by so many troubles with her children, by the end of the decade, Ethel seemed newly energized by the prospect of Bobby’s brother Ted running for President.
In the decade after Chappaquiddick, Ted Kennedy had served as one of the leading liberal spokesmen in the Senate, building a legislative record unmatched by either of his brothers. In fact, as his aide Richard Burke put it, Ted was considered by many as “the torchbearer of liberalism” in America, though there were some liberal issues he still found thorny, such as gay rights. As time went on, though, many people in Ted’s circle began to believe that, since it rarely came up in the press anymore, the public had forgotten about Mary Jo Kopechne’s death. Perhaps, it was being whispered, Ted would have a chance at the Presidency. He would wait through 1972 and then 1976, when another Democrat, Jimmy Carter, won the White House. But by 1979, with the Chappaquiddick issue ten years old, Ted thought he had a chance and decided to take on the unpopular Jimmy Carter in the Democratic primaries. Successfully challenging an incumbent President of his own party would be difficult, Ted knew, but he and his handlers believed it to be possible.
A meeting in the spring was called to discuss the “Joan Problem,” and the likely pitfalls during the campaign of a presidential candidate whose wife was a well-publicized alcoholic. In fact, by 1979, Joan knew that her alcoholism was still not completely under control, though she hadn’t had a drink in about four months. Working with her therapist, Dr. Hawthorne, from Boston as well as a number of recovery programs, Joan seemed on her way to sobriety. But she knew it would not be an easy road ahead. She was now a forty-three-year-old woman and, tough as it may be for her to do so, she realized that she was ultimately the only one with the power to turn her life around.
When the couple unofficially separated in 1977 (with Joan moving to Boston and Ted and the children staying at the McLean home), Ted, oblivious to how it would affect his wife, took that opportunity to begin a heated affair with a woman he had met in Palm Beach. It was not a secret; Ted’s friends and business associates knew about her, as did Joan and their children. Even Ted’s eighty-seven-year-old mother, Rose, knew.
After Joan moved to Boston, Kennedy historian Lester David had a conversation with Rose Kennedy—who was in her late eighties—during which he asked her if Ted’s marriage was ending. When Rose said, she didn’t know, David asked why Joan was now living in Boston while Ted had stayed behind in Virginia. “Virginia!” exclaimed the hearing-impaired Rose. “Who’s she? I’ve never even heard of that one.”
Ted had asked his aide Richard Burke to call together some of the most renowned psychiatrists in the nation, all specialists in the treatment of substance-abuse problems, along with members of his family, so that they could deal with the “Joan Problem.” Because Joan’s psychiatrist, Dr. Hawthorne, warned Burke that such a meeting should occur only on “neutral territory” and not at Hyannis Port or any home deemed Kennedy territory, Burke booked a number of suites in a moderately priced hotel in Crystal City, Virginia, for the doctors. The family meeting would be held in one of the doctors’ suites.
“I organized all of it in a secretive fashion, without Joan’s prior knowledge,” confessed Richard Burke. “The thought was that if she was aware of the meeting in advance, she might panic and not go along with it. At the last possible moment, when all of the players were in place, Marcia Chellis, I believe, told Joan about what was going on, and then had her show up for it at the appointed time. However, if I’m not mistaken, I don’t think Joan was told until the second before she and her kids walked into the room, after having flown in from Boston, the extent of what was going to occur—that Ethel, Eunice, and Jean would be there, as well as all of the doctors and Ted’s aides. Any person would have been unnerved by such a confrontation, most certainly.”
Prior to the meeting, Dr. Hawthorne and three other specialists from Yale, the Mayo Clinic, and UCLA reviewed hundreds of documents pertaining to Joan’s case in order to determine how to proceed. By the time Joan and her children got to the hotel, the doctors had already had a private conference with Ted, Ethel, Ted’s aide Richard Burke, and Ted’s sisters.
When Joan showed up at the appointed hour, it was with her children at her side—nineteen-year-old Kara, who had grown to be a beautiful woman with long brown hair and was now a student at Trinity College; eighteen-year-old Ted Jr., blond and solidly built like his dad and a student at Wesley; and twelve-year-old, brown-eyed Patrick, who attended school in Washington. To her left was Ethel, and Ted’s sisters Eunice and Jean were to her right. (Jackie, who was living in New York City, was not summoned. While she was still involved in many of the personal aspects of the Kennedy family, Jackie had so distanced herself from its political concerns by 1979 that she would never have been invited to a strategy meeting, nor would she ever have attended.)
Richard Burke, who was present, recalls that the meeting began with one of the doctors stressing that Joan would “only get better when she wants to get better. But she’s got to do it herself.”
“Well, personally, I think she’s licked it,” Ethel said of Joan, looking over at her warmly. Disregarding the earlier warning of one of the doctors that “there is no cure for alcoholism,” Ethel pushed on, “Isn’t that right? Haven’t you licked it, Joan?” Like many people, Ethel thought of a serious drinking problem as a sign of weakness or lack of will power, not a disease. So to Ethel, it was something that could just be “licked.”
Joan didn’t say anything. Everyone else exchanged uneasy smiles.
“Didn’t you hear what the doctor said? He said that you don’t cure this kind of thing, Ethel,” Eunice, who was always very concerned about Joan’s well-being, said impatiently. It was as if everybody in the room except Joan was hearing about alcoholism for the first time. “So, no, she is not cured,” Eunice observed. “And I don’t think she can take a campaign right now. I really don’t.”
Joan opened her mouth to protest, then closed it again.
“Oh, sure she can,” Ethel argued. “Can’tcha handle it, Joan? C’mon, now.”
“Look, may I have your attention,” Dr. Hawthorne interrupted. “What we need is for each person to have a say.” Richard Burke recalls Joan raising her eyes to the ceiling in dismay.
The psychiatrist then moderated a discussion as each person in the room gave his or her opinion on how Joan would fare in a presidential campaign. Eunice said that she was worried that Joan would not be able to handle the stress, that it would drive her back to the bottle and maybe even cause a rift with her children. Jean was silent, as she often was in situations such as this one. (Usually, when she had concerns about family matters, she would take them up with her husband, Steve, and he would then bring them to the attention of whoever was involved.) For her part, Ethel felt that Joan could deal with the pressure of a campaign, and she took it a step further to say that she would do anything in her power to help Joan, even though some observers found her reasoning to be a bit curious.
“Oh, I so want Ted to be President,” Ethel said, dreamily. “My God, wouldn’t it be great to be back in the White House? It’s what we’ve always wanted, after all. And now it can happen. Whatever I can do to help Joan through this, that’s what I’m going to do. She should come and stay with me at Hickory Hill,” Ethel suggested. “I would keep an eye on her.”
Suddenly, Joan spoke up. “Look, I’m not a child, Ethel. I don’t need to be looked after.”
“Oh, I know that, dear,” Ethel said, her tone just a bit condescending. “You’re not a child. Of course not.”
Joan looked at Ethel menacingly.
“Okay!” Ethel said, holding up her hands defensively. “I just agreed with you.”
There was silence in the room.
Kara, sitting at her mother’s side, finally offered, “I’ll only go along with Dad running for President if Mom’s okay with it,” she said, squeezing her mother’s hand. Her brothers agreed wholeheartedly. It speaks well of Joan that her children were so supportive of her. Though she had moved away from home, they visited her on weekends. It hadn’t been easy for them to see Mommy move out, but they seemed to understand that Joan was taking care of herself.
Finally, it was Ted’s turn to speak. “I want nothing more than to be President,” he said, catching Ethel’s wide grin. “The timing is right. I can do this. I believe I can win. People are sick of Carter. The energy crisis, the economy… people need a change, and that’s me.” He walked over to Joan, stood behind her, and put his hands on her shoulders. “If it will hurt Joan, though, forget it. I won’t do it. I will only proceed if I have the full support of everyone in this room, including my wife.”
Ted’s magnanimous speech aside, the fact was that he could not mount a successful campaign without his wife’s cooperation. But what responsibility did she have as a political wife when she and her husband had been estranged for three years, and how could she resolve the conflict between that duty and the one to herself?
Joan was no longer eager to camouflage her feelings and put on a happy face for the media as she had done for so many years as a Kennedy wife. She had made that much clear about a year earlier, when a Good Housekeeping reporter visited her at her Boston apartment and asked if she thought Ted still loved her. She answered, “I don’t know. I really don’t know.” Then, when questioned about her feelings for him, she remained silent. Asked if the marriage was going to end, she explained that her focus was on her recovery, not on her relationship. “I’m working on myself,” she said, “then maybe I can make up my mind from a position of strength.” This was a “new” Joan Kennedy, one who had no pictures of any of her family—or any other Kennedys—anywhere in her apartment, the only reminder of her past being a framed letter to her from President John Kennedy.
Now the “new” Joan was being called to act like the “old” one and sublimate her own feelings for the greater good: the Kennedy good. However, Joan felt that there was more at stake than just the personal and political image of the family. This time she believed she could extend her motivation so that there would be some benefit to her, as well as to the family. Ted’s and the family’s presidential aspirations could provide her with the motivation she needed to continue her recovery, or so she thought. She believed—as she would later explain—that the discipline required to remain sober during a difficult campaign would keep her that way. If she were to start drinking again during such a high-profile time, it would prove to be humiliating not only for herself, but also for Ted and everyone in their family. She would never do that to them—at least not intentionally—and so, for the next year, she would feel that she had a strong impetus to continue her recovery. Yes, she would stop drinking for the campaign. But was this a good enough reason? She never thought of what would happen after the campaign was over.
Finally, after each person had made his or her opinion known, it was Joan’s turn to speak. All eyes were on her as she stood up. “I want Ted Kennedy to be President, too,” she said, avoiding eye contact with her estranged husband, a man she now almost always referred to as “Ted Kennedy.” She continued, and not too convincingly, “I think he’d make a great President.” Then, looking around at all of the smiling, relieved faces, she hastened to add, “I need more time, though. I really do. I have a lot of work to do on myself…. But I’ll do it. Yes. I can do it,” she concluded firmly, “and I will do it.”
“Then that takes care of that,” Ted said happily as he jumped to his feet. He walked over to Joan and reached out to her. She ignored him. Ted took a few awkward steps backward.
“Well, this is just the beginning of a process,” cautioned Dr. Hawthorne. “We don’t need to make any final decisions right here, Joan.”
“We’re on our way, though,” Ted said.
“Oh boy! We sure are,” Ethel agreed enthusiastically. It was as if the old Ethel Kennedy had suddenly emerged, the one filled with joy at the thought of herself and Bobby in the White House, the one whose zest for life seemed to have died along with her husband.
Joan and Ted: Creating the Illusion of a Marriage
After the meeting of Kennedy family members and doctors in Virginia, quickly laid plans went into action to—as Richard Burke would remember it—“create the illusion of a marriage” between Ted and Joan Kennedy, all for the sake of public relations and good politics. Joan would spend more time in McLean (with the liquor cabinet always locked in her presence), Ted would spend less time with his Palm Beach mistress (though he would not give her up), and the two would attend the children’s school functions together and make other personal appearances that would generate the news that they were working on their marriage.
“I think she was searching for her own identity,” observes Richard Burke of Joan at this time, “and appeared to want to hold on to the concept of defining herself as Mrs. Kennedy. I believe she was terrified of losing that label.”
In the intervening months, Ted’s brother-in-law Steve Smith agreed to act as his campaign manager (a post he had held during Bobby’s ill-fated campaign). Others came along to fill other positions, including Ted’s former press representative Dick Drayne, who signed on to do battle with the media for the Kennedys.
By August 1979, the decade-anniversary of Chappaquiddick, the Kennedy handlers had put together briefing papers for Ted relating to his Chappaquiddick fiasco: There was nothing new to say, he accepted full responsibility, and all questions have been answered. Ted even called the Kopechnes at their ranch home in Pennsylvania, “to see where they stood, whether or not they were going to say anything damaging,” recalled Mary Ann Kopan, Mary Jo Kopechne’s aunt.
It might have been understandable that Ted didn’t know where the Kopechnes stood because, years earlier, Mary Jo’s family sent Joan and Ted a card when twelve-year-old Ted Jr. had his leg amputated because of cancer. It seemed odd under the circumstances. Joan responded with a nice note of her own to the Kopechnes.
In fact, the Kopechnes had strong feelings against the Kennedys, and yet they said nothing to Ted that would indicate that they would be the slightest political liability. Ted’s call remained completely innocuous.
“Thank God that’s over with,” Ted reportedly said when he hung up.
On September 6, the Kennedy office leaked a new story to the media indicating that neither Rose nor Joan would oppose a possible candidacy by Ted. (Carter ridiculed the announcement, saying, “I asked my mama, and she said it was okay [for Carter to run for re-election]. And my wife, Rosalynn, said she’d be willing to live in the White House for four more years.”) The next day a CBS-TV poll showed that Ted had a 53–16 lead over Carter and that he could probably have the Democratic nomination if it was what he wanted.
In a couple of months, Ted would be on the cover of Time magazine with the bold headline: “The Kennedy Challenge” and an accompanying story about Joan called “the Vulnerable Soul of Joansie” that did nothing to enhance her image: “Public life has not been kind to Joan Kennedy. Its wounds can be seen in the puffy eyes, the exaggerated makeup, the tales of alcoholism. Today, she is a sadly vulnerable soul and an unknown factor in her husband’s electoral equation.” In speaking of her marriage, she was quoted as saying, “Subconsciously, I’d like to have been like Ethel and had one baby after another.” The distressing article implied that Joan wasn’t even good at being an alcoholic: “She passes out after only three drinks.” The feature also reported that Joan was at her Boston home a few months earlier when Ted’s car pulled up. “Oh Christ,” she reportedly said. “Here he comes. I’m getting out of here.” Then, she strode away rapidly. Though Ted was angry at Joan when the story was published, she stood up to him well.
The article listed as Ted’s “dalliances” alleged girlfriends Amanda Burden, Paige Lee Hufty, skier Susie Chaffee, and Margaret Trudeau, “among others.” Joan closed the magazine after reading the feature and walked away muttering, “Nice list…”
October 20 marked the dedication in the Boston suburb of Waltham, Massachusetts, of the John F. Kennedy Presidential Library, giving Ted an opportunity to make remarks, along with President Carter, who was also a scheduled speaker. Jackie flew in from New York for the ceremony. (When President Carter kissed Jackie on the cheek as he moved through the crowd on his way to the podium, Richard Burke recalls, “She recoiled as if bitten by a snake.”) While there, Jackie enjoyed a warm reunion with Joan. Though the two women rarely saw each other because their lives had taken them in completely different directions, when they did have the occasional reunion, affection was deeply felt between them.
“Oh my God, Joan! Just look at you,” Jackie exclaimed. “I’ve never seen you look so… so… together.”
As Joan smiled, she reached out and embraced her sister-in-law.
It was true; Joan had never looked better. She had lost the bloated look that had diminished her attractiveness in recent years. Her blonde hair was cut in a stylish pageboy, she had shed some weight, and hadn’t had a drink in almost six months. Jackie must have taken a certain amount of pride in Joan’s recovery, because, just a few years earlier, Joan showed up unannounced at her apartment on Fifth Avenue, needing to talk. She was torn, she said. Should she move out on her own to Boston, or stay with Ted and the children in McLean? Would she be abandoning her children? Would they hate her?
“When I realized my drinking was becoming a real problem, I went to see Jackie,” Joan later recalled. “I’d been told that an alcoholic by nature starts to blame everything and everybody except himself. And that’s when I knew that I had to get away and have some time for myself. So Jackie and I talked about all that. I felt close to Jackie because both of us needed space to be alone.
“I was always a person who could be alone and like it. Jackie and I were the Kennedy wives who were different that way. We treasured our privacy and, for instance, enjoyed slipping away and reading a book on the beach. I believe that private time is growth time. Although I don’t talk about this much to the children, I think I’ve provided an example that having a camaraderie and private time is equivalent to having a full life.”
Jackie had been a bit ambivalent about the notion of Joan leaving her children. However, she also must have related to Joan’s desperation. A little more than fifteen years earlier, she had considered leaving Caroline and John with Ethel and Bobby, so distraught was she after Jack’s death. Ultimately she had decided against it. However, her situation was different from Joan’s. In time, Jackie would be able to pull herself together, whereas Joan’s alcoholism had made it impossible for her to be a good and dependable mother. Her sobriety had to come first now—which is what she had been told at Alcoholic’s Anonymous—above everything else, even her children. Because Jackie had alcoholism in her own family and had often fretted that she, too, could fall prey to it, she understood Joan’s misery.
“Listen, you do what you have to do, for Joan,” Jackie told her favorite sister-in-law, according to what Joan later recalled to Joan Braden. “If you take care of Joan, the rest will fall into place. How many years have I been telling you that?”
“Too many years,” Joan said, with a laugh.
Now, just a short time later, Joan seemed like a new woman, in control and ready to face the future. “Is it true?” Jackie wanted to know. “Is Ted going to run?”
Joan confirmed the information, saying, “We’re going to give it our best shot, anyway.”
“Well, if Ted runs,” Jackie warned her, “you’ll have to be twice as strong as I was when Jack and I were in the White House, Joan. It’s much worse now than it was for us then,” she said, probably referring to the post-Chappaquiddick Kennedys’ world and the media’s evergrowing interest in the private lives of politicians. “It feels to me like everyone is watching,” she said. Joan had to agree.
Jackie and Ethel were pleasant to one another at the library’s dedication, but it was clear to all observers that, even after all these years, they had never resolved the differences between them brought about by Jackie’s marriage to Aristotle Onassis. Sometimes they were thrown together, though, in situations involving their children, and for those times they were cooperative with one another, such as when Jackie’s son John ran away from home when he was about eleven—to Hickory Hill.
When young John had informed his mother that he was leaving, she not only told him to go but also packed a suitcase for him. As it would happen, John Jr. would be one of those rare children who would run away from home with his own Secret Service agent, John Walsh, in tow. Defiantly the youngster, suitcase in hand, walked down Fifth Avenue to the corner of 83rd Street, where he and Walsh hailed a cab. The two were driven across the Triborough Bridge to LaGuardia, where John and the agent caught a plane to Virginia. Once there, Jackie arranged for them to be picked up and taken to Hickory Hill. (After dropping John off, Walsh turned around and went back to Manhattan.) Before the boy’s arrival, Jackie had already spoken to Ethel and explained that he was having trouble in school, refused to apply himself, and said he would rather live with his cousins than hear his mother nagging him about his studies. Ethel agreed to make it as tough as possible for John at Hickory Hill.
In just a few days John found that visiting Hickory Hill and living there were two very different things. After Bobby’s death, Ethel ran Hickory Hill like a boot camp, never letting up on her children when it came to chores—painting the house, doing the gardening, picking up after the assortment of animals. And there were always the competitive sports that John was never good at as a youngster. Baseball, football, tree-climbing—it was all more than the young prince could take. On the plus side, he could eat anything he wanted to. Ethel’s cook was instructed to prepare for the children anything they demanded, whenever they demanded it. John was used to a prearranged menu; he would ordinarily eat whatever was placed before him, or he wouldn’t eat at all. However, after four days of his favorite peanut butter and jelly sandwiches, he was on the phone begging his mother to rescue him from his banishment. He promised to study, and with the threat of all those Hickory Hill chores hanging over his head, he did his best in the future to apply himself to his schooling. “And if you don’t,” Jackie would tell him, “I’m sending you back to Aunt Ethel’s.”*
Shortly after the Time magazine feature, CBS aired an hour-long special, “CBS Reports: Teddy,” which would turn out poorly and would bode ill for Ted’s campaign and his hopes of ever being elected President. No matter how much preparation, no matter how much strategizing, no matter how much everyone in the Kennedy camp hoped to fool everyone else, the simple fact that Ted was not being honest—about his life, perhaps, Chappaquiddick, and most certainly his marriage—would be his ruination. The interview, taped earlier at his home in Squaw Island, was conducted by Roger Mudd, who wasted little time before asking Ted about “the present state” of his marriage.
Ted, never a spontaneous speaker, seemed caught off guard, though the question was inevitable. “Well, I think it’s a—we’ve had some difficult times, but I think we’ll have…” he began, stumbling. “We’ve, I think, been able to make some very good progress and it’s—I would say it’s—it’s—I’m delighted that we’re able to share the time and relationship that we—that we do share.”
“Are you separated or are you just, what?” Mudd asked, pressing.
“Well, I don’t know whether there’s single word that should—have a description for it,” Ted said, sputtering along as if about to run out of gas. The expression on his face indicated that he knew he was in trouble.
After a commercial, the report reexamined the Chappaquiddick tragedy—one decade and two months later—bringing back into focus that there were more than a few unanswered questions regarding the matter. Then, as if to drive any remaining nails into his own coffin, Ted botched the answer to the most important question of the evening, why he wanted to be President. It seemed as though he was unable to articulate his goals; he mumbled something about it being “imperative for this country to either move forward, that it can’t stand still, otherwise it moves back.”
The broadcast was devastating; no one in the family was pleased about it, least of all Ted, who felt that he had been sandbagged by Roger Mudd. If anything, it set the tenor for the way the media would handle Ted for the rest of his campaign: suspiciously. While Jackie’s reaction to the interview was unknown (though she probably wasn’t surprised by the way Ted had seemingly sabotaged his own campaign, since she had always believed that he would never allow himself to be President), when Ethel saw it on television, she ran to her bedroom, slammed the door, and did not emerge for three hours. Joan watched with Marcia Chellis. Afterward, the two women sat in utter astonishment, before Joan finally got up and turned off the television.
A week before Ted’s official announcement, a meeting was held at Joan’s Boston apartment with Milton Gwirtzman and Ed Martin, both of whom had worked for Ted in previous campaigns. Gwirtzman—an excellent speechwriter as well as media strategist—had been one of JFK’s aides, and was sent to Ted’s office during Jack’s administration to watch over him and make certain that the junior senator didn’t say anything to the media that would conflict with Jack’s or Bobby’s points of view. It had been Gwirtzman who picked up Joan at the beauty parlor the day Jack was shot, and stayed with Joan while Ted tried to find a telephone with a working line so that he could figure out what had happened to his brother in Dallas.
The two men from Ted’s office had been sent to divine how Joan hoped to handle tough questions about her alcoholism and her marriage and, it was hoped, convince her not to say too much about anything. During Ted’s 1976 senatorial campaign, a drinking Joan—who looked puffy and much older than she would just three years later—was led around like a dog on a leash, and it was hoped that, this time, she would be just as compliant. However, Joan was a different woman now. She had strong feelings and wanted them known.
Also present when the advisers met with Joan were Sarah Milam and Sally Fitzgerald, both friends of Ted’s and Joan’s who would assist with campaign decisions, and Marcia Chellis, Joan’s assistant. Gwirtzman and Martin were both opposed to Joan’s making a statement at the time of Ted’s announcement.
“Here’s what I think,” Joan said, after everyone had their say. “We need to deal with these issues head on. It’s the thing that’s going to cause us the most problems early on, the so-called ‘Joan Factor,’ ” she said, with a smile. “They think I’m in trouble, a sorry sight. But I’m not, and we need to prove it. Ted can’t talk about this,” she continued, “only I can. I should make a strong statement of support at the press conference, and then deal with the other questions later in other forums. And during the course of this campaign, I should answer every question about my alcoholism and life with Ted. If I rehearse and know what I’m doing, I can pull it off.”
Everyone in the room looked at her with amazement.
“Well, I disagree,” Ed said. “I say she should just sit up there with the family. Ted makes his announcement. She looks at him with adoration. She leaves with him. Everyone smiles, and that’s it. No problems.”
Joan became clearly annoyed that she was being talked about as if she were not present. She rose and walked over to Martin. “I’m here, Ed. See me? I’m right here,” she said as she waved her hand in front of him. “And I am not just going to sit up there and look like an idiot,” she declared. “Everyone knows that Ted and I are having problems, and everyone knows that I’m an alcoholic. I need to say something.”
Milton Gwirtzman’s mouth opened and stayed that way as Joan walked past him and sat back down.
“The problem, Joan, is that people don’t care about your marriage as much as you think they do,” Ed said, directly. “They want Ted to come out strongly and powerfully and confidently because deep down they’re afraid that…” he paused, perhaps for dramatic effect, “… they’re afraid that he’ll be assassinated like Jack and Bobby. And they want to see that he’s not afraid of it too.”
For a moment, Joan looked as if she’d been punched in the stomach. She could not meet Martin’s gaze. “She was obviously fearful for Ted’s life,” said Joe Gargan of Joan, now voicing her then-secret apprehension, “because of what had happened to Jack and Bobby.”
“Look, if anyone asks questions of a personal nature, well, Ted can handle it,” Ed continued, his tone more conciliatory now that he thought he had Joan back in control. “For instance, if they ask about your alcoholism or your marriage, Ted can deal with it.”
“Oh, yeah?” Joan said, her anger suddenly rising. “How? That’s what I’d like to know. Ted doesn’t know what he’s talking about half the time when it comes to me, my problems, and my marriage. The political issues? Yes, he obviously can handle those. But when it comes to me, forget it, Ed. He doesn’t know what the hell he’s talking about.”
It was difficult to argue with her when she was so determined and confident. “I know what I want,” she told the group, “and I think, I really do, that we should do it my way.”
Finally, it was decided that a person who would be situated in the assembly of reporters in advance would ask a question—the third one of the conference—about whether or not Joan was supportive of Ted’s efforts. Then Joan would come forward and answer quickly and briefly. She would look happy and in control, “like I really feel,” she offered.
“And what are you going to do if some idiot asks about Chappaquiddick, Joan?” Ed said. “Or the other women in Ted’s life. What are you going to do then? Have you thought about that?”
Joan seemed annoyed, but she must have known that the questions could come up. She admitted that “those are some tough areas for me,” adding that “if you think about it, they have nothing to do with me. Those are Ted’s screwups, not mine.” She said that she felt comfortable speaking about her mistakes, but not Ted’s. “I can speak about my own, but when it comes to his, well, I don’t know if I want to…” She hesitated for a moment. “The best I can offer, I guess, is that, yes, he has his problems, I have mine, and we’re both working on our problems,” Joan concluded. “That’s the truth. That’s what I’ll say.”
The Announcement: EMK for President
Throughout the month of October, Ethel Kennedy had attempted to make contact with Joan. She had said that she wanted to help her sister-in-law in any way she could, and so she hoped to share with her some advice on how to campaign as a potential First Lady. After all, she campaigned with Bobby. Besides that obvious fact, though, she did care about Joan, understood (or thought she did, anyway) her frailties, and wanted to make good on her promise at the hotel meeting a few months earlier to do what she could to be of assistance.
Margaret (Meg) Leaming was a friend of Ethel’s at this time. The two had met in Aspen during one of the Kennedys’ skiing trips there. In two years, she would be ousted from the Kennedy circle for giving an interview to a biographer of Ethel Kennedy, for a book that would go unpublished. She now recalls, “Ethel wrote Joan a letter asking for a luncheon, but Joan didn’t respond. From my understanding, Ethel then telephoned her a few times. Joan ducked her calls, but finally did have to speak to her. She told her that she appreciated her offer, but she had a full staff of people at her disposal advising her on the very topics that Ethel wanted to discuss with her—people like Marcia Chellis. Ethel was very hurt. ‘I’ve been there for her in the past,’ she told me, ‘and I don’t know why she’s cutting me out now. I have so much to offer. I’ve done this. I know what I’m doing. I want to do my part.’
“I don’t think Joan realized that Ethel was a very different person by 1979,” continues Leaming. “Ethel was much more withdrawn. She had become a hermit, really, only going out for charity causes and special Kennedy functions. True, she was still unkind to her servants—wouldn’t think twice about slapping them if they talked back—but that was just Ethel. She had only a few friends. She trusted no one, really. She wanted to be a part of Ted’s campaign, she so wanted to do something. When Ted called to ask her to do some commercials for him, she jumped at the chance.”
In fact, Joan still thought of Ethel as the critical, difficult woman she had been during the Camelot years, and she didn’t want Ethel around lest she would undermine her hard-earned self-confidence. After years of successfully doing so, Ethel knew how to push those “buttons” in Joan that would set her into a tailspin; and so, perhaps wisely, Joan avoided her as much as possible. Unfortunately, Jackie avoided Ethel as well. In the end, it seemed, Ethel had fixed it so that both of her sisters-in-law, and many others, didn’t want much to do with her by the end of the seventies. Ethel had her children, though. And her memories.
On November 7, 1979, Ted Kennedy was scheduled to make his big announcement at Faneuil Hall in Boston, in front of an assembly of reporters, other politicians, and campaign staff members. Present and seated in one heavily guarded section were members of the Kennedy family, including Ted’s sisters Eunice and Jean (with their husbands Sargent Shriver and Steve Smith) and Pat Kennedy Lawford, as well as the eighty-nine-year-old Kennedy matriarch, Rose. Also there was Ethel, looking a bit vacant-eyed and lost. The big surprise of the day, though, was the appearance of a radiant Jackie Kennedy Onassis.
Ted had called Jackie personally to ask her to be present, and she had agreed. However, with the exception of a quick hello and a hug, Jackie, who had seen Joan two weeks earlier at the dedication of the JFK Library, would have no contact with Joan on this day, and neither would Ethel, for that matter. The event would be so hectic, and there were so many security guards and Secret Service agents around Ted and Joan, that it would be impossible for anyone to have a real conversation with them. As she walked onto the stage, Joan spotted Jackie in the audience. She smiled broadly as Jackie raised a thumbsup sign. With Ted at a podium and Joan and their children behind him, Ted made his announcement.
“It just seemed as you watched him that the weight of his brothers’ legacy was on his shoulders and that he was only a human being, but that they were expecting him to be Jack and Bobby all together,” recalled one observer. “And I think he knew that very day that there was no way he could be that. No one could.”
After formally announcing his candidacy, Ted took questions from the media.
“Senator, is Joan in favor of your running for President?” the “plant” asked.
Ted paused for a moment then, acting as if the question was impromptu, he turned to Joan and offered to let her address it. Joan, wearing a short lavender dress with a pleated skirt and matching jacket, glanced at Ted and smiled broadly at the assembly. Shedding the pitiable image of the wronged wife, Joan seemed refreshed and positive.
“I look forward to campaigning for him,” she said in a small sound so reminiscent of Jackie’s on-camera voice. “And not only that, I look forward very, very enthusiastically to my husband’s being a candidate and then as being the next President of the United States.” Suddenly, her voice lifted and strengthened. “I will be talking with members of the press and at that time I hope to answer all of your questions that you might have on your minds today.” The crowd applauded as Joan bowed out and took her seat, indicating that this was really Ted’s big moment, not hers. Still, she had made her point, not only with her brief words but with her presence. She looked completely at ease, totally in control, and ready for whatever lay ahead. In the audience, Jackie seemed delighted as she clapped her hands, her eyes aglow at Joan’s triumph.
A couple of months later, Joan had the promised press conference at her home in Boston, a group of reporters pummeling her with a barrage of personal questions about Chappaquiddick, her marriage, and alcoholism. A well-meaning but, perhaps, somewhat naïve Eunice had told Joan to avoid all questions about the death of Mary Jo Kopechne, refuse to discuss her drinking problem, and refer to her marriage as a stable, good one.
“Eunice was usually the one Kennedy less concerned about the politician and more concerned about the person,” observed Richard Burke. “She was always interested about the human aspect of any decision, what would be the easiest for the person involved. Once, I was in the car with Eunice and Ted and we were discussing the fact that Ted was going to be forced to divulge all of his financial information during the campaign. Eunice said, ‘Absolutely not. That’s personal.’ It was a normal person’s reaction rather than a politician’s. That’s how she thought.”
Joan had also telephoned Jackie in New York for moral support. When she asked Jackie what she thought of Eunice’s opinion, the former First Lady had to laugh. She said that Eunice was “still stuck in the sixties,” and that “someone needs to tell her that Camelot is over.”
Jackie maintained that the media would no longer buy a perfect picture of a perfect marriage, the way it had with her and Jack’s, if it wasn’t absolutely true. Jackie told Joan to be as forthcoming as possible, “without losing a shred of dignity.”
After Joan followed Jackie’s advice, the press conference was a success, though it did have its tough moments, such as when one reporter observed that Ted’s “number one love is politics” and asked her how it felt “to be second.” Joan’s hands seemed to tremble as she responded, “I am not second. Just ask Ted Kennedy.”
At first, Joan Kennedy decided to go along with Ted’s presidential campaign—and with the charade that the two of them had a sturdy, albeit troubled union—as incentive for her to stop drinking. However, after Ted made his official announcement, it would seem that the confidence Joan felt at having pulled herself together so well up until this point gave her reason to believe that she could fulfill even greater aspirations. Her self-esteem had been raised to the point where the idea of being First Lady had actually become appealing to her. Not only was she in the process of learning how to handle life’s pressures without the need to fortify herself with liquor, she also had years of experience as a political wife. She believed that she had much to offer. She may have reasoned, “Why not?”
Said Richard Burke, “Being First Lady began to take hold for her as a personal dream. She used to talk about it quite often. I remember being in her apartment many times as she was getting ready for interviews, and we would converse about what life would be like for her in the White House, some of the things she wanted to do, the plans she hoped to implement. ‘I really do want this,’ she told me. ‘I think I could contribute a lot, like Jackie did.’ I think she almost felt a sense of destiny at work that Ted be in the White House, and she there at his side. The effort she was putting forth became not only about Ted’s future, but also about her own.”
Of course, the happily married couple Ted and Joan had been portraying for the media was a complete charade; they had been separated for years. How, should Ted actually be elected into office, did they intend to perpetuate this farce in the White House?
The senator told Richard Burke and others on his staff that, if elected, he had reason to believe he would be able to continue with the “Big Lie” (as he called it) just based on the fact that, in his view, he and Joan had been successful with it up until this point in the campaign. He would have his girlfriends, and his wife, and somehow he would do it all as President. (It’s been done before, and has certainly been done since.)
For her part, Joan was now operating under the notion that, as unhappy as she was in her marriage, she was willing to put up with it if it meant she would be in the White House. Apparently, whether she realized it or not, she had been sucked into the unrealistic whirlwind of Ted’s campaign, just like everyone around her.
“I also believe that, deep in her heart, she hoped that she and Ted would reconcile once they were in the White House,” observed Marcia Chellis, “that he would so appreciate all she had done for him during the campaign and be so happy with her at his side that he would want to do anything to reunite the family. As angry as she was at him, I always believed that if he had at least tried, Joan would have still wanted to save the marriage and transform it into the happy union they were trying so hard to convince the press existed between them.”
Adds Richard Burke, “But most of the press didn’t buy the happy marriage bit, anyway. With the heavy scrutiny they would have gotten as First Couple, this huge deception was bound to be revealed. Looking back, there was a certain amount of total unreality within the bubble in which we were running the campaign.”
“[Joan’s doctor] Hawthorne didn’t think any of this was at all good for Joan,” continues Burke. “In time, as he more fully understood what was going on and what Joan was setting herself up for, he became very unsupportive of Ted’s campaign, of Joan’s White House fantasies, the whole bit. But no one—least of all Ted and Joan—was willing to listen to him. We all had our eyes set on the White House, no matter what.”
EMK’s Candidacy: Not Meant to Be
Throughout the campaign, Ted Kennedy seemed troubled, distracted, and ill at ease. He was never able to pull himself together, which was clear from the erratic nature of his speeches and television appearances. Try as he might, he also couldn’t avoid sweets and liquor, and continued to pack on the pounds. He always seemed out of breath and appeared to be unhealthy and unhappy.
At the time that the senator announced his intention, he was leading two-to-one in the polls. But during the months to come, Ted would fall behind President Carter and never regain the lead. Not only had Chappaquiddick not been forgotten, but times had changed. The country was moving away from the Kennedys’ brand of liberalism. Also, Ted never seemed to be either prepared or in control, and the resulting gaffes eroded his image. “We should expedite the synfuels program through the process of expediting,” he said in one speech. “We must face the problems we are facing as we have always faced the problems we have faced,” he said in another, as his speechwriters looked at one another with stricken expressions.
Also, to his detriment, the “Joan Problem” was never really solved. Whenever reporters looked at his wife standing at his side beaming, they couldn’t help but think of Ted’s questionable character—a line of thinking that inevitably pointed them right back to Chappaquiddick.
Perhaps to his credit, it was difficult for Ted to completely lie about the state of his marriage, though he tried.
“We have had our problems, and we’re working them out,” Ted said, not too convincingly. For the most part, Ted barely looked at Joan when they were in public together, often embarrassing her by walking away while the cameras were rolling, or when she was in the middle of a sentence. He displayed no warmth toward her whatsoever. Joan, ironically, was better able to act the part of a happy wife if called upon to do so. However, the “act” bothered her. In truth, according to those who know her best, Joan couldn’t stand to be in the same room with this man who had betrayed her so many times.
One close friend tells this story: “Joan and Ted were doing a photo session for a newspaper, and the photographer was saying things like, ‘Look at her with love, Ted. Now, hold her hand. Now, Joan, hug Ted.’ He was trying to get that great shot. Joan was fine with all of it, but Ted was less eager, acting wooden and distant the whole time. Joan apologized for Ted, saying, ‘Oh, he has such a headache, what with this schedule.’ But afterward, when the photographer left, Joan lit into Ted. Raw emotion erupted from her. She called him a bastard and said, ‘I’m trying. The least you can do is the same. Do you think it helps my sobriety to lie like this? I’m supposed to be honest about every aspect of my life, and so this is real hard for me, Ted.’ She was very angry, and just went on and on. Before she stormed out, she said, ‘If we make it into the White House, all I can say is, God help us both. Some President and First Lady we’re going to make… we can’t even hold hands…. What a farce.’ ”
By the end of the summer of 1980, Ted was lagging badly in all the polls; a New York Times/CBS poll showed that 24 percent of the Democrats polled would not vote for him under any circumstances because of “the character issue.” The Kennedy camp tried everything, even trotting Jackie out for a fund-raiser at Regis College in Westin, Massachusetts, and having Ethel star in a campaign commercial during which she sang Ted’s praises as a surrogate father to her children. It didn’t matter. While Ted seemed to fail at his venture, Joan was a smashing success at hers.
At every stop along the way, Joan could feel the difference in the way people looked at her. By attending regular meetings of Alcoholics Anonymous, Women for Sobriety, and other support groups, she had managed to remain sober throughout the entire campaign. It wasn’t easy. “I don’t know how many times she told me she needed a drink,” said one friend of hers. “Sometimes, she would shake. It was a physical addiction as well as an emotional one. But she did it, by God. She sure did stay sober.”
Now Joan Kennedy radiated nothing but good health; her attitude was enthusiastic and positive. The courage and strength she exhibited, and the fact that she seemed to be conquering her demons, all worked to redesign Joan’s image. Marcia Chellis remembered: “[Joan’s] successful struggle to overcome alcoholism and her decision to live her life for herself had made a difference in the lives of others. One evening in Helena, Montana, when she walked up the long center aisle of the Shrine Temple to meet Vice President Mondale, the entire audience rose to its feet in applause and cheers.”
Joan was greeted with great enthusiasm everywhere she went. When she gave a speech about the Equal Rights Amendment at the Parker House, the response was overwhelmingly positive.
After all she had been through to forge her own identity within the Kennedy family (or as Jackie told her long ago, “Build a life for yourself within this Kennedy world”), Joan told her audience that she now understood and related to the women’s movement. She once thought of it as for “other women,” she said, “but no more.” During her speech, Joan discussed some of the issues facing working mothers, and called for an end to economic and social injustices facing women. She ended her speech by saying in a strong, authoritative voice, “I know that one of my husband’s top priorities is to see that the Equal Rights Amendment becomes at last the twenty-seventh amendment to the Constitution. And I know that if Ted is elected President, I will commit myself to the ongoing struggle for women’s equality with everything I have and everything I am.”
Afterward, Joan shook hands with members of the audience—mostly young and very appreciative, mostly female but some male—for an hour or so. For years, she had craved affection and intimacy—just the touch of another person other than her children so that she could perhaps feel cherished and safe—and so the acceptance shown by these kinds of crowds on the campaign circuit was fulfilling in many ways. Joan found a great comfort in their acceptance of her, in the way they held on for a second longer than appropriate when shaking her hand, in the way they enveloped her with their arms in an embrace of approval. It all meant more to Joan Kennedy than her fans would probably ever know.
By August, Joan was tired of running in and out of limousines and being shouted at by anxious Secret Service men to “step on it,” yet she rarely complained. She felt strong and in control, though she knew Ted’s campaign was in deep trouble, especially when, during a trip to Alabama, she saw someone holding a placard saying “How Can You Rescue the Country When You Couldn’t Even Rescue Mary Jo.” After Ted gave a speech at Columbia University, he and his contingent drove down 114th Street—Fraternity Row—and blaring from one of the windows as if to greet the motorcade were the strains of Simon and Garfunkel’s “Bridge Over Troubled Waters,” as an intentional and unkind ode to Chappaquiddick.
“There was no fighting it,” observed Frank Mankiewicz, Bobby’s former press representative who also advised Ted from time to time during the campaign. “The sentiment against him was too strong. We all knew it. We knew it going in, but we just hoped that maybe… maybe… But it wasn’t meant to be.”
The decision was made by Ted to bow out of the race. He didn’t really have much choice; his candidacy was roundly rejected by the delegates. Joan was never consulted, even though so many of her hopes and dreams for the future would be dashed by Ted’s choice.
In fact, by the time Ted finally withdrew his candidacy in August at the Democratic Convention at Madison Square Garden—on the same stage where Marilyn Monroe had sung “Happy Birthday” to his brother eighteen years earlier—he had left behind a Democratic political landscape of scorched earth that had created great divisiveness within his own party, and which some say aided in Ronald Reagan’s election. But in his hour of defeat, he spoke with an eloquence that banished for a moment all the shadows on the Kennedy legend. It would be the speech of a lifetime for Ted Kennedy, evoking what his brothers had come to mean for many Americans of their generation.
“May it be said of our party in 1980 that we found our faith again,” he intoned, a look of total defiance and determination on his face. “And may it be said of us both in dark passages and bright days, in the words of Tennyson that my brothers quoted and loved, and that have special meaning for me now: ‘I am a part of all that I have met, too much is taken, much abides, that which we are, we are. One equal temper of heroic hearts, strong in will, to strive, to seek, to find, and not to yield.’ ”
A teary-eyed Joan came forward on cue and stood at Ted’s side, as did their three children, Kara, Ted Jr., and Patrick. “For me, a few hours ago, this campaign came to an end,” concluded Ted, the last Kennedy of his generation. “For all those whose cares have been our concern, the work goes on, the cause endures, the hope still lives, and the dream shall never die.”
As the family was enveloped by applause, Joan put her arm around Ted’s neck. Their heads close together, they faced the assembly smiling, Ted with his arm around her waist. “It was the closest I had ever seen them,” recalled Marcia Chellis, who watched with great emotion from a far-away balcony. As everyone clapped and stomped their approval, Ted embraced his wife warmly. She melted into his arms. The family smiled and waved at their supporters and detractors, all of whom were by now standing and cheering—thousands of people in blue-and-white hats waving hundreds of blue-and-white Kennedy placards as similarly colored balloons floated in the air—for one final farewell, a send-off to Ted Kennedy, a twenty-three-minute standing ovation. “For an instant,” recalled Richard Burke, “Camelot was revisited.”
While Ted’s and Joan’s appearance at the 1980 convention was one of its greatest moments, the most memorable and significant occurrence to many was the petty and divisive behavior Ted displayed on the podium when he absolutely refused to join hands with Jimmy Carter before the assembly.
In years to come, other Kennedys would share the dream and take their chances in public life. But on that evening in Madison Square Garden, the quest for the Presidency had finally come to an end for the sons of Joseph P. Kennedy.
Afterward, there was a party at the Waldorf-Astoria, where the family was staying. Joan seemed happy and relieved. As she spoke to supporters, Ted sidled over to her and invited her to lunch the next day. He wanted to thank her for all she had done, and maybe talk about their future. Joan looked at him suspiciously for a moment, but since she was in the company of others she smiled, reached for his hand, and said, “I would love to have lunch with you tomorrow, of course!” After a few hours, the gathering broke up and Joan retired, alone, to her suite in the hotel.
The morning after Ted Kennedy dropped out of the race, Joan awakened to find her picture on the front page of the New York Times, kissing her estranged husband as they left the podium during the convention. Ethel telephoned Joan in New York that morning, as did Eunice, Pat, Jean, and a few other friends and relatives. Everyone who called complimented Joan on her perseverance during the campaign, even Ethel, who told her, “Kiddo, I feel so bad. But there’s always 1984!”
From Jackie, Joan also received a telegram with a decidedly positive—and maybe even prophetic—message: “All’s well that ends well.”
“After it was over, I think Joan felt what we all felt,” said Richard Burke, “which was ‘What the hell was I thinking? What the hell did I just do?’ It had all been so unrealistic. It was like waking up from a bad dream with a hangover.”
The only one who had not said a word of thanks or encouragement had been the one whose opinion had always mattered, and maddeningly so, Ted.
Joan seemed lost in thought when Marcia Chellis arrived to help her dress for her lunch date with Ted. All else had failed, she realized, but perhaps she could still salvage her marriage. “She held out hope that maybe this lunch with him might be the beginning of a new relationship with her husband,” said Chellis. “I think that, in all of the hysteria, she had even started to believe the illusion set by the campaign that he actually cared about her. She left for lunch with Ted with a great sense of expectation.”
Accompanied by Secret Service agents, Ted and Joan lunched at The Box restaurant. One of the agents recalls, “It was a madhouse. There were reporters everywhere. Ted didn’t say two words to Joan. He barely looked at her. She sat there, picked at her salad, and tried to smile as photographers shot pictures. Afterward, as I helped push her through the crowd, she was furious. ‘That bastard,’ she said, looking at Ted. ‘He set this thing up as a photo opportunity, didn’t he?’ She looked at me as if I had an answer. I didn’t. But it sure looked like she was right. He just wanted the little wife by his side for the press.”
The next evening, Joan and Ted hosted a party at their home in McLean, and then they were to fly to Hyannis Port. “Ted and I should have a chance to talk things over on Squaw Island,” Joan told Marcia Chellis, hopefully.
The party in McLean was a success. While Joan was dancing with a Secret Service agent, Ted tapped her on the shoulder to tell her that it was time to go to the airport and catch a plane to Hyannis Port. They rushed to the airport, and while on the plane, Ted seemed relaxed and happy to be with his wife, though he never mentioned her work on his campaign. Suddenly they were landing, much too soon and not in Massachusetts. Much to Joan’s surprise, the aircraft touched down on Montauk Point in Long Island.
“Okay, Joan, see ya later,” Ted said, kissing her on the forehead. “And, oh yeah. Thanks a lot,” he added as he got up and walked away. Joan bore the cruelty of it all without a word or sound of protest, just a look of dismay. Through the small, circular window she watched her husband disembark from the aircraft and gather his luggage. Her stunned gaze followed him as he walked to a waiting car and got in. He was driven off into the night.
Joan was flown onward to Hyannis Port, alone. Later she would learn that Ted had ordered that his yacht, the Curraugh, be sailed in from the Cape and be waiting for him in the harbor. From there, accompanied by a female guest, Ted went sailing in the Caribbean to unwind from his grueling campaign experience.
While on her flight from Long Island to Hyannis Port, as Joan would later tell it, something inside of her was “adjusted.” As she gazed out at the vastness dotted with heavenly stars, the possibility of her life suddenly seemed as wide open as the soft, engulfing darkness. Another world awaited her. It was not the manic, almost unnatural one inhabited by the Kennedys, but one that perhaps made more sense, populated by reasonable-thinking, “normal” people. Maybe it was for this world that she had been destined before becoming derailed so many years ago, on that day when Ted came to speak at Manhattanville College. Perhaps she would be the only one of the sisters-in-law to escape by her own volition; Jackie and Ethel certainly had no choice after the deaths of their husbands, though she often wondered whether they would ever have ended their marriages had those tragedies not occurred. Joan did have a choice—it could be argued that she had it all along, though she didn’t seem to know it—and now she seemed ready to make a decision.
Joan would remember years later that as she assessed her past and wondered about the future, a sense of tranquillity washed over her. Ted’s abandonment that evening in Long Island was truly a defining moment. With astonishing clarity she could now see the man she had known for the last twenty years for who he really was, not what she wanted him to be or hoped he would one day become. Clearly, the senator would never change. As a politician he had always been without peer—at least in her view. As a suitor he had been irresistible. As a lover, generous and caring. But as a husband, he’d been intolerable. It no longer mattered to Joan. There was no anger, resentment, or judgment, as she would tell it, just a certain sadness about all of the wasted years, “and a sense of relief, like exhaling,” she recalled, “because, finally, I got it. I got it.”
Once she landed in Hyannis Port, Joan Kennedy knew what she had to do.
Postscript: Jackie, Ethel, and Joan after Camelot
The official announcement was made on January 21, 1981: Ted and Joan Kennedy were divorcing. Barbara Gibson was in the servants’ dining room of the Palm Beach estate with Rose when Ted called his mother to tell her the news before it hit the press. “Oh, really?” Gibson heard Rose ask her son, with great interest. “Well, is there someone else?”
Before making her decision, Joan discussed her intention with Jackie Kennedy Onassis, which was appropriate considering that she had depended on Jackie’s counsel about Ted’s unfaithfulness for more than twenty years. The two women spent four hours discussing the state of Joan’s marriage and her future.
“I’m so sorry,” Jackie told Joan, according to what she would later recall, “because now I feel that I should have told you to do this fifteen years ago. I just didn’t know back then what we know today.” Jackie said she felt “terrible” about the way Joan’s marriage had turned out.
Joan acknowledged that Jackie had always been one of the few people she could depend upon when she needed help. But Jackie said that she now wished she had advised Joan to divorce Ted years earlier instead of telling her to learn to live with his unfaithfulness, “then maybe you wouldn’t have gotten so sick.” She was apparently referring to Joan’s alcoholism.
“I couldn’t have done it, anyway,” Joan observed. “Times were so different. We did the best we could back then, though, didn’t we?”
“We sure did,” Jackie agreed. “With what we had to work with, anyway.”
The two former sisters-in-law shared a laugh. Then the ever-practical Jackie recommended that Joan be represented by her New York attorney, Alexander Forger. Joan took her up on the offer.
Before she hung up, Jackie said, “My wish for you, Joan, is that you are always surrounded by people who love you, no matter what—without hesitation or condition.” Jackie’s words so touched her sister-in-law that Joan cried upon hanging up the phone.
Later Joan would recall, “Back then, I probably couldn’t have taken Jackie’s advice if she had suggested divorce, which she never would have done. There was so much to consider. The times were different, I was Catholic, we had children, not to mention Ted’s career. Nowadays, women have choices. Back then, we had few.”
Longing to expand her horizons, Joan continued her education and later, in 1981, received a Master’s in Education from Lesley College. “I didn’t know after all that drinking if I had any brain cells left,” she joked to one writer. Her estranged husband was present for the ceremony, as were her three devoted children, and, much to the amazement of many observers, he seemed proud of her. “I want the personal credibility that little piece of paper gives me,” Joan said at the time. “Now that I have that, I’m no longer just Joan Kennedy.”
For Joan, as for many alcoholics, her sobriety would not be easy to maintain. Joan would have several relapses in the years after the 1980 campaign, including a particularly embarrassing setback in the summer of 1988 when, while vacationing in Hyannis Port, she crashed her Buick Regal into a chain-link fence, narrowly missing a woman crossing the road. Russell Goering, who was vacationing at a rented house, witnessed the accident: “When I approached the car, she was slumped down against the door on the driver’s side. She was very thin and looked sick. Her face was deathly white and her pupils were really dilated. She looked like a whipped dog, with no spirit at all.” After seeing what occurred, five local youngsters came to Joan’s aid. One of them locked her keys in the car’s trunk so that she wouldn’t be able to do any further driving. Joan, whose license was suspended following a similar offense in 1974, was arrested for drunk driving.
All throughout the 1980s Joan would find herself in a series of drug and alcohol abuse centers as she waged her battle against alcoholism, with the media as her watchdog, nipping at her heels every uncertain step along the way.
Joan’s last relapse was in 1992. With floundering times then behind her, she began building block by block a sturdy foundation for her future, as she once explained. Some of the blocks were marked “I’ll never drink again,” others, “I’ll live a good and fulfilling life.” They interlocked; they were interdependent. Never again, she believed, would one stand without the other. Never again would she waste another moment under the influence of anything other than the exhilaration she felt at finally overcoming her illness. “I couldn’t believe how hard it was to stop,” says Joan, who has not had a drink in eight years. “Alcoholism is a baffler. God knows, toward the end of my drinking, talk about being enslaved.”
Today, sixty-two-year-old Joan Kennedy writes in a letter dated November 8, 1998, of the joy she experiences daily, “spending a lot of my time with my four grandchildren and enjoying my part-time job as chairperson of Boston’s Cultural Council and serving on the board of directors of four great Boston institutions. I am blessed with many dear friends whom I have known since my college days, and I still play the piano or narrate with orchestras for a favorite charity,” she concludes. “Fortunately, I am well and happy in this present stage of my life.”
Joan remains close to her three children, Kara, now thirty-nine, Ted Jr., thirty-seven, and Patrick, thirty-two. Patrick went on to follow his father’s example in becoming a politician, as a congressional representative from Rhode Island. With a note of facetiousness, Joan says she will write her memoirs when “I’m about ninety years old, because only then will I feel safe about writing everything turthfully. I don’t want to speak about a lot of what took place. I have to think about my children.”
Ted Kennedy is, as of this writing, in his sixth full term as a Democratic senator from Massachusetts. A passionate advocate of liberal causes such as universal health care and gun control, Ted has, over the years, earned great admiration as a leader in the United States Senate. He is credited with raising the minimum wage and reforming campaign finance laws. “He’s one of the most effective senators of this century,” observes Senate Minority Leader Tom Daschle.
In July 1992, Ted married the former Victoria Reggie, a Washington, D.C., lawyer eighteen years Joan’s junior. In what some observers felt was a cruel twist of fate, considering all that Joan Kennedy had endured as a Kennedy wife, Ted had their twenty-three-year marriage annulled so that he could marry Reggie in the Catholic Church. In effect, he invalidated his very union to Joan Kennedy in the eyes of the Church, so that he could move forward with his life.
According to one priest in the Boston diocese, Ted’s annulment was granted for “lack of due discretion,” a term which covers cases in which a person had wed in the Catholic Church but did not fully understand the nature and responsibilities of the sacred commitment. The standard is also used for purposes of annulment when one of the spouses was addicted to drugs or alcohol and could not live up to the requirements of the union. After the annulment, Ted took Communion at his mother’s Funeral Mass in 1995.
Joan’s feelings about the annulment of her marriage are unknown; she simply refuses to discuss it. As a result of years of therapy, reflection, and self-examination, she says that she has managed to move from her old self through a new self, to, finally, her true self—a woman who fully embraces who she is and the life she has lived, both the good and the bad. She has no need to explain any of it to anyone; there will be no further People magazine cover stories touting her liberation from alcoholism and a bad marriage. Indeed, with no more false smiles needed for the purpose of Kennedy family public relations, Joan is now free to simply not say anything at all, if that is her choice.
Joan Bennett Kennedy sees her former husband, Ted Kennedy, from time to time and reunites with him every Thanksgiving and Christmas for the sake of her children and grandchildren.
The years after Ted Kennedy’s unsuccessful bid for the Presidency in 1980 were not easy ones for Ethel Kennedy. In 1983, her son Bobby was arrested and pleaded guilty to possession of heroin. He was sentenced to two years’ probation. Then a tragedy occurred in 1984 when another son, twenty-eight-year-old David, was found dead in a Palm Beach hotel from a heroin overdose. At the age of twelve, David had watched his own father’s assassination on television and, as has been repeatedly reported, never really recovered. “Nobody ever talked to me about my father’s death,” he told Peter Collier and David Horowitz, authors of the book The Kennedys: An American Drama, a year before his death. “To this day in fact, my mother has never talked to me about it.”
In January 1998, Ethel Kennedy endured still another tragedy when her thirty-nine-year-old son Michael was killed in a skiing accident. Michael, married to Frank Gifford’s daughter Vicki, had been accused of improper relations with his children’s teenage baby-sitter. Just as the uproar was fading, his life was suddenly taken on the wintry slopes in a perilous—and typically Kennedyesque—game of touch football on skis. Shortly after David’s death, Ethel’s brother, Jim Skakel, died from a painful kidney disease. Later that year, she was faced with the thirtieth anniversary of Bobby’s assassination. Somehow, though, her deep religious convictions have continued to sustain Ethel Kennedy, which seems the greatest miracle of all.
While Jackie was supportive of Joan’s divorce, Ethel was not. No matter the circumstances, she did not understand why Joan would not want to remain a Kennedy. Ethel talked about the divorce on the telephone to friends and relatives, saying that her sister-in-law should have just been grateful to still have a Kennedy husband in her life, despite the problems he presented. “I don’t have one anymore, and neither does Jackie,” she told one confidante. Ethel claimed to not understand what it was that Ted had done to Joan that she should “treat him so spitefully.” She felt that Bobby’s brother had served Joan as well as any Kennedy husband had ever served his wife, which certainly wasn’t saying much (though no one would dare tell Ethel so). It had been enough for her. It had been enough for Jackie. Why not Joan?
Today, Ethel’s surviving children, all of whom had troubled childhoods, are an impressive brood who have gone on to fulfilling and respectable adult lives, some in public service: Kathleen, forty-eight, is Lieutenant-Governor of Maryland; Joe, forty-seven, after a congressional career, is now the head of Citizen’s Energy, a nonprofit organization that provides home heating oil to low-income families in Massachusetts; Bobby, forty-six, is founder of New York’s Pace University environmental law program; Mary Courtney, forty-three, is a homemaker with her husband, Paul Hill, the Irish independence activist; Mary Kerry, forty, is presently writing a book and is the wife of HUD Secretary Andrew Cuomo; Christopher, thirty-six, is vice president of the Kennedy family’s Chicago Merchandise Mart; Matthew Maxwell, thirty-five, now a teacher at Boston College, is the former District Attorney in the Juvenile Crime Unit of the Philadelphia prosecutor’s office and also the editor of Make Gentle the Life of This World, a book of poems loved by his father, as well as other written tributes to the late Bobby; Douglas, thirty-two, is a cable television news reporter; and Rory, thirty-one, is a documentary filmmaker.
In 1999, seventy-one-year-old Ethel Kennedy was asked, at a ceremony marking the eightieth birthday of John Fitzgerald Kennedy, about her ambitions at this time in her life. “A long life, to watch my children grow,” she quickly answered, with a warm smile. “I have the most precious gift of all… my family.”
Jacqueline Bouvier, Ethel Skakel, and Joan Bennett probably would not have known each other except that they had happened to marry sons of Joseph P. and Rose Kennedy. Though their relationships with each other encompassed a wide range of human emotions over the years—from jealousy, compassion, indifference, and anger to joy and triumph—they shared a unique history, forever joined as sisters-in-law, and as Kennedys. Though they lived a privileged existence, one that many on the outside viewed as a surreal fantasy, the irony is that they were really just everyday women—sisters, wives, and mothers—who often found themselves desperately attempting to make some sense of troubled, turbulent lives.
Jackie, who always somehow expressed the appropriate sentiment, once made an observation about her life that seems fitting in describing not only her personal experiences but also those of her sisters-in-law Ethel and Joan. “I have been through a lot and have suffered a great deal,” she said, her words evoking painful memories and quick flashes of the past. “But I have had lots of happy moments, as well. Every moment one lives is different from the other. The good, the bad, hardship, the joy, the tragedy, love and happiness are all interwoven into one single, indescribable whole that is called life. You cannot separate the good and the bad,” concluded this woman of Camelot, who certainly had encountered her share of both. “And perhaps there is no need to do so, either.”
Sadly, Jacqueline Bouvier Kennedy Onassis passed away on Thursday, May 19, 1994, after a brief but painful battle with the swiftly moving cancer non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma. Because she had always taken such exceptional care of herself—dieting, swimming, jogging, riding her horses—and had enjoyed good health nearly all her life, her illness seemed incomprehensible. (The worst ailment she had previously faced was a persistent sinus inflammation in the winter of 1962.) She described her feelings of pride at the way she had taken care of herself as “a kind of hubris,” when she spoke to Arthur Schlesinger about her surprising sickness. She was determined to beat the cancer, however, as she wrote to friends.
The last of more than forty years of correspondence to Lady Bird Johnson is not dated, but it seems to have been written in February 1994, just after the terrible news of Jackie’s illness was confirmed to a shocked public by Jackie’s longtime spokeswoman, Nancy Tuckerman, in the New York Times. The years had never diminished the deep fondness Jackie and Lady Bird felt for one another, and Jackie still considered her successor in the White House a close friend; she had hosted Lady Bird at her Martha’s Vineyard home just six months earlier. Whereas Jackie’s handwriting was ordinarily a perfect backhand, the penmanship in her last letter to Lady Bird seemed unsteady, perhaps a result of the many anticancer drugs she was taking, which were almost as debilitating as the illness itself.
The always optimistic Jackie wrote to her elderly friend that everything in her life was going well, and that she looked forward to seeing her “in the Vineyard again next summer.” She signed the note, “Much love, Jackie.” (Apparently, Jackie passed to her married daughter [to Edwin Schlossberg], Caroline, her penchant for letter-writing. She would write personal notes to all of those friends of her mother who attended the funeral, including Lady Bird, whom she thanked for “coming to New York to wish my mother farewell.”)
Though the weather was gloomy and drizzling the evening Jackie died, it was a glorious, spring morning—warm and sunny—on the day of Jackie’s funeral. Seven hundred attendees began arriving at 8:30 A.M. to go through a series of security checks before they could enter St. Ignatius Loyola Roman Catholic Church at the corner of Park Avenue and 84th Street in New York. The mourners had been called by phone or had received hand-delivered notices.
John F. Kennedy, Jr., said the family wanted the funeral to reflect his mother’s essence, “her love of words, the bonds of home and family, and her spirit of adventure.”
(Perhaps the only blessing of Jackie’s death was that she would not have to experience the terrible grief she no doubt would have suffered when John was killed after the private plane he was piloting plummeted into the Atlantic Ocean. John and his wife of nearly five years, Caroline Bessette [whom Jackie had never met], and her sister Lauren, were on their way to Ethel Kennedy’s home on the Cape to attend the wedding ceremony of her daughter Rory—the child with whom Ethel was pregnant when Bobby was assassinated. John, Caroline, and Lauren were all buried at sea on July 22, 1999, which was, coincidentally, the anniversary of Rose Kennedy’s birthday.)
In accordance with Jackie’s wishes for privacy, no television cameras were allowed in the church, though an audio feed was transmitted by speakers to the 4,000 people who waited outside behind police barriers, and to the media. The service began promptly at 10:00 A.M., with John Jr. reading Chapter 25 from the Book of Isaiah. Ted gave the eulogy. Caroline read the poem “Cape Cod,” by Edna St. Vincent Millay, an evocative reminder of the place that was so identified with the Kennedy family. Perhaps the most moving was New York diamond merchant Maurice Tempelsman’s reading of “Ithaka,” a celebration of Odysseus’ voyage by the Greek poet Constantine Peter Cavafy. At the end of the poem, Tempelsman added his own personal and emotional sentiments about Jackie.
A portly, balding diamond merchant, Tempelsman had always seemed an unlikely companion for a woman who had so epitomized style and grace, yet he had been her friend and lover for more than ten years. He had lived with Jackie since the early eighties, and he and his wife of thirty years, Lily, never legally divorced, though his wife did grant him an Orthodox Jewish divorce. They had three children.
Sixty-four-year-old Tempelsman’s friendship with Jackie began after Aristotle Onassis’s death, when Jackie turned to him for investment advice. His astute handling of her affairs would quadruple her worth after 1975, eventually leaving her with a fortune estimated at $200 million at her death, the bulk of which would go to John and Caroline. (Interestingly, Jackie made no provision for her sister Lee in her will, “because I have already done so during my lifetime.”) Jackie and Maurice began dating in 1981. “Jack was a politician, and he was busy. Need I say more?” said Paris attorney Samuel Pisar, a family friend. “With Onassis, she was a trophy. Tempelsman didn’t look on her as a trophy.”
“M.T.,” as Maurice was called by Jackie’s family, spoke fluent French and was also a collector of African art. He did not place any demands on Jackie, and she reciprocated. Throughout the years, Jackie’s consort treated her with respect and dignity. He was with her in her living room to lend emotional support when she broke the devastating news of her cancer to John Jr. and Caroline. Tempelsman was the kind of man she deserved to have in her life after so much disappointment in relationships and so much personal growth.
When asked by David Wise, author and White House correspondent during the Kennedy administration, if she might one day write her memoirs, Jackie said that it would probably never happen. For her, a book editor at Doubleday in the last years of her life, it was a matter of perspective and objectivity. People change, she noted, and the person she might have written about thirty years earlier “is not the same person today. The imagination takes over. When Isak Dinesen wrote Out of Africa, she left out how badly her husband had treated her,” Jackie observed. “She created a new past, in effect.”
Now Camelot was just a distant dream, its Queen being laid to rest, her life’s history as a woman and national treasure left to biographers and historians to analyze and explain. Ironically, if it had been left up to Jackie, she too might well have “created a new past,” much as she did when Jack was murdered. Image and fantasy had always played major roles in the house of Kennedy, and never was that more true than in the way Jackie wished her relationship to Jack be remembered.
The people who were invited to say good-bye at St. Ignatius Loyola were a varied crowd. As well as friends not in the public eye, there were also those present who were famous enough to be instantly recognized—such as a feeble Lady Bird Johnson, using a cane and barely seeming able to walk with the help of an assistant, and the present First Lady, Hillary Rodham Clinton—as well as close family, such as her sister Lee Radziwill (married to stage and screen director Herbert Ross since 1988). Except for the Kennedy matriarch, Rose, who was almost 104 years old and in failing health (and was never even told of Jackie’s death), the Kennedy family was all there—those who were born Kennedys and those, like Joan and Ethel, who became Kennedys by the sacrament of marriage. Even though Jackie had remarried, she was still considered a Kennedy, evidenced by the fact that she would be laid to rest next to Jack in the immaculately tended velvet lawns of Arlington National Cemetery. The name of the late Aristotle Onassis was never mentioned by any speaker during the service. Though Ethel was a widow and Joan divorced, as far as the public was concerned they were indelibly and permanently part of the Kennedy family as well.
Jackie and Joan had drifted apart after Joan’s divorce simply because their experiences had taken different paths, a natural order of events in the lives of busy women whose own children have children upon whom they begin to focus. In the last couple of years, though, Jackie and Joan became close once again.
In 1992, Joan parlayed her talent and interest in classical music into a book, The Joy of Classical Music: A Guide for You and Your Family, which was published by Doubleday and edited by Jackie. Joan frequently found herself in New York for meetings with her editor about the work, and over a two-year period Joan had many visits with Jackie in her New York office and over lunch. “We talked not only about the book, but about everything,” Joan would later recall to First Lady historian Carl Sferrazza Anthony. “We congratulated ourselves on how well our children turned out—and said we hoped we had something to do with it. Here we were, things were so different, but through all the changes, we were still sisters-in-law.”
“May you always have your beautiful family around you,” Jackie had told Joan one day before they parted company. “That’s everything, you know.”
Outside the church, after the Mass, Joan walked over to Ethel, who was speaking to someone else. As soon as Ethel saw her, she reached out and took both of her sister-in-law’s hands into her own. The two spoke privately for a few moments before finally embracing. “Now, you be sure to call me,” Ethel was heard to say as Joan walked away. “Oh, I will,” Joan said, with a weak smile. “And we’ll have lunch.” Ethel smiled, seeming eager to see Joan once again, soon.
As a result of Jackie’s death, Ethel probably couldn’t help but reminisce about the good times as well as the bad that she and her sisters-in-law had shared over a nearly forty-year-long relationship. Friends and relatives say that she was truly distraught by what had happened to Jackie. Just five weeks earlier, Jackie had called Ethel to acknowledge her sixty-sixth birthday. According to what Ethel later recalled, the two shared a laugh when Ethel complained, “I feel more like ninety-six.” Jackie responded by saying, “Well, if you ask me, you don’t look a day over fifty-six.”
“If Ethel had only been able to discuss it with her, she would have been surprised to know that Jackie had actually loved her all of those years without reservation,” said Joan Braden, who had been a close friend of both women since the early sixties. “Jackie once told me, ‘There are certain people you love despite everything else, just because you know they’re being so completely true to who they really are. In my life, Ethel Kennedy is one of those people.’ The tragedy is that, like most of us, I think Jackie and Ethel always thought they had more time to reach an understanding. But, as it always does, time just slipped away.”
One of Ethel’s sons, who asked not to be identified, says that his mother took solace in the fact that she had attempted to set matters straight with Jackie. “When she visited Aunt Jackie the day she died, she told her how much she loved her,” he says, “and how much she had always meant to her, no matter their differences. However, she said that she wasn’t sure that Aunt Jackie understood what she was saying, or if she was even awake. My mother was devastated when she died. I don’t think she ever thought it possible that Aunt Jackie would not be here.”
“Oh, I’m sure that Ethel was bereft,” says Barbara Gibson. “As contentious as their relationship was from time to time, I still think Jackie meant a lot to her and for many reasons, not the least of which is that Jackie was one of the last links to mythical Camelot. They also both experienced the nightmare of witnessing their husbands—brothers—murdered in very much the same truly horrible way. That’s bond they would share, no matter what happened between them.”
Leah Mason says that she heard through her connections to the Kennedy family that Ethel was on the verge of collapsing after hearing of Jackie’s death. While she wasn’t present to witness Ethel’s grief, she says, “One of Ethel’s friends called me to ask if I still had contact with Ethel. I don’t. I haven’t seen her in many years. They wanted to know if I was close enough to the Kennedys to go to the reception at Hickory Hill for Jackie, and said that Ethel was much too distraught that day to extend invitations. As she gets older, these Kennedy tragedies are harder for her to take. I didn’t feel it appropriate for me to attend any gathering since it had ended so badly between Ethel and me. But I wasn’t surprised that she was grieving so terribly. I always felt that losing Jackie would be extremely difficult for Ethel.”
At the reception hosted by the family at Hickory Hill after Jackie’s burial, Ethel began to cry when speaking of Jackie to Ted in front of a few startled friends. Some observers were surprised at Ethel’s emotional display because, as it has been said by those presumptuous enough to think they would know such things, Ethel Kennedy ordinarily never cried. Or, as her husband, Bobby, once decreed, “Kennedys don’t cry.” It’s true that, more often than not, Ethel’s eyes showed only the merest flicker of emotion in times of extreme sadness. However, on that afternoon, tears came to Ethel’s eyes, perhaps for all that had existed between her and her sister-in-law Jackie.
“I wonder if she knew how much I…” Ethel began. She left her sentence hanging. When Ted embraced his deceased brother’s wife, she buried her face in his shoulder. After a few moments she forced a smile and, dabbing tears from her eyes, she quipped, “Oh, my! How Jackie would love this!”
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It would be impossible—and impractical, given space limitations—to cite paragraph by paragraph how these Oral Histories were used; they were that important in the general shaping of this work. However, anyone interested in reading the Oral Histories should avail himself of that opportunity by contacting the John Fitzgerald Kennedy Library in Boston.
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Rev. John Cavanaugh, Kennedy family friend, associate, Roman Catholic priest, University of Notre Dame; Barbara J. Coleman, journalist, White House press aide, member of Robert Kennedy’s Senate staff, and presidential campaign aide; Peter Cronin, reporter, United Press International; (Cardinal) Richard Cushing, Roman Catholic Archbishop of Boston.
Andrew Dazzi, journalist, Boston Globe; Margaret Dixon, journalist, managing editor, Baton Rouge Morning Advocate; Angier Biddle Duke, chief of protocol, White House and State Department; Frederick Dutton, special assistant to President Kennedy.
John English, New York political figure, political aide to Robert F. Kennedy (interview conducted for the RFK Oral History Project); Rowland Evans, journalist, New York Herald Tribune, syndicated columnist.
Paul B. Fay, Jr., friend of President Kennedy and undersecretary of the Navy; Richard Flood, friend and classmate of Joseph P. Kennedy, Jr., at Harvard and worker for John F. Kennedy’s congressional and Senate campaigns; Edward Folliard, journalist, Washington Post; Hugh Fraser, Kennedy family friend and associate.
Edward Gallagher, Kennedy family friend; Elizabeth Gatov (interview conducted by the Women in Politics Oral History Project, University of California, Berkeley); Dun Gifford, legislative assistant to Senator Edward M. Kennedy, national presidential campaign assistant to Robert F. Kennedy, staff member, secretary’s office, Department of Housing and Urban Development (interview conducted for the RFK Oral History Project); Roswell Gilpatrick, deputy secretary of Defense; John Glenn, Project Mercury astronaut; Grace DeMonaco, Princess of Monaco; Katherine Graham, publisher, Washington Post (interview conducted by the Lyndon Baines Johnson Library); Edith Green (interview conducted for the RFK Oral History Project); Jeff Greenfield, legislative assistant to Robert F. Kennedy, member of Robert F. Kennedy’s presidential campaign staff (interview conducted for the RFK Oral History Project); Josephine Grennan, Irish cousin of John F. Kennedy; Michael Gretchen, West Virginia labor leader; Charles E. Guggenheim, film producer, political media consultant for Robert Kennedy’s Senate campaign and presidential campaign, producer of RFK Remembered (1968) (interview conducted for the RFK Oral History Project); Edwin O. Guthman, editor, Seattle Times, director of public information, Department of Justice, press assistant to Robert F. Kennedy; Milton Gwirtzman, presidential adviser, speechwriter, Robert Kennedy’s senate campaign, director of public affairs, Robert Kennedy’s presidential campaign, co-author (with William vanden Heuvel) of On His Own: RFK, 1964–1968 (interview conducted for the RFK Oral History Project).
David Hackett, friend of Robert F. Kennedy, executive director, President’s Committee on Juvenile Delinquency and Youth Crime, member, John F. Kennedy’s and Robert F. Kennedy’s presidential campaign staffs (interview conducted for the RFK Oral History Project); Kay Halle (Katherine Murphy), author and Kennedy family friend; John Harlle, Kennedy associate, chairman, Federal Maritime Commission; Averell (William) Harriman (interview conducted for the RFK Oral History Project); Harrison Gilbert, editor, publisher, New Republic; Andrew J. Hatcher, assistant press secretary to John F. Kennedy; Anne Hearst, West Virginia political figure; William Randolph Hearst, owner, editor, Hearst Newspapers; Mary (Welsh) Hemingway, wife of Ernest Hemingway; Louella Hennessey, Kennedy family nurse; David P. Highley, John F. Kennedy’s Washington barber (written statement); Jacqueline (Provost) Hirsh, French language instructor to President Kennedy’s children (1966); Harry G. Hoffman, journalist, editor, Charleston Gazette; John Jay Hooker, member, John F. Kennedy’s presidential campaign staff; Claude E. Hooten, member, John F. Kennedy’s presidential campaign staff; Ralph Hooten, classmate of John F. Kennedy at Choate Academy and Princeton University, member, John F. Kennedy’s presidential campaign staff, special assistant, Equal Opportunity Program, Department of the Army; Oscar L. Huber, Roman Catholic priest who administered Last Rites to President Kennedy in Dallas; Hubert H. Humphrey, Vice President of the United States, presidential candidate (interview conducted for the RFK Oral History Project and also by the Lyndon Baines Johnson Library); Francis T. Hurley, Roman Catholic monsignor, assistant secretary, National Catholic Welfare Conference.
Benjamin Jacobson, Kennedy associate, Boston; Jacob Javitz, Senator from New York (interview conducted for the RFK Oral History Project.); Rafer Johnson, friend and aide to Robert F. Kennedy (interview conducted for the RFK Oral History Project.)
Joseph J. Karitas, White House painter; Nicholas Katsenbach (interview conducted for the RFK Oral History Project.); Mary Kelly, Oregon political figure; John H. Kelso, journalist, Boston Post; Robert Francis Kennedy, brother of President Kennedy, Attorney General of the United States, Senator from New York; Rose Fitzgerald Kennedy, wife of Joseph P. Kennedy, mother of President Kennedy (interview conducted by the Herbert Hoover Library Foundation.); Fletcher Knebel, journalist, Cowles Publications, Look; Laura Bergquist Knebel, journalist, Look (interview conducted for the RFK Oral History Project); John H. Knowles, classmate of Robert F. Kennedy, Harvard College, general director, Massachusetts General Hospital (1962–72) (interview conducted for the RFK Oral History Project); Joseph Kraft, journalist, syndicated columnist (interview conducted for the RFK Oral History Project); Jerome Kretchmer, member, New York State Assembly from Manhattan, campaign worker, Robert Kennedy’s Senate and presidential campaigns (interview conducted for the RFK Oral History Project); Arthur Krock, journalist, New York Times, Kennedy family associate.
Donald Larrabee, journalist, Griffin-Larrabee News Bureau; Fridda Laski, wife of Harold Laski of the London School of Economics; Peter Lawford, actor, brother-in-law of President Kennedy (edited draft transcript); William Lawrence, journalist, New York Times, news commentator, American Broadcasting Company; Helen Lempart, secretary, Senator John F. Kennedy’s Washington office and White House; Anthony Lewis, journalist, New York Times, Washington bureau, London bureau (interview conducted for the RFK Oral History Project, portions closed); Samuel B. Lewis, vice president, general manager, Carlyle Hotel, New York; Evelyn Lincoln, John F. Kennedy’s personal secretary (interview conducted by Barry Goldman for Manuscripts magazine in 1990); Gould Lincoln, journalist, editor, Washington Star; Walter Lippmann, journalist, New York Herald Tribune, Newsweek; Kathleen Louchhmeim (Katie Scofield), director, women’s activities, Democratic National Committee, deputy assistant secretary of state for Public Affairs.
Torbert MacDonald (Hart), roommate of John F. Kennedy at Harvard, Representative from Massachusetts; Ralph McGill (Emerson), publisher, Atlanta Constitution; Mary McGrory, features writer, Washington Evening Star; Mary McNeely, Massachusetts political figure; Frank Mankiewicz, press secretary to Robert F. Kennedy (interview conducted for the RFK Oral History Project) (unedited transcript); Andrew Minihan, Irish cousin of John F. Kennedy, mayor, New Ross; Patrick J. Patsy Mulkern, Kennedy friend and political associate, Massachusetts political figure.
Esther Newberg, staff assistant to Robert F. Kennedy (interview conducted for the RFK Oral History Project).
Kenneth O’Donnell, special assistant to the President (interview conducted by the Lyndon Baines Johnson Library); Andrew Oehmann, executive assistant to the Attorney General (interview conducted for the RFK Oral History Project); Frank O’Ferrall, Kennedy family friend, London; Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis (interview conducted by the Lyndon Baines Johnson Library, 1974).
Nelson Pierce, White House usher; Charles Roberts, contributing editor, Newsweek.
Pierre Salinger, press secretary to John F. Kennedy (interview conducted for the RFK Oral History Project); Dore Schary, playwright, motion picture producer; Arthur Schlesinger, special assistant to the President; John L. Seigenthaler, reporter, editor, the Tennessean, Nashville, aide to Robert F. Kennedy; Maud Shaw, Kennedy family governess; Sargent R. Shriver, director, Businessmen for Kennedy, director, Civil Rights Division, Democratic National Committee, director, Farmers for Kennedy; Carroll Kilpatrick, journalist, Washington Post; Eunice Kennedy Shriver, sister of President Kennedy, executive vice president, Joseph P. Kennedy, Jr. Foundation; Hugh Sidey, journalist, Time, Life; George Smathers, Senator from Florida (interview conducted by the U.S. Senate Historical Office); Theodore C. Sorenson, staff assistant, speechwriter to Senator John F. Kennedy, special counsel to the President; Charles Spalding, Kennedy friend and campaign aide.
George Taylor, John F. Kennedy’s valet and chauffeur, Boston; Cordenia Thaxton, White House maid; Janet G. Travell, physician to President Kennedy; Stanley Tretick, photographer, United Press International, Look; Dorothy Tubridy, Irish friend of the Kennedy family.
Jack Valenti, special assistant to Lyndon Baines Johnson; Sandy Vanocur, journalist, NBC News (interview conducted for the RFK Oral History Project); Sue Mortenson Vogelsinger, secretary to John F. Kennedy; William Walton, artist, friend of Robert Kennedy, coordinator of Robert Kennedy’s 1968 presidential campaign in New York (interview conducted for the RFK Oral History Project).
Ernest Warren, reporter, Associated Press; Bernard West, chief usher, White House; Irwin M. Williams, White House gardener.
Personal Papers, Archives, and Manuscripts
As important as the Oral Histories were to this book, the personal papers, archives, and manuscripts housed at the Kennedy Library were just as vital. I must thank the many authors, historians, and researchers in the Boston and Washington area—too many to note here, but all have received personal letters of gratitude from me—who spent, literally, years going through all of the hundreds of archives and manuscripts, narrowing them down to what follows, and then making them available to me for Jackie, Ethel, Joan.
Archival materials and manuscripts relating to the following individuals were used as source material for this book:
Kirk LeMoyne (Lem) Billings (includes letters from JFK); McGeorge Bundy (includes fascinating and useful transcriptions of presidential recordings on the Cuban Missile Crisis); Clark Clifford (Kennedy family attorney, 1957–61; includes insightful memos); Barbara J. Coleman (journalist and White House press aide and aide in Robert Kennedy’s presidential campaign; papers include miscellaneous correspondence between Jackie and Ethel); Dorothy H. Davies (staff assistant to JFK; includes correspondence and memorandums).
Katherine Evans (including condolence letters and correspondence to Mrs. Robert F. Kennedy, drafts and copies of acknowledgments); James J. Fahey (author; includes originals and copies of newspaper articles about the Kennedys); Paul Fay (personal friend of JFK’s and Under Secretary of the Navy; includes personal correspondence between Fay and JFK, as well as original manuscript and notes relating to his book, The Pleasure of His Company); Dun Gifford (including correspondence and campaign materials having to do with Joan Kennedy’s involvement in Ted Kennedy’s senatorial campaigns); Roswell Gilpatrick (deputy Secretary of Defense, friend of Jackie Kennedy’s; contains copious correspondence, memorandums, appointment files, and daily diaries, with correspondence to and from Jackie Kennedy Onassis); Doris Goodwin Kearns (historian and author; contains copious and fascinating notes, drafts, interview transcripts, edited and unedited material from her book The Kennedys and The Fitzgeralds).
Dave Hackett; Chester (Chet) Huntley (broadcast journalist; contains correspondence and notes relating to his coverage of the assassination and funeral of JFK); Edward (Ted) Moore Kennedy (Senate files); John Fitzgerald Kennedy Personal Papers; John Fitzgerald Kennedy President’s Office Files (the working files of JFK as maintained by his secretary, Evelyn Lincoln; includes correspondence, secretary’s files and special events files through the years of the administration); John Fitzgerald Kennedy White House Social Files (includes papers and records of Jackie Kennedy’s and the White House Social Office under the direction of Letitia Baldrige and Pamela Turnure); Robert Francis Kennedy (the author’s researcher utilized only the Attorney General Papers 1961–1964); Rose Fitzgerald Kennedy (correspondence, family papers, research, background materials and drafts of her memoirs, Times to Remember).
Evelyn Lincoln (personal secretary to JFK; includes research materials, notes, and other papers pertaining to her book, My Twelve Years with John F. Kennedy); Frank Mankiewicz; Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis (includes condolence letters, tribute, Mass cards relating to JFK’s death; not particularly enlightening); Kenneth O’Donnell (special assistant to JFK; includes correspondence, audiotapes, news clippings, pamphlets, and memorabilia, as well as notes and drafts of Johnny, We Hardly Knew Ye, written with Joe McCarthy); David Powers (includes copious correspondence, audiotapes, news clippings, and memorabilia).
Pierre Salinger (press secretary to JFK; includes correspondence, press briefings, and, most important to my research, press releases and telephone memoranda); Arthur Schlesinger (special assistant to the President; includes correspondence, drafts, and copious research materials, book drafts, and manuscripts for his wonderful books A Thousand Days and Robert Kennedy and His Times; a treasure trove for any Kennedy historian); Theodore Sorenson (special counsel to the President; includes manuscripts and personal papers, as well as magazine and newspaper articles); Jean Stein (author of American Journey: The Times of Robert Kennedy; another treasure trove that includes tapes and transcripts or Oral History interviews, unedited drafts of her excellent book, as well as notes and other background material).
Janet Travell (physician to JFK; includes correspondence relating to his health); William Walton (journalist, painter, and Kennedy family friend; includes copious correspondence); Theodore White (journalist and author of The Making of the President and other works; the mother lode for any Kennedy biographer, including all of White’s outlines, notes, drafts, proofs with annotations, correspondence, notes and transcripts from his interview with Jacqueline Kennedy after JFK’s assassination); United States Secret Service Papers and Files (includes all records of JFK’s and Jackie’s activities from 1960 to 1963; also lists visitors to the White House).
Also utilized:
Clay Blair Jr. Papers (American Heritage Center at the University of Wyoming); Charles Higham Collection of Papers (Occidental College, Eagle Rock, California); Joseph Kennedy Correspondence (House of Lords Library, London); Peter Lawford Files (Special Collection Division, Hayden Library, Arizona State University, Tempe); Jacqueline Onassis Oral Histories (Lyndon B. Johnson Library); Secret Service Gate Logs (JFK Library, visits filed chronologically); Sidney Skolsky Papers (Academy of Motion Pictures Arts and Sciences); Special Collections of the Mugar Memorial Library (Boston University, including the papers of Laura Bergquist, Fletcher Knebel, and David Halberstam); Donald Spoto Papers (Academy of Motion Pictures Arts and Sciences); Gloria Swanson Papers (Hoblitzelle Theatre Arts Library, University of Texas, Austin); Harold Tinker Papers (Brown University); White House Central Subject Files (JFK Library); White House Files of Chester Clifton, Jr. (JFK Library); White House Press Releases (JFK Library); White House Telephone Logs (JFK Library, calls filed chronologically); Zolotow Collection (Humanities Research Center, University of Texas).
In January 1999, the Secret Service released Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis File 1968: Protection of President Kennedy’s Children. Material from this voluminous file was utilized throughout this book.
Arts & Entertainment
The Arts & Entertainment Network Biography series was invaluable to my research. My thanks to the staff of A&E who assisted me in my research, providing me with tapes, transcripts, and other materials. The following documentaries were reviewed as part of my research, and can all be obtained at biography.com, or by calling 1-800-344-6336: “Assassination and Aftermath: The Death of JFK and the Warren Report”; “Bay of Pigs/Cuban Missile Crisis”; “Chappaquiddick”; “Conspiracies”; “Kennedy and Nixon”; “Joseph Kennedy, Sr.: Father of an American Dynasty”; “John F. Kennedy: A Personal Story”; “Ted Kennedy: Tragedy, Scandal and Redemption”; “Magic Moments, Tragic Times: Camelot and Chappaquiddick”; “The Men Who Killed Kennedy”; “Jackie O: In a Class of Her Own” (from which some quotes by John Davis, Letitia Baldrige, and Pierre Salinger were culled); “Christina Onassis”; “Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis”; “RFK Assassination/’68 Democratic Convention”; “Helen Thomas: The First Lady of the Press”; “Lady Bird Johnson: The Texas Wildflower”; “Lyndon Johnson: Triumph and Tragedy”; “Presidents in Crisis: Johnson Quits and Nixon Resigns”; “Secret Service.”
Institutions and Organizations
Numerous organizations and institutions provided me with articles, documents, audio interviews, video interviews, transcripts, and other material that was either utilized directly in Jackie, Ethel, Joan or for purposes of background. Unfortunately, it is not possible to thank all of the individuals associated with each organization who were so helpful and gave of their time; however, I would at least like to express my gratitude to the following institutions:
American Film Institute Library; Amherst College Library; the Archdiocese of Boston; Assassinations Archives and Research Center (Washington, D.C.); Associated Press Office (Athens, Greece); the Bancroft Library (University of California, Berkeley); Baylor University Institute for Oral History; Boston Herald Archives; the Beverly Hills Library; Boston Public Library; British Broadcasting Corporation; Brooklyn College Library; University of California, Los Angeles (Department of Special Collections); California State Archives (Sacramento); Columbia University Rare Book and Manuscript Collection; Cornell University Libraries; Duke University Library; Federal Bureau of Investigation; Gerald R. Ford Library; the Glendale Library; Hayden Library; Arizona State University; the Hollywood Library; the Houghton Library (Harvard University); Lyndon Baines Johnson Library; John Fitzgerald Kennedy Library; the Margaret Herrick Library (Academy of Motion Pictures Arts and Sciences); Manhattanville College Library; the Andrew Mellon Library (Choate Rosemary Hall); National Archives; National Security Agency (Central Security Service); New York City Municipal Archives; New York Public Library; New York University Library; Occidental College (Eagle Rock, California); Palm Beach Historical Society; Princeton University Library; Franklin D. Roosevelt Library; the Stanford University Libraries; Franklin D. Roosevelt Library; the Stanford University Libraries; Department of the Treasury; United States Secret Service; Westport Public Library; Harry S Truman Library; Yale University Library.
Sources
It is impossible to write accurately about anyone’s life without many reliable witnesses to provide a range of different viewpoints. A biography of this kind stands or falls on the cooperation and frankness of those involved in the story. Not surprisingly, Jackie Bouvier Kennedy (via her spokeswoman, Nancy Tuckerman), Ethel Skakel Kennedy (via a sharply worded letter from a Kennedy family attorney), and Joan Bennett Kennedy (via a friendly and forthcoming letter about her present life that—so typical of Joan—was one of the nicest declines I’ve ever received) all chose to not be formally interviewed for this work. However, a great number of other people went out of their way to assist me over the years. More than three hundred friends, relatives, politicians, journalists, socialites, lawyers, celebrities, Kennedy business executives and former executives, Kennedy family political associates, as well as foes, classmates, teachers, neighbors, friends, newspeople, and archivists were contacted in preparation for this book.
The Kennedys (just by virtue of their annoyance at the heavy scrutiny they have been under for years) have always been an extremely private and sometimes suspicious family, who have been known to oust those from their circle who speak of them to the press. As recently as July 1999, certain longtime friends of the family were ostracized and not invited to John Kennedy Jr.’s funeral simply because they had spoken kindly of John on television programs paying tribute to him. For what they view as good reason, many of my sources asked for anonymity. Some of these sources are not only close friends of the Kennedys but also family members anxious to set the record straight on certain issues but not eager to see their names in print. As I always do, I am respecting all requests for anonymity. I sincerely thank those sources for their assistance, and for putting their relationship with the Kennedy family on the line for the sake of this book’s accuracy.
Of course, those many people who spoke to me and my researchers on the record, allowing their names to be used, are truly courageous, for they are willing to risk their relationships with the family for truth’s sake. It’s never easy for a source close to the subject of an unauthorized biography to give his or her permission to be identified in the text of such a book. Who knows what the ramifications will be when the work is published? I am so grateful to all of the people named below who gave of their time and energy, and allowed the revelation of their identities.
Whenever practical, I have provided sources within the body of the text. The following notes indicate just some of the sources used for each part of this book, and the names of some of those who were interviewed from the beginning of official research for this book to the end, January 1990 through January 1999. These notes are by no means comprehensive—for instance, they do not repeat the earlier-cited names whose important Oral Histories, papers, and manuscripts I utilized—but are intended to give the reader a general overview of my research. Also included here are occasional comments of an extraneous but, hopefully, informative nature.
Since chapter notes are usually not of interest to the general reader, I have chosen a more general—and practical, for space limitations—mode of source identification, as opposed to specific page or line notations.
Also, because of their voluminous nature, I have made the choice of not including complete listings of the scores of magazines and newspaper articles that were referenced. It would simply be impractical to do so, considering space limitations. The few mentioned within these pages are included because I felt they were important to recognize.
As a note to the researcher: It is no longer necessary for scholars, historians, and other interested readers to know the date of publication and name of the company that published any particular book in order to obtain it. Virtually all of the volumes I utilized for this work can be obtained on the Internet by simply referring to the title of the book and/or the author. The author recommends amazon.com or barnesandnoble.com.
Also, I would like to especially cite the work of biographers C. David Heymann (A Woman Named Jackie and RFK), Jerry Oppenheimer (The Other Mrs. Kennedy), Laurence Leamer (The Kennedy Women), Peter Collier and David Horowitz (The Kennedys: An American Drama), John Davis (The Bouviers), Carl Sferazza Anthony (First Ladies [volumes 1 and 2] and Jackie Kennedy Onassis: As We Remember Her), and Doris Kearns Goodwin (The Fitzgeralds and The Kennedys: An American Saga), for their published words provided great insight and illumination.
Joan… ; Jackie… ; Ethel… ; and the Secret Service; Jack Defeats Nixon; The Pre-Inaugural Gala; Jack; The Five Inaugural Balls; Bobby
As well as having utilized the previously cited Oral Histories, personal interviews were conducted with Secret Service agents Larry Newman, Joseph Paolella, and others requesting anonymity who assisted in reconstructing certain conversations; Jacques Lowe, Leo Damore, Liz Carpenter, Sancy Newman, Oleg Cassini, Helen Thomas and John Davis (both present at the inauguration), Hugh Sidey, Jim Whiting, Lem Billings, James Bacon, Nancy Bacon, Marvin Richardson, Morton Downey, Jr., Barbara Gibson, David Powers (questionnaire), George Smathers, Letitia Baldrige, Raymond Strait, Jack Valenti, Walter Cronkite, and Stanley Tretick.
Volumes consulted: John F. Kennedy, President, by Hugh Sidey; A Very Personal Presidency, by Hugh Sidey; With Kennedy, by Pierre Salinger; The Coming of the New Deal, by Arthur M. Schlesinger; A Tribute to Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis (privately printed, by Doubleday, 1995); In My Own Fashion, by Oleg Cassini; A Thousand Days of Magic, by Oleg Cassini; Kennedy and the Press, by Allen H. Lerman and Harold W. Chase; Counsel to the President, by Clifford Clark; A Hero for Our Times, by Kenneth O’Donnell and David Powers, with Joe McCarthy; Of Diamonds and Diplomats, by Letitia Baldrige; The Making of the President 1960, by Theodore White; Sargent Shriver: A Candid Portrait, by Robert A. Leston; Kennedy Justice, by Victor Navasky; Those Fabulous Kennedy Women, by H.A. William Carr; The Kennedy Family, by Joseph Dinneen; The Cape Cod Years of John Fitzgerald Kennedy, by Leo Damore; JFK: Reckless Youth, by Nigel Hamilton; The Founding Father, by Richard J. Whalen; The Power Lovers, by Myra MacPherson; A Hero for Our Time, by Ralph G. Martin; Kennedy, by Jacques Lowe; Ethel, by Lester David; Bobby, by Lester David; The Consent of the Governed, by Arthur Krock; Six Presidents, Too Many Wars, by Bill Lawrence; Atget’s Gardens, by William Howard Adams; Life with Rose Kennedy, by Barbara Gibson and Caroline Latham; Rose, by Gail Cameron; My Twelve Years with John F. Kennedy, by Evelyn Lincoln; The Dark Side of Camelot, by Seymour Hersh; Jacqueline Kennedy: First Lady, by Jacques Lowe; An Honorable Profession, edited by Pierre Salinger, Frank Mankiewicz, Edwin Guthman, and John Seigenthaler; Seeds of Destruction, by Ralph G. Martin; Johnny, We Hardly Knew Ye, by Kenny P. O’Donnell and David F. Powers; One Special Summer, by Lee Bouvier Radziwill and Jacqueline Bouvier Onassis; I Was Jacqueline Kennedy’s Dressmaker, by Mini Rhea.
Videos, articles, and other material reviewed and consulted: various news accounts about and photographs of the Kennedys on inaugural day; Secret Service files from the John Fitzgerald Kennedy Library; Secret Service documentary, PBS (air: June 1999); biographical information on Jackie, Ethel, and Joan from published accounts; “What You Don’t Know about Jackie Kennedy,” by Laura Bergquist, Look, July 4, 1961; correspondence from Lady Bird Johnson to Ethel Kennedy, courtesy of Lyndon Baines Johnson Library; “Jackie: An Exclusive First Look at Her Private Letters,” by Oleg Cassini, In Style, October 1995; The New Jackie (entire magazine devoted to Jackie), Summer 1970; Jackie: A Photo Biography, by Beverly Maurice, August 1971; interview with Jackie Kennedy by Charles Collingwood (video): The Secret Lives of Jackie Onassis (BBC documentary, includes interviews with Evelyn Lincoln and Priscilla McMillan); “The Clint Who Really Could Have Saved JFK’s Life,” by Sharon Churcher, Mail on Sunday, September 26, 1993.
Anyone seriously interested in the personal life of John F. Kennedy before he knew Jackie should consult the JFK personal papers and correspondence, 1933–1950, Box 4A in the JFK Library.
The Skakels; Not One to Feel Sorry for Herself; White House Infidelities; The Bouviers
As well as having utilized the previously cited Oral Histories, personal interviews were conducted with Joan Braden, Sancy Newman, Luella Hennessey, Leah Mason, Gore Vidal, Anthony Sherman, George Smathers, Betty Beale, Lem Billings, Bess Abel, James Bacon, Letitia Baldrige, Ben Bradlee, George Christian, Leo Damore, John Davis, Joseph Gargan (questionnaire), Jeanne Martin, Joseph Paolella, Pierre Salinger, and George Smathers.
Volumes consulted: To Jack with Love; Black Jack Bouvier: A Remembrance, by Kathleen Bouvier; The Bouviers, by John Davis; The Auchincloss Family, by Joanna Russell Auchincloss and Caroline Auchincloss; Our Forebears, by John Vernou Bouvier, Jr. (privately printed); The Kennedy Legacy, by Theodore Sorenson; With Kennedy, by Pierre Salinger; Upstairs at the White House, by J. B. West; Diamonds and Diplomats, by Letitia Baldrige; Power at Play, by Betty Beale; Ethel Kennedy and Life at Hickory Hill, by Leah Mason (unpublished manuscript); The Other Mrs. Kennedy, by Jess Oppenheimer; Ethel, by David Lester; The Kennedy Women, by Laurence Leamer; Jack and Jackie, by Christopher Andersen; All Too Human, by Edward Klein; The Sins of the Father, by Ronald Kessler; Seeds of Destruction, by Ralph C. Martin; First Ladies, by Carl Sferrazza Anthony; Jacqueline Kennedy, by Gordon Langley Hall; The Kennedy White House Parties, by Ann H. Lincoln; Jacqueline Kennedy: La Premiere Dame des Etats-Units, by Peter Peterson; Jackie: The Exploitation of a First Lady, by Irving Shulman; Jackie, Oh!, by Kitty Kelley; The Pleasure of His Company, by Paul B. Fay, Jr.; The Bouviers, by John Davis; Kim Novak: Reluctant Goddess, by Peter Harry Brown; Jacqueline Kennedy: Beauty in the White House, by William Carrl; Jackie: The Price of the Pedestal, by Lee Guthrie; The President’s Partner, by Myra Gutin; The Kennedy Promise, by Henry Fairlie.
Videos, articles, and other material reviewed and consulted: news and other published accounts of Skakel and Bouvier family history; questionnaire answered by John Davis; transcript of Stephen Smith interview by Lester David; Ted Sorenson interview on Today Show, 1998; Rose Kennedy obituary, January 23, 1995, by John J. Goldman, Los Angeles Times; “A Left Coast Kennedy: Max Kennedy,” by Susan Salter Reynolds, Los Angeles Times Magazine, March 14, 1999; The Kennedys (APB Video); Jackie O. (APB video).
Jackie’s First Meeting with Ethel; Jack Proposes Marriage; All of This, and More; Joseph and Jackie’s Deal; Sisterly Advice; The Bennetts
As well as having utilized the previously cited Oral Histories, personal interviews were conducted with Joan Braden, George Smathers, Mary Fonteyn, Paul B. Fay, Jr., Sancy Newman, Chuck Spalding, Lawrence Alexander, Larry Newman, Joseph Paolella, Joseph Livingston, Ted Livingston, Joe Gargan, Mary Lou McCarthy, Bess Abel, Betty Beale, Oleg Cassini, Paul Fay, David Lester, Lem Billings, Morton Downey, Jr., Geraldo Rivera, Luella Hennessey, Frank Mankiewicz, and Jeanne Martin.
Volumes consulted: Changing Habits: A Memoir of the Society of the Sacred Heart, by V. V. Harrison; The Society of the Sacred Heart in North America, by Louise Callan; Ethel, by David Lester; A Woman Named Jackie, by C. David Heymann; All Too Human, by Edward Klein; Living with the Kennedys, by Marcia Chellis; Kennedy Wives, Kennedy Women, by Nancy Gager; The Kennedys: An American Drama, by Peter Collier and David Horowitz; America’s First Ladies, by Christine Sandler; Jackie, by Hedda Lyons Watney; Torn Lace Curtain, by Frank Saunders; JFK: The Man and the Myth, by Victor Lasky; My Story, by Judith Exner, as told to Ovid Demaris; Bitch, by Buddy Galon; The Censorship Papers, by Gerald Gardner; The Whole Truth and Nothing But, by Hedda Hopper and James Brough; Uncommon Grace, by J.C. Suares and J. Spencer Beck; Remembering Jackie, by Life editors; The Woman in the White House, by Winzola McLendon; Ethel Kennedy and Life at Hickory Hill, by Leah Mason (unpublished manuscript); Presidential Wives, by Paul F. Baker.
Videos, articles, and other material reviewed and consulted: “Kennedys in Hollywood” (E-Channel broadcast); news accounts of the deaths of George and Ann Skakel; Secret Service record at John Fitzgerald Kennedy Library; various news accounts of Bennett family history; John Davis questionnaire; “With Kennedy,” by Pierre Salinger, Good Housekeeping, August 1966.
A Legacy of Infidelity; Jack’s Affair with Marilyn
As well as having utilized the previously cited Oral Histories, personal interviews were conducted with Peter Summers, Leo Damore, George Smathers, Helen Thomas, Michael Selsman, Barbara Gibson, David Powers (questionnaire), Joe Gargan (questionnaire), Jimmy Haspiel, Micky Song, Cindy Adams, Liz Carpenter, Hildi Greenson, Jim Ketchum, Joseph Paolella, Larry Newman, and Pierre Salinger.
Volumes consulted: Gloria and Joe: The Star-Crossed Love Affair of Gloria Swanson and Joe Kennedy, by Axel Madsen; Swanson on Swanson, by Gloria Swanson; JFK: The Presidency of John F. Kennedy, by Herbert Parmetl; John Kennedy: A Political Profile, by James MacGregor; Honey Fitz, by John Henry Cutler; John F. Kennedy and American Catholicism, by Lawrence H. Fuchs; JFK: Reckless Youth, by Nigel Hamilton; Rose Kennedy: A Life of Faith, Family and Tragedy, by Barbara Gibson and Ted Schwartz; The Fitzgeralds and the Kennedys: An American Saga, by Doris Kearns Goodwin; The Kennedy Women, by Laurence Leamer; Times to Remember, by Rose Fitzgerald Kennedy; Marilyn: The Last Take, by Peter Harry Brown and Patte B. Barham; The Decline and Fall of the Love Goddess, by Patrick Agan; The Masters Way to Beauty, by George Masters; Marilyn Monroe: An Uncensored Biography, by Maurice Zolotow; Marilyn Monroe: Confidential, by Lena Pepitone; Robert Kennedy and His Times, by Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr.; Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis, by Lester David.
Videos, articles, and other material reviewed and consulted: questionnaire answered by Joe Gargan; Marilyn: The Last Word (documentary); “Jacqueline Kennedy,” by Mary Van Rensselaer, Ladies Home Journal, April 1961; “Of Man, Myth and Might-Have-Beens,” by Bob Adams, St. Louis Dispatch, November 22, 1988.
Jackie’s Expensive Diversion; Madcap Ethel during the Kennedy Presidency; Joan’s Social Impasse; Trying to Understand Each Other; Jackie’s Documentary: A Tour of the White House; The Voice; “Secrets Always Come Out”
Interviews with Jim Ketchum, Larry Newman, Pierre Salinger, Hugh Sidey, Mickey Song, Joan Braden, Helen Thomas, Paul Fay, Betty Beale, C. Wyatt Dickerson, Letitia Baldrige, Barbara Gibson, Rita Dallas, Luella Hennessey, Ben Bradlee, Mari Kumlin, and David Powers (questionnaire).
Volumes consulted: In the Kennedy Style, by Letitia Baldrige; Designing Camelot: The Kennedy White House Restoration, by James A. Abbott and Elaine M. Rice; The Kennedy White House Parties, by Anne H. Lincoln; Uncommon Grace, by J.C. Suarez and J. Spencer Back; A Woman Named Jackie, by C. David Heymann; My Life with Jacqueline Kennedy, by Mary Barelli Gallagher; The Other Mrs. Kennedy, by Jess Oppenheimer; The Last of the Giants, by Cyrus Leo Sulzberger; Joan: The Reluctant Kennedy, by Lester David; A Tour of the White House with Mrs. John F. Kennedy, by Perry Wolf; JFK: The Memories, by Hugh Sidey, Chester Clifton, and Cecil Stoughton; John F. Kennedy, President, by Hugh Sidey; Office Hours: Day and Night, by Janet Travell; Upstairs at the White House, by J.B. West; The White House Chef Cookbook, by Rene Verdon.
Videos, articles, and other material reviewed and consulted: news accounts of Joan’s fifteenth anniversary party for Ethel and Bobby; “Jackie Kennedy: A Tour of the White House” (broadcast); “At Home with the Kennedys” (broadcast); transcript of David Lester’s interview with Lem Billings; “A Visit to Camelot,” by Diana Trilling, The New Yorker, June 2, 1997; “Havanas in Camelot,” by William Styron, Vanity Fair, July 1996; “Say Good-bye to the President,” 1985 BBC documentary; “In Step with Ethel Kennedy,” by James Brady, Parade, April 3, 1988; “A Last, Loving Remembrance of JFK,” by Jim Bishop, Good Housekeeping, March 1964; “Jacqueline Kennedy: The Future of a Noble Lady,” by William V. Shannon, Good Housekeeping, April 1964; “Smashing Camelot,” by Richard Lacayo, Time, November 17, 1997; “The Dark Side of Camelot (Judith Exner),” by Kitty Kelley, People, February 29, 1988; “The Exner Files,” by Liz Smith, Vanity Fair, January 1997.
A note regarding President Kennedy’s indiscretions: The Secret Service kept handwritten logs in which were recorded the names of all visitors entering the White House and the person they intended to visit. When a visitor was going to see the President, the gate logs would indicate it by nothing a visit to “Evelyn Lincoln,” “Residence,” “President,” or “Mansion.” When the visitor was a woman being smuggled in for JFK, the gate log would read “David Powers Plus One” or “Kenny O’Donnell Plus One.” These logs, organized chronologically by month and year, were used as research for this book and made available to the author by the John F. Kennedy Library in Boston.
A note regarding the oft-reported press conference to be held by Marilyn Monroe in 1962, during which she planned to reveal government secrets: In 1985, when Ethel Kennedy was told about the supposed press conference by an associate at ABC News during a meeting with her at Hickory Hill, she said, “Oh my God! Bobby didn’t discuss those things with me unless I pushed and pushed for information—and I almost never did unless it involved the safety of the family. He would never have discussed anything like that with Marilyn Monroe. Please, let’s be sensible. It’s ridiculous.” (Ethel made these comments in a meeting at Hickory Hill with high-level executives at ABC-TV to voice her extreme unhappiness about a planned twenty-six-minute segment of the show 20/20 detailing the intimate relationship between the Kennedys and Marilyn Monroe. The program was ultimately canceled, some have alleged, because Ethel used as leverage her close relationship with ABC president of News and Sports, Roone Arledge. Also, David Burke, a vice president of ABC News, was a top aide to Ted Kennedy; and Jeff Ruhe, an assistant to Arledge, was married to Bobby’s and Ethel’s fifth child, Courtney Kennedy, twenty-nine at the time.)
Also regarding that episode of 20/20, Geraldo Rivera, who worked for the program at the time, told me during one appearance of many I made on his show: “I alleged at the time and have said repeatedly that, in my opinion, the story was killed not because it lacked journalistic merit—because I think the story was absolutely solid journalistically—but rather because of the relationship between certain members of ABC News management and the Kennedy family. I said at the time that it smacked of cronyism. I will say it until the day I die.” Hugh Downs has a two-word explanation as to why the show didn’t air: “Cold feet.”
Bobby Meets Marilyn; “Life’s Too Short to Worry about Marilyn Monroe”; Jackie’s Ultimatum to Jack; Bobby’s Rumored Affair with Marilyn
Personal interviews with Peter Dye, Max Block, Nunziata Lisi, Jeanne Martin, Patricia Brennan, Joan Braden, James Bacon, Clint Hill, Gore Vidal, George Masters, George Smathers, Chuck Spalding, Leah Mason, Jim Whiting, Micky Song, James Haspeil, Ben Bradlee, Morton Downey, Jr., Jim Ketchum, Sancy Newman, Anthony Sherman, Geraldo Rivera, Bernard Flynn, and Paul Fay.
Volumes consulted: Marilyn: The Last Take, by Peter Harry Brown and Patte B. Barham; Marilyn Monroe: The Biography, by Donald Spoto; Marilyn Monroe: An Uncensored Biography, by Maurice Zolotow; The Curious Death of Marilyn Monroe, by Robert Slatzer; Marilyn Monroe in Her Own Words, by Robert Taylor; Robert Kennedy at 40, by Nick Thimmesch; Marilyn Monroe: A Complete View, by Edward Wagenknecht; The Fitzgeralds and The Kennedys: An American Saga, by Doris Kearns Goodwin; The Kennedy Men, by Nellie Bly; The Marilyn Conspiracy, by Milo Speriglio; Marilyn: The Last Months, by Eunice Murray with Rose Shade; The Ultimate Marilyn, by Ernest W. Cunningham; The Last Days of Marilyn Monroe, by Donald H. Wolf; Chief: My Life in the LAPD, by Darryl Gates; The Intimate Sex Lives of Famous People, by Irving Wallace, et al.; RFK, by C. David Heymann; Marilyn and Me, by Susan Strasberg; The Kennedys in Hollywood, by Laurence Quirk; Peter Lawford: The Man Who Kept the Secrets, by James Spada; The Unabridged Marilyn, by Randall Riese and Christopher Hitchens; Crowning Glory, by Sydney Guilaroff as told to Cathy Griffin; Hollywood Is a Four Letter Word, by James Bacon; Show Business Laid Bare, by Earl Wilson; Sinatra: A Complete Life, by J. Randy Taraborrelli; Sinatra: The Man and the Myth, by Bill Adler, Where Have You Gone Joe DiMaggio?, by Maury Allen.
Videos, articles, and other material reviewed and consulted: transcripts of interviews with Milt Ebbins (August 6, 1992), Pat Newcomb (August 3, 1994), Joseph Naar (December 18, 1994), Rupert Allan (March 13, 1995), and Ralph Roberts (March 2, 1992), by Donald Spoto, all from the Academy of Motion Pictures Arts & Sciences Library; “The Legend of Marilyn Monroe,” ABC- TV, 1967; Monroe’s Last Picture Show, by Walter Bernstein; “Marilyn Monroe: A Serious Blonde Who Can Act,” Look, October 23, 1951; “Nine Kennedys and How They Grew,” by Jerome Beatty, Readers Digest, April 1939; “Kennedys in Hollywood” (E-Channel), includes interviews with Barbara Gibson, Paul Fay, Oleg Cassini, John Davis, and Lynn Franklin; Joan Rivers Show, 1992, special on the Kennedy women, with John Davis, Cindy Adams, Barbara Gibson; James Bacon (column), Beverly Hills 213, August 26, 1998.
Joseph’s Stroke; At Horizon House; The Walking Cane; Life at the Hyannis Port Compound; The Fourth of July in Hyannis Port, 1962
As well as having utilized the previously cited Oral Histories, personal interviews were conducted with Barbara Gibson, Elliot Newman, Steven Silas, Betty LeRoy Thomson, Peter Dilliard, Frank Mankiewicz, Stephen Webb, Inez Foxworthy, Sheridan Bonswell, Patricia Moran, David Powers (questionnaire), Joe Gargan (questionnaire), and George Smathers.
Volumes consulted: The Kennedy Case, by Rita Dallas and Jeanira Ratcliffe; Living with the Kennedys, by Marcia Chellis; Kennedy, by Jacques Lowe; Torn Lace Curtain, by Frank Saunders; Peter Lawford: The Man Who Kept the Secrets, by James Spada; The Peter Lawford Story, by Pat Seaton Lawford; The Kennedy Women, by Laurence Leamer; Times to Remember, by Rose Fitzgerald Kennedy; The Sins of the Father, by Ronald Kessler; Seeds of Destruction, by Ralph G. Martin; Rose, by Gail Cameron; Life with Rose Kennedy, by Barbara Gibson and Caroline Latham; Jackie after Jack, by Christopher Andersen; Among Those Present, by Nancy Dickerson; My Twelve Years with John F. Kennedy, by Evelyn Lincoln.
Videos, articles, and other material reviewed and consulted: transcript of Frank Saunders interview by Jeffrey Stephenson (from the Academy of Motion Pictures Arts and Sciences), “Joseph Kennedy: A Life” (MGM video); “Jackie Onassis” (APB Video).
Joan’s Many Faux Pas; Pat Finds Jackie “So Insecure”; Marilyn Monroe’s Death; Jackie Goes Away to Think
As well as having utilized the previously cited Oral Histories, personal interviews were conducted with Helen Thomas, James Bacon, Nunziata Lisi, Patricia Brennan, John Bates, Leah Mason, George Smathers, Pierre Salinger, and Gore Vidal.
Volumes consulted: Joan: The Reluctant Kennedy, by David Lester; My Life with Jacqueline Kennedy, by Mary Barelli Gallagher; Marilyn: The Last Six Months, by Eunice Murray with Rose Shade; The Kennedys in Hollywood, by Lawrence Quirk; The Curious Death of Marilyn Monroe, by Robert F. Slatzer; Marilyn: The Last Take, by Peter Harry Brown and Patte B. Barham; The Fifty Year Decline and Fall of Hollywood, by Ezra Goodman; Who Killed Marilyn Monroe?, by Charles Hamblett; From under My Hat, by Hedda Hopper; Hollywood’s Unsolved Mysteries, by John Austin; The Strange Death of Marilyn Monroe, by Frank A. Capell; Marilyn Monroe, by George Carpozi; RFK: The Man Who Would Be President, by Ralph De Toledano; Marilyn Monroe Story, by Joe Franklin and Laurie Palmer; Confessions of a Hollywood Columnist, by Sheila Graham; Don’t Get Me Wrong, I Love Hollywood, by Sidney Skolsky.
Videos, articles, and other material reviewed and consulted: James Brady in Parade magazine, January 1999; notes, transcripts, and correspondence between Bobby and Ted Kennedy and original manuscript of What Makes Teddy Run, by William Peters, in Redbook, obtained from the Kennedy Library, by James Spada; the Hedda Hopper Collection (of published and unpublished columns with notes) housed in the Margaret Herrick Library at the Academy of Motion Pictures Arts and Sciences; “JFK’s Women,” Time, December 22, 1975; “The Kennedys in California,” Los Angeles Times, March 23–28, 1962; the 1982 report of the Los Angeles district attorney on the reinvestigation of Marilyn Monroe’s death; “The Bobby Kennedy Connection,” New York Post, 1986; Justice Department memorandum of August 20, 1962, quoting Robert Kennedy on his relationship with Marilyn Monroe (he denied it was anything more than passing); “The Bobby–Marilyn Affair,” National Review, August 1988; “Camelot after Dark,” by Paul Chin, Joe Treen, and Karen S. Schneider, People, May 27, 1991.
A note regarding the Redbook story: Bobby found a myriad of problems—at least a dozen—with the feature that Ted hadn’t noted, none of which had anything to do with Joan. For instance, a college roommate of Ted’s, Ted Carey, recalled at the time that he (Carey) wasn’t doing well in school and mentioned to Kennedy that he’d give anything to chuck it all and take off for Africa. Ted encouraged his friend’s whim and, daring him, offered to buy both of them a one-way first-class ticket to Cairo for a trip that would commence immediately after Carey’s final exam. They made the bet, but Ted never thought Carey would follow up on it. However, Carey called Ted’s bluff and, after the final exam, sent word to Ted that he was on his way to Boston’s Logan Airport. Much to Ted’s surprise, Carey got on a plane headed to New York, en route to Cairo. Ted got cold feet and had Carey paged at the New York airport and told him that he had stopped payment on the check for the tickets because he’d changed his mind. Instead, he paid for Carey to spend a weekend in New York, as a consolation prize. The writer observed, “I think the main reason Teddy backed down was if Carey didn’t get back in time to register for the new term, the story might get in the newspapers. His father has always had almost an obsession about keeping the family name out of the papers in affairs like this, and Teddy knew it.” Of that and other stories from Carey, Bobby wrote: “I would also tell him [author] that you are not enthusiastic about the stories from Ted Carey. Tell him the story about the canceled check is not accurate. Perhaps with a smile, you can get him to eliminate the whole thing.”
A note regarding Frank Sinatra’s investigation into Marilyn Monroe’s death: Says Thomas DiBella, a former underworld figure on the East Coast and once a close friend of Chicago mob leader Sam Giancana’s, “Sinatra tried to call JFK about Marilyn’s death, but the President would not take his calls, which only made Frank angrier. Then in November [1963], Jack was assassinated. Frank was very distraught about that. By this time, he was really on an emotional merry-go-round. In December his son, Frank Junior, was kidnapped. Bobby [Kennedy] used his influence with the FBI to help him get the kid back. So, out of gratitude, and also respect for the Kennedy family, Frank decided to drop the whole thing about Marilyn.”
“What was he going to do with the information, anyway?” added Dominic Santori, also once a friend of Sinatra’s. “Have a press conference and spill the beans? Frank Sinatra? Not likely. But I know he always had a great distaste for the way the Kennedys treated Marilyn Monroe.” Santori concluded, “Decades later, all these books came out about Marilyn, Jack, and Bobby, but Frank Sinatra had all this information in his hands over thirty years ago. But like the gentleman he was, he never said a word. And, in the end, he took all the anger and resentment he had about it to the grave with him.”
The Kennedy Women Do Men’s Work
As well as having utilized the previously cited Oral Histories, personal interviews were conducted with Eileen Harper, George Smathers, David Lester, Lem Billings, Rita Dallas, Stanley Tretick, David Powers (questionnaire and followup interview), John Davis (questionnaire), Helen Thomas, Walter Cronkite, Oleg Cassini, Pierre Salinger, Lisa Conners, Thomas Stanwick, Liz Carpenter, Nancy Bacon, Larry Newman, Bess Abel, Jim Ketchum, and Andrew Martinelli.
Volumes consulted: Dark Side of Camelot, by Seymour Hersh; A Very Private Woman, by Nina Burleigh; Conversations with Kennedy, by Ben Bradlee; A Good Life, by Ben Bradlee; All Too Human, by Edward Klein; The Kennedy Women, by Laurence Leamer; Times to Remember, by Rose Fitzgerald Kennedy; Life with Rose Kennedy, by Barbara Gibson and Caroline Latham; Rose, by Gail Cameron; Iron Rose, by Cindy Adams and Susan Crimp; Rose, by Charles Higham; Rose Kennedy and Her Family, by Barbara Gibson and Ted Schwartz; Joan: The Reluctant Kennedy, by Lester David; The Dark Side of Camelot, by Nelson Thompson; The Joy of Classical Music, by Joan Kennedy; The Kennedy Imprisonment, by Gary Wills; Tell It to Louella, by Louella Parsons; One Brief Shining Moment: Remembering Kennedy, by William Manchester; Portrait of a President: John F. Kennedy in Profile, by William Manchester; The Kennedy Library, by William Davis and Christina Tree.
Videos, articles, and other material reviewed and consulted: Secret Service logs from White House and John Kennedy Library; comments by Candy Jones, Gerald Doherty, Donald Dowd, and Phoebe Dowd are from interview transcripts conducted by David Lester; “Dangerous Minds” (an ABC-TV special based on Seymour Hersh’s book The Dark Side of Camelot, which includes interviews with Larry Newman, Julia Reed, G. Robert Blakely, Ben Bradlee, Hugh Sidey, Anthony Sherman, Joseph Paolella, George Smathers); CNN Talk Back Live, interview with Seymour Hersh, December 26, 1997; “JFK: The Truth as I See It,” by Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., Cigar Aficionado, December 1998.
Jackie’s Wicked Scheme; The Cuban Missile Crisis; Joan—The Senator’s Wife
As well as having utilized the previously cited Oral Histories, personal interviews were conducted with Jim Ketchum, Nunziata Lisi, Oleg Cassini, Robert McNamara, George Smathers, Liz Carpenter, Pierre Salinger, Letitia Baldrige, Jim Whiting, Stanley Tretick, and Helen Thomas.
Volumes consulted: Marvella: A Personal Journey, by Marvella Bayh; Presidential Anecdotes, by Paul F. Boller; Dog Days at the White House: The Outrageous Memoirs of the Presidential Kennel Keeper, by Traphes Bryant and Frances Spatz Leighton; Edward Kennedy and the Camelot Legacy, by James MacGregor Burns; The Hidden Side of Jacqueline Kennedy, by George Carpozi; Jacqueline Kennedy: A Portrait of Courage, by Hal Dareff; Remember the Ladies: Women of America, by Linda Grant De Pauw; A Thousand Days, by Arthur Schlesinger, Jr.; Kennedy and His Women, by Tony Sciacca; John F. Kennedy’s 13 Great Mistakes in the White House, by Malcolm E. Smith; The Severed Soul, by Dr. Herbert Strean and Lucy Freedman; Sex and Politicians: Affairs of State, by Kerry Segreve; Jackie: A Truly Intimate Biography, by Frieda Kramer; Hidden Hollywood, by Richard Lamparski; Kennedy: A Time Remembered, by Jacques Lowe; Controversy and Other Essays in Journalism, by William Manchester; The Kennedy Case, by Rita Dallas and Jeanira Ratcliffe; Bobby Kennedy: The Making of a Folk Hero, by David Lester; RFK: The Man Who Would Be President, by Ralph De Toledano; Those Wild, Wild Kennedy Boys, by Stephen Dunleavy; In His Own Words: The Unpublished Recollections of the Kennedy Years, by Robert F. Kennedy; Joan: The Reluctant Kennedy, by David Lester; The Pleasure of His Company, by Paul “Red” Fay.
Videos, articles, and other material reviewed and consulted: Maria Shriver interview with Fidal Castro, Oprah Winfrey Show, April 1999; correspondence between Jackie Kennedy and Lyndon Johnson courtesy of the LBJ Library.
Delighted to Be Pregnant; The Deaths of Infants Arabella and Patrick; Lee Radziwill Invites Jackie-in-Mourning; “Not Ethel’s Best Moment”; Aboard the Christina; Jack Summons Jackie—To No Avail; “Ari Is Not for you”
As well as having utilized the previously cited Oral Histories, personal interviews were conducted with Jim Ketchum, Pierre Salinger, George Smathers, Chuck Spalding, Mari Kumlin, Dora Kumlin, Bessie Jaynes, Stelina Mavros, and Joseph Paolella.
Volumes consulted: A Very Private Woman, by Nina Burleigh; The Search for JFK, by Clay Blair, Jr., and Joan Blair; The Remarkable Kennedys, by Joseph McCarthy; Jack and Jackie, by Christopher Andersen; All Too Human, by Ed Klein; White House Nannie, by Maud Shaw; The Radziwills: The Social History of a Great European Family, by Tadeusz Nowakowski; The Kennedy Case, by Rita Dallas and Jeanira Ratcliffe; In Her Sister’s Shadow, by Diana DuBois; The Other Mrs. Kennedy, by Jerry Oppenheimer; Onassis, by Willi Frischauer; The Fabulous Onassis, by Christian Cafarakis; Jackie, Bobby and Manchester, by Arnold Bennett; Jackie Oh!, by Kitty Kelley; Ari: The Life and Times of Aristotle Onassis, by Peter Evans; Onassis, by Frank Brady; Ari, by Peter Evans; Those Fabulous Greeks, by Doris Lilly; Oh No, Jackie O, by January Jones; Aristotle Onassis, by Nicholas Frasier, Philip Jacobson, Mark Ottaway, and Lewis Chester; Palimpsest, by Gore Vidal; The Onassis Women, by Kiki Feroudi Moutsatsos; Onassis: An Extravagant Life, by Frank Brady; First Lady, by Charlotte Curtis; The Joy of Classical Music, by Joan Kennedy; Maria: Callas Remembered, by Nadia Stancioff; Maria Callas: The Woman Behind the Legend, by Arianna Stassinopoulous; Aristotle and Christina, by L.J. Davis; The Kennedy Promise, by Henry Fairlie; Endless Enemies, by Jonathan Kwitny; JFK, by David Lester and Irene David.
Videos, articles, and other material reviewed and consulted: Stelio Popademitrio quotes from ABC-TV; “Hospital Vigil over Kennedy Baby,” Life, August 16, 1963; correspondence from Jackie to Jack from Jackie Kennedy auction; “Callas in Love,” by Stelio Galatopoulos, Vanity Fair, March 1999; “Maria Was a Weapon,” by Arianna Stassinopoulos, People, March 23, 1981.
Jack’s Rapprochment with Jackie: “Getting to Know You”; Tragedy; “The President’s Been Shot”; Holy Mary, Mother of God; “The Party’s Been Canceled—The President’s Dead”; In Mourning
As well as having utilized the previously cited Oral Histories, personal interviews were conducted with Larry Newman, George Smathers, Pierre Salinger, Ben Bradlee, Nellie Connally, Robert McNamara, Diana Dubois, Walter Cronkite, Frank Mankiewicz, Sancy Newman, Beatrice Lowell, Roz Clark, Johnny Grant, Morton Downey, Jr., Stuart Greene, and Betty Beale.
Volumes consulted: The Day Kennedy Was Shot, by Jim Bishop; The Kennedy Case, by Rita Dallas and Jeanira Ratcliffe; The Pleasure of His Company, by Ben Bradlee; Conversations with Kennedy, by Ben Bradlee; The Death of a President, by William Manchester; They’ve Killed the President, by Robert Samanson; My Twelve Years with John F. Kennedy, by Evelyn Lincoln; Not in Your Lifetime, by Anthony Summers; The Kennedys, by Peter Collier and David Horowitz; Times to Remember, by Rose Fitzgerald Kennedy; Power at Play, by Betty Beale; President Kennedy, by Richard Reeves; Ethel, by David Lester; The Other Mrs. Kennedy, by Jerry Oppenheimer; Joan: The Reluctant Kennedy, by David Lester; A White House Diary, by Lady Bird Johnson; The Kennedy Women, by Laurence Leamer; RFK, by C. David Heymann; The Pleasure of His Company, by Paul Fay; The Dark Side of Camelot, by Seymour Hersh; The Assassination Tapes, by George O’Toole; Rush to Judgment, by Mark Lane; Counterplot, by Edward Jay Epstein; The Imperial Presidency, by Arthur Schlesinger.
Videos, articles, and other material reviewed and consulted: Clint Hill’s comments from Secret Service documentary, PBS, June 1999; Life interview with Rose Kennedy by Sylvia Wright (1970); Maria Shriver’s comments from Oprah, January 1999; Ted Kennedy’s eulogy at Jacqueline Kennedy’s funeral; “A Matter of Reasonable Doubt,” Life, November 25, 1966; “Report to the President by the Commission on CIA Activities within the United States,” June 1975 (also known as the CIA Commission Report); Jackie’s testimony from volume five of “The President’s Commission on the Assassination of President John Fitzgerald Kennedy”; “John F. Kennedy Memorial Edition,” Life, November 1963; “These Are Things I Hope Will Show How He Really Was,” by Jacqueline Kennedy, Life, May 29, 1964; “Valiant Is the World for Jacqueline,” by Laura Bergquist, Look, January 28, 1964.
Tea with Lady Bird, Thanksgiving, 1963; Jackie’s Camelot; “Let It All Out”; Aftermath
As well as having utilized the previously cited Oral Histories, personal interviews were conducted with Joan Braden, Michael Oliver, Beatrice Moore, Liz Carpenter, Joseph Paolella, Jack Valenti, Susan Neuberger Wilson, Ed Newman, and Pierre Salinger.
Volumes consulted: In Search of History, by Theodore White; On His Own: RFK, by William Vanden Huevel and Milton Gwirtzman; Presidential Passions, by Michael John Sullivan; A White House Diary, by Lady Bird Johnson; The Vantage Point, by Lyndon Baines Johnson; JFK and LBJ: The Influence of Personality on Politics, by Tom Wicker; To Move a Nation, by Roger Hilsman; Containing Central Intelligence, by Harry Rowe Ransom; Joan: The Reluctant Kennedy, by David Lester; Joan Kennedy: Life with the Kennedys, by Marcia Chellis; A Private View, by Irene Mayer Selnick; Sinatra and His Rat Pack, by Richard Gehman; Mislaid in Hollywood, by Joe Hyams; The Thin Veil, by Frank Saunders; The Kennedy Case, by Rita Dallas and Jeanira Ratcliffe; White House Nannie, by Maud Shaw; The Kennedy Men, by Nellie Bly; Confessions of an Ex-Fan Magazine Writer, by Jane Wilkie; The President’s Mistress, by Irma Hunt; The Women around RFK, by Susan Marvin; The Best of Friends, by David Michaelis; Robert F. Kennedy: A Memoir, by Jack Newfield; Backstairs at the White House, by Lillian Rogers Parks with Frances Spatz Leighton; The Struggles of John F. Kennedy, by Herbert S. Parmet; Tell It to Louella, by Louella Parsons.
Videos, articles, and other material reviewed and consulted: letters from Jackie Kennedy to Lyndon Johnson and from LBJ to Jackie, and transcripts of telephone calls courtesy of LBJ Library; Frank Saunders interview transcript by David Lester; “Lady Bird Johnson Writes about Her Private World,” Life, August 13, 1965; “What Has Tragedy Meant to Bobby Kennedy,” by Bill Davidson, Good Housekeeping, July 1964; “What Kind of Woman Is Our New First Lady,” by Ruth Montgomery, Good Housekeeping, March 1964.
Moving Out of the White House; Lyndon Johnson “Using Jackie”; The Kennedy Camp on LBJ: “A Blight on the New Frontier”; Joan’s Bottled-Up Anxiety; Jackie’s Saddest Days; Jackie and Brando—The Rumors
As well as having utilized the previously cited Oral Histories, personal interviews were conducted with Pierre Salinger, Frank Mankiewicz, George Christian, Peter Brent, Joseph Karats, and John Davis.
Volumes consulted: Taking Charge, by Michael Meschloss; A White House Diary, by Lady Bird Johnson; The Vantage Point, by Lyndon Baines Johnson; Joan: The Reluctant Kennedy, by David Lester; Just Jackie, by Ed Klein; No Final Victories, by Lawrence F. O’Brien; The Kennedy Case, by Rita Dallas and Jeanira Ratcliffe; The Kennedy Women, by Pearl S. Buck; Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis, by David Lester; Ethel, by David Lester; Robert Kennedy and His Times, by Arthur Schlesinger, Jr.; Bobby Kennedy, by David Lester with Irene David; The Kennedy Courage, by Edward Hymoff and Phil Hirsch; Palm Beach Babylon, by Murray Weiss and Bill Hofmman; There Really Was a Hollywood, by Janet Leigh; John Fitzgerald Kennedy: As We Remember Him, edited by Goddard Lieberson; Behind Every Successful President, by Alice Anderson; Presidential Wives: An Anecdotal History, by Paul Boller, Jr.; Dog Days at the White House, by Traphes Bryant with Frances Spatz Leighton; As We Remember Joe, by John F. Kennedy; Tell It to the King, by Larry King; When I Think of Bobby, by Warren Rogers; The Struggles of John F. Kennedy, by Herbert S. Parmet; Kennedy and Johnson, by Evelyn Lincoln; Lyndon Johnson and the American Dream, by Doris Kearns; The Tragedy of Lyndon Johnson, by Eric F. Goldman; The Kennedy Promise, by Henry Fairlie; Recollections of the Kennedy Years, by Edwin Guthman.
Videos, articles, and other material reviewed and consulted: transcripts of telephone conversations between LBJ and Jackie (and Pierre Salinger and LBJ) courtesy of LBJ Library; “LBJ and the Kennedys,” by Kenneth O’Donnell, Life, August 7, 1970; “John Fitzgerald Kennedy, 1917-1963,” by Laura Bergquist, Look, November 17, 1964; “The Unknown JFK,” by Fletcher Knebel, Look, November 17, 1964; “Eight Views of JFK,” by T. George Harris, Look, November 17, 1964; “Teddy Kennedy: Is He Running for President?,” by Edward R.F. Sheehan, Saturday Evening Post, June 5, 1965; “Ted Kennedy On His Own,” by Joseph Roddy, Look, July 13, 1965; “The Bright Light of His Days,” by Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis, McCalls, November 1973.
Ted’s Plane Crash; Joan Wins the Election for Ted; Jackie on the Anniversary of November 22, 1963; Using Jackie—Yet Again; Joan the Emissary; Cead Mile Failte; Joan’s Continuing Struggle
As well as having utilized the previously cited Oral Histories, personal interviews were conducted with Joe Gargan, Joan Barden, Benjamin Strait, Marie Fehmer, James W. Fosburgh, and Jerry Summers.
Volumes consulted: Ted Kennedy: Triumphs and Tragedies, by Lester David; The Kennedys in Hollywood, by Lawrence Quirk; Seeds of Destruction, by Ralph G. Martin; Good Ted, Bad Ted, by Lester David; The Last Brother, by Joe McGinniss; The Shadow President, by Burton Hersh; Living with the Kennedys, by Marcia Chellis; As We Remember Her, by Carl Sferrazza Anthony; The Senator: My Ten Years with Ted Kennedy, by Richard E. Burke; The Education of Edward Kennedy: A Family Biography, by Burton Hersh; The Other Mrs. Kennedy, by Jerry Oppenheimer; The Joy of Classical Music, by Joan Kennedy; We Band of Brothers: A Memoir of Robert F. Kennedy, by Edwin Guthman; Breaking Cover, by Bill Gulley and Mary Ellen Reese.
Videos, articles, and other material reviewed and consulted: questionnaire filled out by Joe Gargan; news clips about the accident; transcript of conversations between Joan and LBJ and Jackie and LBJ, courtesy of the Lyndon Baines Johnson Library; LBJ correspondence to Jackie also courtesy of the Johnson Library; the transcript of Arthur Egan interview by David Lester; “Celebration of One Year Anniversary of JFK’s Death,” Look magazine; various published articles about the Kennedy Exhibition; Dateline report, “Just Jackie,” by Ed Klein, 1999, including interview with John Carl Warneckie, Stelio Papadimitriou, and Niki Goulandris; “Ideal Plane, Expert Pilot… Why Flying So Low?,” by Anne Wyman, Boston Globe, June 23, 1964; “Ted Kennedy Escapes Death” (Associated Press), Daily News, June 20, 1964; “Kennedy Family Stands Vigil,” by Anthony Matejczyk, Boston Globe, June 21, 1964; “Ted Kennedy’s Recovery,” Life, January 15, 1965.
The Rumor Mill; RFK for President; Enter “The Greek”; The Appeal to Jackie; Ethel’s Thoughtless Remark; Another Tragedy; “The Hand of a Dead Man”; “No God of Mine”
As well as having utilized the previously cited Oral Histories, personal interviews were conducted with Gore Vidal, Barbara Gibson, Liz Carpenter, John Lewis, Frank Mankiewicz, Jeanne Martin, Leah Mason, Charles Bartlett, Roswell Gilpatrick, Chuck Spalding, Nicolas “Niko” Konaledius, Stavlos Pappadia, John Miner, and Rafer Johnson.
Volumes consulted: Palimpsest, by Gore Vidal; RFK, by C. David Heymann; The Kennedy Case, by Rita Dallas and Jeanira Ratcliffe; Robert Kennedy and His Times, by Arthur Schlesinger; Onassis, by Willi Frischauer; The Enemy Within, by Robert F. Kennedy; Robert Kennedy at 40, by Nick Thimmesch and William Johnson; Robert Kennedy: The Brother Within, by Robert E. Thompson and Hortense Myers; The Unfinished Odyssey of Robert Kennedy, by David Halberstam; Robert Kennedy: A Memoir, by Jack Newfield; 85 Days: The Last Campaign of Robert F. Kennedy, by Jules Witcover; A Thousand Days, by Arthur Schlesinger; Plot of Politics, by Rosemary James and Jack Wardlaw; The Kennedy Conspiracy, by Paris Flammonde; Cardinal Cushing, by John Henry Cultler; Witness to Power, by Marquis Childs; The Hidden Side of Jacqueline Kennedy, by George Carpozi; Dog Days at the White House, by Traphes Bryant and Frances Spatz Leighton; The Woman in the White House, by Marianne Means; The Radziwills, by Tadeusz Nowakowski; Men, Money and Magic, by Jeffry Potter; Jacqueline Kennedy: The White House Years, by Mary Van Rensselaer Thayer; Dateline: White House, by Helen Thomas; Ambassador’s Journal, by John Kenneth Galbraith; The Man to See, by Evan Thomas; Official and Confidential: The Secret Life of J. Edgar Hoover, by Anthony Summers.
Videos, articles, and other material reviewed and consulted: Andy Williams interview by Carol Welles for Photoplay, October 1971; Andy Williams interview transcript by Byron McCall for Motion Picture, April 1970; Claudine Longet interview by Carol Welles for Photoplay, October 1971; “AP Reporter Recalls Tragic Scene,” by Bob Thomas, Associated Press wire, June 6, 1998; “Breaking His Silence,” by Paul Ciotti, Los Angeles Times, June 6, 1988; “How L.A. Cops Botched the Bobby Kennedy Murder Inquiry,” by George Carpozi, Star, May 10, 1988; “The Murder of Robert Kennedy,” by Allard K. Lowenstein, Saturday Review, February 19, 1977; “Caroline Kennedy: A Little Girl in New Turmoil,” by Lester David, Good Housekeeping, January 1969; “Son Ted Phones Sad News to Parents,” by Alan H. Sheehan, Boston Globe, June 5, 1968; “The Coming of Age of Joan Kennedy,” by Christine Sadler, McCalls, February 1965.
Senator Robert Francis Kennedy Is Dead; Bobby’s Funeral; “We Shall Carry on with Courage”; Ethel—Just a Shell
As well as having utilized the previously cited Oral Histories, personal interviews were conducted with Coretta Scott-King, Charles Spalding, Roswell Gilpatrick, Roger Wilkins, Rosey Grier, Rafer Johnson, Frank Mankiewicz, Marva Whitford, Stewart Bodell, Samantha Wright, John Tunney, Leah Mason, George Smathers, Barbara Gibson, Lem Billings, George Smathers, and Eudora Davis.
Volumes consulted: My Life with Martin Luther King, by Coretta Scott-King; First Ladies, by Margaret Brown Klapthor; Times to Remember, by Rose Fitzgerald Kennedy; Torn Lace Curtain, by Frank Saunders; The Joy of Classical Music, by Joan Kennedy; A White House Diary, by Lady Bird Johnson; Life with the Kennedys, by Marcia Chellis; The Kennedy Case, by Rita Dallas and Jeanira Ratcliffe; The Diffusion of Power, by W.W. Rostow; Letitia Baldrige’s Complete Guide to Executive Manners, by Letitia Baldrige; Front Runner, by Ralph G. Martin and Ed Plaut; No Final Victories, by Lawrence F. O’Brien; Deadline: A Memoir, by James Reston; Heroes of My Time, by Harrison Salisbury; Mob Lawyer, by Frank Ragano and Selwyn Raab; Man of the House, by Thomas O’Neill; A Very Special President, by Laura Bergquist and Stanley Tretick; The Kennedys: Dynasty and Disaster, by John Davis.
Videos, articles, and other material reviewed and consulted: televised news accounts of Robert Kennedy’s funeral; Jack Newfield’s comments to New York Post; Claudine Longet interview by Elaine Harper, Photoplay, September 1968; Ethel Kennedy’s and Jackie Kennedy’s letters to LBJ courtesy of LBJ Library; “The Ted Kennedys Conquer Fear,” by Maxine Cheshire, Ladies Home Journal, September 1968; “The Young Kennedys,” by Julia Lawlor, USA Weekend, November 4, 1968.
A note regarding Jackie’s spending habits: Contrary to her public image, Jackie wasn’t always a spendthrift. The popular columnist Cindy Adams, who was a neighbor of Jackie’s in New York, recalls this humorous story: “She was chintzy, that’s for sure. She would expect huge discounts on clothing, saying, ‘Everyone will see me wearing this, and it will do you a world of good as a designer.’ At one point, she was having some carpentry work done by a carpenter we both used, and when his work was done, Jackie approached him with a check in one hand and a photograph in the other. ‘Now, would you like me to pay you,’ she asked, ‘or would you prefer this lovely autographed photo of me, suitable for framing?’ He chose the check.” (Jackie may have gotten the idea from Rose, who, according to Barbara Gibson, would carry cards with Jack’s picture on one side and a passage from his inaugural address along with a scripture on the other. After signing them, she would hand them out as tips to cab drivers and bell men, saying, “Keep this. It will be worth a lot of money.”)
Ted Negotiates Jackie’s Nuptials; Andy Williams; Ethel Pushes Jackie Too Far; “Bobby’s Little Miracle”
As well as having utilized the previously cited Oral Histories, personal interviews were conducted with Barbara Gibson, Leah Mason, Frank Mankiewicz, Susannah Walker, Lem Billings, Carmen Bucarelli, Sierra Montez, Chuck Spalding, Stavlos Pappadia, Steven Webber, and an attorney for Ted Kennedy who asked for anonymity regarding Ted’s negotiation with Onassis for Jackie’s hand, which corresponds with the account by Willi Frischauer in his book Onassis.
Volumes consulted: The Onassis Women, by Kiki Feroudi Moutsatsos; The Kennedy Neurosis, by Nancy Gager Clinch; The $20,000,000 Honeymoon, by Fred Sparks; Aristotle Onassis, by Nicholas Fraser; Jackie and Ari, by Lester David and Jhan Robbins; Heiress: The Story of Christina Onassis, by Nigel Dempster; Ted and the Kennedy Legend, by Plimpton Stein.
Videos, articles, and other material reviewed and consulted: Kiki Feroudi Moutsatsos interview with Dateline, ABC-TV; “The Woman behind Bobby Kennedy,” by Pete Hamill, Good Housekeeping, 1968; “Battle for the Onassis Millions,” by Kim Hubbard, People, June 29, 1988.
Chappaquiddick; Jackie Tells Ari: “I Have to Be There”; Joan Accuses: “All You Care about Is How It Looks?”; Ethel to the Rescue; Mary Jo’s Funeral; Ted Asks for Forgiveness; Joan Loses the Baby; A Final Gathering for Joseph; The End of Camelot
As well as having utilized the previously cited Oral Histories, personal interviews were conducted with John Davis (questionnaire), Dum Gifford, Joe Gargan, Bernie Flynn, Leo Damore, Mary Ann Kopan, Joseph Kopechne, Gwen Kopechne, Walter Cronkite, Bill Bradlee, Roswell Gilpatrick, Ellen Deiner, Nicholas Stamosis, Barbara Gibson, Frank Manciewcz, Bill Masterson, Betty Newman, and Ray Springfield.
Volumes consulted: Senatorial Privilege: The Chappaquiddick Coverup, by Leo Damore; Days of Wine, Women and Wrong, by David Barron; Ted Kennedy: Triumphs and Tragedies, by Lester David; Rose, by Gail Cameron; Joan: The Reluctant Kennedy, by David Lester; The Kennedy Women, by Laurence Leamer; Living with the Kennedys, by Marcia Chellis; Rose, by Charles Higham; Iron Rose, by Cindy Adams and Susan Crim; Rose Kennedy, by Barbara Gibson and Ted Schwartz; The Kennedy Neurosis, by Nancy Gager Clinch; An American Melodrama, by Godfrey Hodgson and Bruce Page; Ted and the Kennedy Legend, by Max Lerner.
Videos, articles, and other material reviewed and consulted: Maria Shriver’s comments are from her appearance on Oprah, November 1999; Gwen Kopechne’s comments from interview with Jane Adams for “Kopechnes Reveal Truth about Mary Jo,” TV Star Parade, January 1971; “Intimate Portrait of Joan Kennedy,” by Barbara Kevles, Good Housekeeping, September 1969; Rita Dallas comments from A&E’s biography of Ted Kennedy; Teddy: Keeper of the Kennedy Flame (entire magazine devoted to EMK), 1968; “Chappaquiddick: What Really Happened?” with guests Leo Damore and Leslie Leyland, Geraldo (television program); “Ted Kennedy Talks about the Past and His Future,” Look, March 4, 1969; “The Kennedys in China,” by Joan Kennedy, January 1977; “Teddy Kennedy: Will He?,” by Robert Healy, Los Angeles Herald Examiner, June 11, 1979; “Kennedy Women Say Ok,” Associated Press, Los Angeles Times, September 7, 1979; “The Kennedy Challenge,” Time, November 5, 1979; “Memories of Mary Jo: Interview with Joseph and Gwen Kopechne,” by Jane Farrell, Ladies Home Journal, July 1989; “Jackie Onassis: Her Life with an Ailing Ari,” by Liz Smith, People, October 14, 1974; “Jackie’s World,” People, April 18, 1977; “Jackie Twice Widowed,” by Liz Smith, People, March 31, 1975.
Ted Hurts Joan Again; Ethel’s Troubled Brood; Will Teddy Run? The Joan Factor; Joan and Ted: Creating the Illusion of a Marriage; Joan in Control of Joan; The Announcement: EMK for President; Joan’s White House Fantasies; EMK’s Candidacy: Not Meant to Be; The Last Straw for Joan
As well as having utilized the previously cited Oral Histories, personal interviews were conducted with Helen N. Smith, Richard Burke, Leo Damore, Walter Cronkite, Bill Bradlee, Roswell Gilpatrick, Betty Newman, Ellen Deiner, Nicholas Stamosis, Margaret Leaming, Barbara Gibson, Frank Manciewcz, Bill Masterson, Ed Gwirtzman, Helen Thomas, and John Davis.
Volumes consulted: The Joy of Classical Music, by Joan Kennedy; The Last Brother, by Joe McGinniss; The Senator: My Ten Years with Ted Kennedy, by Richard E. Burke; Good Ted, Bad Ted, by Lester David; The Sins of the Father, by Ronald Kessler; The Kennedy Children, by Bill Adler; Washington Exposé, by Jack Anderson; As We Remember Her, by Carl Sferrazza Anthony; The Kennedy Women, by Pearl S. Buck; The Onassis Women, by Kiki Feroudi Moutsatsos; Cooking for Madam, by Marta Sgubin; Jackie O, by Hedda Lyons Warney; Joan: The Reluctant Kennedy, by David Lester; The Shadow President, by Burton Hersh; Kennedy Wives, Kennedy Women, by Nancy Gager; The Kennedy Courage, by Edward Hymoff and Phil Hirsch; The Kennedy Family, by Joseph Dineen; The Kennedy Years, edited by Harold Faber; The Education of Edward Kennedy: A Family Biography, by Burton Hersh; The Next Kennedy, by Margaret Laing; Ted Kennedy: Profile of a Survivor, by William H. Honan.
Videos, articles, and other material reviewed and consulted: William Smith transcript by David Lester; “Rose Kennedy: She Wanted to Inspire Us, and She Did,” by Dotson Rader, Parade, July 22, 1990; “A Glittering Array of Kennedy Ladies Center Stage,” Life, June 11, 1971; “Ethel K. Gives Trashman a Trashing,” by Gayle Fee and Laura Raposa, Boston Herald, July 17, 1997; “Bobby’s Kids,” by Michael Shnayerson, Vanity Fair, August 1997; “A Life of Challenge,” by Maxwell Taylor Kennedy, Inside Borders, June 1998; “We Happy Few,” by Joseph P. Kennedy II, Esquire, June 1998; “After 24 Years, Joan Kennedy Ends Marriage,” by Gail Jennes and Gioia Diliberto, People, December 20, 1982; “Joan Kennedy Surveys Her Sober Life,” by Gail Jennes, People, April 7, 1978; “Chappaquiddick Questions Remain,” UPI, July 18, 1994; “The Joan Kennedy Book and Ethics,” by Eunice Kennedy Shriver, New York Daily News, November 4, 1985; “Joan Kennedy: Book Contains Inaccuracies,” Associated Press wire, October 18, 1985; “Kennedy Linen Hung on the Line,” by Paul Taylor, Washington Post, September 29, 1985; “Marcia Chellis,” by Cheryl Lavin, Chicago Tribune, June 1, 1986; “Joan Kennedy: The Life That Put Her into Silver Hill,” by Liz Smith, People, June 24, 1971; “Richard Burke: My Ten Year Binge with Teddy,” by Frank DiGiacomo and Joanna Molloy, New York Post, July 27, 1992; “The Secrets of Joan Kennedy,” People, September 23, 1985; The Ted Kennedy Story (special tribute magazine), 1970; “Rose Kennedy at 85,” People, September 22, 1975; “The Lucky Life of Sargent Shriver,” Chicago Tribune, July 30, 1987; “An Intimate Visit: Rose Kennedy at 80,” by Sylvia Wright, Life, July 17, 1970; “La Vie en Rose,” by Carl Sferrazza Anthony, Fame, August 1990; “Farewell Rose,” by Bob Speyer and Corky Siemaszko, Daily News, January 23, 1995; “Rose Kennedy Dies at 104,” by Bryna Taubman, New York Post, January 23, 1995; “Death of a Matriarch,” by Elizabeth Gleick, Time, February 6, 1995; “How I Got Over: Interview with Joan Kennedy,” by John Stratford, Star, August 1, 1989; “Closing Scenes from a Kennedy Marriage,” by Myra MacPherson, Washington Post, January 22, 1981; “Ted and Joan: Why This Marriage Couldn’t Be Saved,” Ladies Home Journal, March 1983; “Women Stand Up for Joan Kennedy,” by Maxine Cheshire, Washington Post, October 22, 1980; “Joan Kennedy Silences Reporters,” by T.R. Reid, Washington Post, January 19, 1980; “The Other Jackie O.,” Edward Klein, Vanity Fair, August 1989; “Joan’s Journey,” by Myra MacPherson, Washington Post, December 14, 1979; “Watch Them Run: Teddy and the Kennedys,” by Dick Schaap, Look, March 5, 1979; “Is Teddy Ready?,” by Clare Crawford-Mason, People, July 2, 1979; “Into the Fray: Joan Kennedy Campaigns Down on the Farm,” by Myra MacPherson, Washington Post, December 12, 1979; “Joan Kennedy: Win or Lose, I Win,” by Myra MacPherson, McCalls, June 1980; “The Tragedy of Bobby Kennedy, Jr.,” by Susan Deutsch, People, October 3, 1983; “Ethel & David: Troubled Mother, Tormented Son,” by William Pulmmer, People, May 14, 1984; “A Working Woman,” by Gioia Diliberto, People, June 18, 1984; “The Quiet Life of Jackie O.,” by Lester David, Los Angeles Herald Examiner, October 22, 1988; “Kennedy Ladies Take to Gentleman,” by Cindy Adams, New York Post, August 8, 1994; “What Price Camelot?,” by Paul Gray, Time, May 6, 1996; “O Jackie, How Tacky,” by Jerry Adler, Newsweek, May 6, 1996; “How Much Is That Jackie in the Window?,” by Barbara Lippert, New York, April 29, 1996.
A note regarding concerns about the Kopechnes during Ted’s 1980 campaign: When Ted telephoned the Kopechnes in 1979 prior to the announcement that he would be a candidate, Gwen Kopechne was shocked to hear the voice of the man she and her husband, Joseph, derisively referred to only as “The Senator.” She once recalled, “He just wanted to say he was running for the presidential nomination. ‘I’m calling to see how you are, and I’ll be in the area,’ he said, pleasantly. He also said Joan would be with him, and I said, ‘Well isn’t that nice?’ It was so transparent, really. If I hadn’t been in such shock getting that call, I would have said to him, ‘The next time you’re in the area be sure to visit my daughter’s grave.’ He just wanted to make sure we were on his side, as if we could ever be on his side.
“I don’t believe anything I’ve heard so far. I want him to tell me what happened. I don’t ever remember him even saying he was sorry. I think there was a big cover-up and that everybody was paid off. The hearing, the inquest, it was all a farce. The Kennedys had the upper hand and it’s been that way ever since.”
The mystery of what happened at Chappaquiddick, and the names associated to it, will always remain a part of our popular culture, though inaccurate perceptions remain attached to it. For instance, Monica Lewinsky’s mother, Marcia Lewis, made reference to the drowing in talking with her daughter about the potential liability should she tell the truth about her sexual relationship with President Bill Clinton (during a sworn deposition in the lawsuit filed against him by Paula Jones). In a tape-recorded conversation, Lewinsky told Linda Tripp that her mother had safety concerns: “She keeps saying Mary Jo Chappaquiddick, or whatever the fuck her name was.” Also, a recent biography of Bobby Kennedy reported that Mary Jo engaged in an affair with Bobby. “Oh, for God’s sake,” said an exasperated Frank Mankiewicz when asked about the report. “Mary Jo and Bobby? Jesus! Who’s peddling that?”
On February 15, 1980, Joan was asked to address the Ted Kennedy for President Women’s Advisory Committee. She wrote the speech herself. In part, she said:
“My own life experiences in the last few years have brought me to an increased awareness of the central importance of the women’s movement. Two years ago, I returned to college, and when I receive my graduate degree, I will be a professional in my chosen field…. Yet the reality is that most women who might wish to return to school are unable to afford it and that few of them have the proper counseling to direct them back into the stream of education and work.
“In speaking of my choice to work, I fully recognize that the majority of women today are working out of necessity, not choice…. So great are the economic pressures today that six out of every ten women with children at home are working, and these mothers are contributing twenty-five to forty percent of their family’s incomes. This means that millions of women are struggling frantically each day, rising early enough to get their children ready for school, then driving off to a full day’s work, then afterward rushing out to do the shopping, to pick up their kids, to make the family meal….
“The ERA is more than a symbol. It can become the mandate for the federal government and for every state to ensure equality in both the law and the life of the land.”
Joan called for more child-care facilities, experimentation with different forms of neighborhood centers, more flexible work schedules, job sharing, equal pay for equal work, and the best possible health care for children.
Postscript: Jackie, Ethel, and Joan after Camelot
As well as having utilized the previously cited Oral Histories, personal interviews were conducted with Leo Damore, Barbara Gibson, Walter Cronkite, Bill Bradlee, Roswell Gilpatrick, Ellen Deiner, Kitty Carlyle-Hart, Steven Styles, Jim Whiting, Nicholas Stamosis, Barbara Gibson, Frank Mankiewicz, Jeanne Martin, Bill Masterson, and Betty Newman.
Volumes consulted: A People of Compassion: The Concerns of Edward Kennedy, by Thomas P. Collins; Our Day and Generation: The Words of Edward Kennedy, edited by Henry Steele Commager; The Kennedys: The Third Generation, by Barbara Gibson; Bobby Kennedy: Off Guard, edited by Sue G. Hall; The Kennedy Encyclopedia, by Caroline Latham and Jeannie Sakol; The Estate of Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis (Sotheby’s catalog); The Best of Modern Screen, by Mark Bego; The Kennedy Women, by Pearl S. Buck; Living with the Kennedys, by Marcia Chellis, Kennedy Wives, Kennedy Women, by Nancy Gager; Jack and Jackie, by Christopher Anderson; Just Jackie, by Edward Klein; A Woman Named Jackie, by C. David Heymann; Ghost of a Chance, by Peter Duchin; Good Ted, Bad Ted, by David Laster; The Shadow President, by Burton Hersh; Jackie under My Skin, by Wayne Koestenbaum; As We Remember Her, by Carl Sferrazza Anthony; Cooking for Madam, by Marta Sgubin; The Uncommon Wisdom of Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis, edited by Bill Adler; The Joy of Classical Music, by Joan Kennedy; Kennedys: The Next Generation, by Jonathan Slevin and Maureen Spagnolo.
Videos, articles, and other material reviewed and consulted: numerous press accounts of Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis’s death and funeral, including those in the New York Times, May 20, 1994 through May 24, 1994; “Jackie, 1929–1994,” Newsweek, May 30, 1994; Star special memorial issue; “Jackie, 1994”; People commemorative issue, Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis tribute, Summer 1994; “A Quiet Life with M.T.” (Maurice Tempelsman), Newsweek, June 6, 1994; interview with Jacqueline Onassis in Publisher’s Weekly, April 10, 1993, by John F. Baker; “Strange Twilight of Ethel Kennedy,” Star, April 14, 1987; “A Day of Farewell to a First Lady,” by Marylou Tousignant and Malcolm Gladwell, Washington Post, May 24, 1994; “America’s First Lady,” by Peggy Noonan, Time, May 30, 1994; “Joan Kennedy: Music Is for Life,” by Mary Campbell, St. Petersburg Times, January 1, 1993; “Death of a First Lady,” by R.W. Apple, New York Times, May 24, 1994; “Remembering Jackie,” People, June 6, 1994; “Jackie Remembered,” USA Today, May 20, 1994; “The Jackie Mystique,” by Anemona Harocollis, May 22, 1994; “The Way She Was,” Life, August 1999; “Stirring Up Memories of Joan K,” by Gayle Fee, Boston Herald, January 23, 1996; “New Divorce Settlement for Joan Kennedy,” by Gayle Fee and Laura Raposa, Boston Herald, June 26, 1996; “Joan Kennedy Turns a Glittering 60,” by Julie Hatfield, Boston Globe, October 28, 1996; “Joan Kennedy: Born Again, Beautiful,” Star, November 17, 1992; “Portrait of a Lady,” by Elizabeth Gleick, People, February 28, 1994; “Joan Kennedy: On a Campaign Trail for the Classics,” by Roberta W. Coffey, Los Angeles Times, November 26, 1992; Larry King Live, “Remembrances of Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis,” with guests Oleg Cassini, Letitia Baldrige, Pierre Salinger, John Davis, and Hugh Sidey, May 19, 1999; “Ari’s Fate,” (interview with Kiki Feroudi Moutsatsos), by Peter Ames Carlin and Toula Viahou, People, November 9, 1998.
A note regarding Joan’s divorce: Anticlimactically, especially considering the melodrama of their marriage, the end of Ted and Joan’s union would occur in a dull, plodding kind of way. The divorce would not be final until the couple underwent two years of legal wrangling. It was reported that, as her settlement, Joan received the Squaw Island home, the Boston condominium, alimony, and between four and five million dollars in cash. However, in 1994, when Ted was in the middle of a bruising reelection battle with Mitt Romney, Joan demanded more money. “The reports of my previous arrangement were grossly exaggerated,” she claimed. “I only received about one-fifth of what was reported.” Her new Boston attorney, Monroe Inker, called Joan a long-suffering wife who stood by her husband during the most difficult times and said she was outraged that she had been taken in by her former husband in their previous settlement, implying that Ted had concealed certain details of his finances. The new divorce deal, struck in 1996, did not allow for Joan to receive any additional money, but it did include her in Ted’s will, so that she would be protected in the event of his death, explained her attorney.
When Ted and Joan made their divorce announcement, Joan’s father, Harry, took the news badly. “I was hoping they would resolve their differences,” he told Kennedy historian David Lester. “The whole thing was just plain wrong. It’s just over. She’ll be happier not being married to him,” Bennett concluded of his daughter. “It [the marriage] never should have happened.”
A few months later, in August 1981, Harry Bennett suffered a heart attack in Metairie and was flown to a Boston hospital, where he died.
In 1984, Joan received an honorary degree of Doctor of Humane Letters from her alma mater, Manhattanville College. The citation accompanying the award reads: “Today we recognize the quiet courage of one who confronted serious illness and personal tragedy, of one who has prevailed against circumstances to emerge victor rather than victim.”
* * *
Finally, in conclusion, just a little advice from the very wise Lady Bird Johnson to Jackie Kennedy in one of her many letters to Jackie during their forty-some years of correspondence. “Put your faith in love,” Lady Bird offered. “And it will carry you through life… no matter what happens and no matter when.”
In an engrossing new book, J. Randy Taraborrelli recounts the epic, ongoing saga of America’s most famous—and controversial—family.
Please turn this page for preview of
A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR
If it could ever be said that America had a “royal family,” it would be the Kennedys of Massachusetts. For more than half a century, we as a nation have been captivated by their compelling story, a saga that encompasses as much tragedy as triumph, as much heartbreak as joy. In a sense, we are their loyal subjects, consumed with their mystique, mesmerized by their charisma. That the Kennedys always seemed to have an almost pathological aversion to the media only made the reports of their comings and goings all the more interesting. With the passing of the years, we’ve wanted to know all there was to know about this powerful family, and monitoring their behavior as reported on television or in newspapers and magazines was almost like being there. Of course, there are any number of reasons for our enduring fascination with their lives—not the least of which has been the curse of tragedy that has seemingly haunted them for decades. Still, the singular, most compelling aspect of their story has been its sheer and utter… humanity.
I am reminded of the first time I met Jackie Kennedy Onassis. It was in 1985 in New York City, when she was an editor at Doubleday and I was about to write my first book, a biography of Diana Ross, for that publishing company. A chance meeting in an elevator later led to a spirited conversation in her office about pop culture, which of course I will never forget. As she spoke, I looked into her dark, inquisitive eyes and couldn’t help but wonder: Who is she, really? And what does she make of her place in history as a woman whose private tragedies became the public spectacle of an entire generation? After everything she endured—with a life at once so opulent and blessed, and at the same time shattered and cursed—what was the source from which she drew her fortitude, her confidence and self-determination? As we talked, I couldn’t help but think about her place in American lore and how trauma and loss had come to define it. I thought about President Kennedy. Dallas, 1963. Bobby Kennedy. Los Angeles, 1968. Ted Kennedy. Chappaquiddick, 1969. All of these events were entwined with my childhood, all of it my story just as it is every American’s. And there she was, standing in front of me, a woman who had actually been there, who knew it all. Who had lived it. Go ahead, I thought, my ever-curious mind kicking in for an instant. Ask her something about it. Ask her anything. But there was something about her, and about that time with her, that made the idea of asking even a single probing question about her life seem inappropriate. She was so charming, so warm and friendly. So accessible. She was so everyday in her humanity that only the most callous person would ever dream of asking her a personal question that might revive any trauma, any pain.
I think it was on that day as I spoke to Jackie that I began to understand a true secret to the Kennedys’ enduring celebrity: There is no wall. True, on the national stage, these people are and would always be ferociously private. But out in the real world, many of them are just as approachable as anyone else you might meet in an elevator. For her part, Jackie—an editor whose office didn’t even have windows—certainly wasn’t living as though she were larger than life, like most celebrities do: in an ivory tower, detached from the everyday. She was, to put it simply, a very nice lady, and in many ways just like the rest of us. She’d had her ups and downs in life. She’d made the best of the cards she’d been dealt, and now, widowed twice, she was in New York City, starting over at a job that paid her just $200 a week, writing a new chapter of her own story. Not for the sake of the public, or for the history books, or for a young writer she might happen to meet in an elevator on the way to work. She was doing it for herself, living her life despite her worldwide fame. That was her secret and, I have come to believe, one of the secrets of the entire Kennedy family: Though celebrated, they are not really “celebrities.” At the risk of seeming reductive of such iconic figures who have often appeared larger than life, in many ways they are simply people who have been through tough times and have somehow learned, as a family, to get on with the business of living, all the while maintaining a determined optimism.
Certainly when I first met Senator Ted Kennedy (and his wife, Victoria Reggie) in October 1996 at a symposium on the legacy of the Kennedy women at the John F. Kennedy Library in Boston, I was struck by his congenial, “everyman” attitude. “Yes, we have had some hard knocks,” he told me in what was obviously a great understatement, “but we as a family have survived because we have heart. And heart matters.” That evening, I also met and had the opportunity to ask questions of three of Ethel’s daughters, Rory, Kerry, and Kathleen. What most stands out in my mind about them all these years later is their obvious closeness. It was almost like talking to one woman, the way they began and finished each other’s sentences. “It’s difficult when your most private moments are also your most public moments,” Kerry told me when speaking of the tragedies the family has faced. “But it’s interesting, too, because we have never really felt alone in any of it. We have always felt at one with the American public, and I think they have felt the same dynamic with us.” With the passing of the years, I would also meet John Kennedy Jr. several times, and without fail be impressed not only by his accessible nature but also his hopeful outlook on life. “While we Kennedys as a family have certainly known death,” he told me at the press conference to announce the publication of his own magazine, George, “we choose to focus on life. And, I guess, that’s how we deal with death.”
Doubtless, the Kennedy mystique really took hold of this country when President John Fitzgerald Kennedy was brutally assassinated in November 1963. It was such a shock that this young president would meet a grisly death that there seemed no way to reconcile it then, and even now. The country wept not only for its slain president but also for its First Lady, Jackie, so youthful and beautiful in her black mourning dress and mantilla, walking head held high behind JFK’s horse-drawn catafalque down Pennsylvania Avenue from the White House to the Capitol, giving Americans strength just by her example on the day of the funeral. Little did the country know that she was falling apart inside, that—by her own later admission—she would never really recover from the horror of sitting next to her husband as his head was shattered by gunfire.
When Lyndon Baines Johnson assumed the presidency, he was determined to put into place JFK’s legislative agenda, prioritizing his predecessor’s promises to reduce taxes and guarantee civil rights. The Civil Rights Act, introduced by JFK and shepherded through Congress and into law by LBJ, was the most important piece of legislation of its kind enacted since Reconstruction. However, with the force of the Johnson juggernaut and his concept of the Great Society, Jackie Kennedy was fearful that her husband’s New Frontier—articulated in his 1960 presidential nomination acceptance speech as “not a set of promises, but a set of challenges… not what I intend to offer the American people, but what I intend to ask of them”—would be all but lost when the history of this period was written. Determined that this not happen, she set about mythologizing the JFK administration by likening it to the idealized version of the King Arthur legend as recalled in the Broadway musical Camelot. The memorable lyric of the title song reads, “Don’t let it be forgot that for one brief shining moment there was Camelot.” Indeed, Jackie was fascinated with the notion that not only should her husband not be forgotten, but that he should also be remembered in a heroic light. As it happened, in the days after the assassination, Jackie became aware of an article that Theodore White was writing about the national tragedy for Life magazine. Since White was an author JFK had admired, Jackie let it be known that it was with him that she wanted to share her feelings about her husband. Thus it would be in the pages of Life, read by millions, that the myth of a Kennedy Camelot was first created. “History is what made Jack,” she said. “He was a simple man; he was so complex, too. He had that idealistic side, but then he had that other side, the pragmatic side. There will be great presidents again—and the Johnsons are wonderful, they’ve been wonderful to me—but there’ll never be another Camelot,” Jackie told Theodore White.
Lost in Jackie’s romantic view of her husband’s presidency is how badly the actual Camelot story played out—with infidelities, betrayals, murders, and even the death of King Arthur himself. Was it possible that she was unwittingly casting a dark, ominous cloud over the decades following Camelot’s “one brief shining moment”? Was there to be a Camelot curse? A Kennedy curse?
Curse or not, the Kennedy family had already been stricken with bad luck for years, all the way back to the 1940s with the institutionalization of sister Rosemary Kennedy and the deaths of Joe Jr. in a World War II airplane explosion and Kathleen (nicknamed “Kick”) in a plane crash in 1948. But after JFK’s death in 1963, another Kennedy scion would meet his fate in the exact same way—by an assassin’s bullet. This time it would be Bobby, murdered in 1968. It had been thought that the former attorney general would carry on the tradition of Camelot, so young and charismatic in personality, with a wife, Ethel, very different from Jackie and in many ways much more accessible. Ethel was full of spit-and-vinegar, and she had ten children—and an eleventh on the way—an American family of hope and promise that mirrored those of so many at the time. In a strange but maybe not so surprising way, Bobby’s death just added more allure to the Kennedy image. The mix of youth and vitality with tragedy and despair was a sort of soap opera much of the country could not resist. Then, as Jackie Kennedy went on to marry the billionaire shipping mogul Aristotle Onassis and seemingly scandalize the entire country in the process, the sense of misadventure that now characterized the Kennedy mystique exerted an even greater hold.
In the years after the deaths of Jack and Bobby—the years after Camelot, which are the primary ones examined in this book—the Kennedys as a family tried to hold on to the sense of hope, promise, and national service that had been so integral to the public personas of their fallen heroes. But it was difficult. During many of those intervening years there seemed no way for the Kennedys to live up to the impossibly high standards in part set by Jack and Bobby but maybe in greater part foisted upon them by an America longing for heroic characters. In death, the deceased president and his late brother would take on a kind of saintly aura that would sometimes be impossible to match and would provide years of frustration for any who tried to emulate it. In some respects, the Kennedys knew as much and even privately discussed it among themselves. However, they also knew that the public would accept nothing less of them but to carry on the ideal of Camelot—somehow.
In 2000, more than fifteen years after I first met Jackie Kennedy Onassis, I wrote Jackie, Ethel, Joan: Women of Camelot—a book that focused on the lives of the three women who had married into the family as wives to brothers Jack, Bobby, and Ted Kennedy. That work followed its principal characters, including their husbands, primarily from 1960 to 1969, with some references to the years that followed. Consider this book—After Camelot—the rest of the story. It is a more than forty-year journey through the family’s epic history, spanning from 1968 to the present—the years following Jackie’s idealized Camelot. In these pages you will read about and, it is my hope, come to a deeper understanding of certain touchstone moments in our history, such as Ted Kennedy’s disastrous weekend in Chappaquiddick, which, it could be argued, forever ruined his chances for the presidency. You will also read about the many challenges Bobby’s children faced as they grew into young adulthood—the next generation of Kennedys, two of whom would meet early and untimely deaths. Obviously, there has been no shortage of catastrophic misfortune in the Kennedys’ history, and the sudden death of JFK’s only son, John Kennedy Jr., is also told in these pages—a loss keenly felt even to this day. But you will also read stories of triumph and achievement, as in the telling of Eunice Kennedy Shriver’s world-changing devotion to furthering the understanding of mental retardation in this country with Camp Shriver and the Special Olympics, and her husband Sargent’s cofounding of the Peace Corps. You will, I believe, also find inspiration in the way Caroline Kennedy Schlossberg has lived her life with such firm resolve and quiet dignity in the face of so much heartbreak—very much like her mother, Jackie. Through it all, you will find that those who survived Jack and Bobby always managed to pull together as a family just when they needed to, and that, united, they would somehow find the strength to persevere during times most might find insurmountable.
When I first met Eunice Kennedy Shriver in 2002, it was to interview her for a story I was writing about her role in the Special Olympics. I must admit that she, more than any other Kennedy I had ever encountered, at first seemed quite redoubtable. The authoritative manner in which she carried herself and the way her eyes sized me up as she spoke in the distinct, New England–clipped accent that is so Kennedy-like was more than a little daunting. As we talked, though, I soon felt as if I were speaking with an old, familiar friend, especially when she pulled dog-eared photos of her five children—including her daughter, Maria Shriver—from her wallet and began to brag about their many achievements. I also sensed the dedication she had to the organization she had founded so many years earlier, the Special Olympics. Eagerly, she told me about its humble origins, which happened to be in the home she shared with Sargent in Maryland, the same one in which she had raised her family.
“I was just a woman who couldn’t believe there were no summer camps for the mentally retarded anywhere in this entire country,” Eunice told me. “So what did I do? Why, I started my own. In my own backyard! We called it Camp Shriver. And I found high school teachers and students and friends and anyone else who was willing to be of service, and I made them all camp counselors. It grew and grew and grew over the years and, by God, it was the right thing to do, wasn’t it?” she observed, laughing. Here was a remarkable woman, I thought, who not only recognized a need in this country but wanted more than anything to fill it, not so that she might bask in the refracted glory of achievement but because she knew she could use her tenacious nature and her family’s considerable power to get the job done—and because she knew it was the right thing to do. And therein lies another Kennedy secret: They have always believed that there is no limit to the amount of service they could do for their fellow man—indeed, their country. “We as a family are so blessed,” Eunice told me. “How dare we not be of service? How dare we not at least try? That’s how I raised my children. You can ask any one of them and they will tell you that not a day went by in their lives that they didn’t have Mummy pestering them to be of service to someone else—big or small—just do something!”
Later, when she introduced me to her husband, Sargent Shriver, he repeated what sounded to me like the family’s mantra. “The world is full of people in need,” he declared. “Be present for them. That’s what Jack, Bobby, Eunice, I, and so many of us have tried to do over the years.” (On an unrelated note, I can’t leave the memory of this day with the Shrivers without first adding that I’d never met a politician more affable than Sargent. “My dad always believed you would have made a great president,” I told him. “Him and me both,” he said with a hearty laugh.)
During my time with her, Eunice Kennedy Shriver mentioned not only that she had read my first book about her family, Jackie, Ethel, Joan: Women of Camelot, but that she had seen some of the television miniseries upon which it was based. Did she approve? Speaking with caution, she said she couldn’t vouch for its accuracy, “because I certainly didn’t live Jackie’s life, nor did I live Ethel’s, nor did I live Joan’s.” But then, after a beat, she added thoughtfully, “I have to say, though, that even I was struck by the universality of some of the themes. So, in a sense, I guess you could say it’s not just their story, is it? It’s a story we all share. And not just we Kennedys, either. All of us.”
I couldn’t have agreed more.
J. Randy Taraborrelli
Winter 2011
PROLOGUE
An Unthinkable Tragedy
It was a gray, dreary, and unremarkable Saturday afternoon in Hyannis Port. Out on a stretch of pebble-covered sand and facing a dark, restless ocean stood an elderly woman wearing a black baseball cap. As she took in the endless vista, she bent down to pick up a seashell. She rolled it in the palm of her hand and then flung it into the sea. Appearing lost in thought, she pulled her white down jacket close in order to keep the chill of the Nantucket Sound at bay. To see her walk just a few steps, it was clear that she had a slight limp. Meanwhile, a young lady in a starched white maid’s uniform approached and stood directly behind her. After a few moments of hesitation, she tapped her on the shoulder. “Mrs. Kennedy,” she said, “the priest will be here at five o’clock to say Mass. He’s asked if you had any particular scripture in mind for the reading?” Ethel Kennedy turned to face the woman. With eyes reddened and face drawn, she seemed even older than her seventy-one years. Her frame was slight, shoulders slim and slightly hunched forward.
“How well I remember my own wedding,” Ethel said wistfully, not responding to the woman’s question. “We Kennedys are known for our great weddings, as you know,” she added. “Mine and Bobby’s was so beautiful.” According to the maid’s later recollection, Ethel then spoke of the formal white satin gown she wore on that special day so many years earlier when she and Robert Kennedy were wed. She also spoke of the long, diaphanous veil trimmed with delicate orange blossoms. And the elegant, dainty gloves. “But we called them mitts in those days,” she remembered. “They were satin and had pearls on them,” she added. “People don’t wear gloves so much anymore,” she mused as she reached into her pocket and pulled out large black sunglasses. She put them on. “I wonder why that is,” she continued, seeming distracted. “Gloves are so nice. Don’t you agree?” Her maid nodded.
Over the years, Kennedy weddings have been more than mere events, they’ve been the subject of national curiosity all the way back to the family patriarch Joseph’s, who wed Rose in 1914, through to Bobby and Ethel’s in 1950, Eunice’s to Sargent Shriver in 1953, and Jack’s to Jackie Bouvier, also in 1953. And there were so many more—Kennedy sisters Pat’s to actor Peter Lawford in 1954 and Jean’s to Stephen Smith two years later. Then there was Ted’s to Joan Bennett in 1958… The list goes on and on, especially as the next generation took their own spouses. Who could forget the elegant wedding of Jackie’s daughter, Caroline, to Ed Schlossberg in 1986? Wedding guest Robert Rauschenberg once said it felt as if there had been “seventy-five thousand Kennedys present.” It probably felt to those in attendance that there were at least that many. But then Caroline’s brother, John Fitzgerald Kennedy Jr.—only son of the slain President Kennedy—broke the tradition of big family weddings with a more intimate affair when he married the lovely Carolyn Bessette in 1996. It was a surprise not only to the media but also to many of Kennedy’s friends and even family members. How he was ever able to pull it off remained a mystery to many, but John wed Carolyn privately on Cumberland Island, Georgia, with just a few close friends and relatives present. Unfortunately, the wedding ceremony planned for this day—Saturday, July 17, 1999—between Ethel’s daughter Rory and her beau Mark Bailey now hung in the balance because John Kennedy Jr., his wife Carolyn Bessette, and her sister Lauren were missing.
John and Carolyn had been on their way from Essex County Airport in Fairfield, New Jersey, to Hyannis Airport on Cape Cod in order to attend Rory’s wedding at the Kennedy compound. Although the houses that comprised the compound were summer homes for the Kennedys, the Hyannis Port residences seemed to symbolize their unity, serving as headquarters for observances and celebrations, for funerals and wakes, for auspicious announcements, commemorative rites, and family holidays like the Fourth of July, Thanksgiving, and Christmas. First, though, John and Carolyn were scheduled to stop at Martha’s Vineyard to drop off Lauren, a vice president at Morgan Stanley Dean Witter. However, something apparently happened to their plane. The small, single-engine, red-and-white Piper Saratoga hadn’t been seen on radar since 9:30 p.m. Friday night, half an hour before it should have landed on Martha’s Vineyard. There was nothing anyone could do except to pray.
“Will the Mass be served at my house or at Senator Kennedy’s?” Ethel asked. She attended Mass almost every single day, either at her Catholic church or, quite often, in her own home where a priest would come to perform it. Of course, she would also walk out if the sermon hit her the wrong way, or if she didn’t like the priest. But everyone knew that about Ethel.
“Whichever you prefer,” answered Ethel’s maid.
“I think maybe my house would be best,” Ethel decided. “Yes, we’ll have it on my porch. And will Father O’Byrne say Mass?” she asked.
“Yes.”
Ethel shook her head sadly. “He married John and Carolyn just a few years ago,” she recalled. “And now here we are today. Oh, my poor Johnny,” she added, looking out at the gray sea and merging skyline. She hadn’t used the pet name since John was a tot, at least not that anyone could remember. “Oh, dear Lord,” she said, as if just hit with a revelation. “If Jackie was alive, I don’t know how she would handle this. In fact, I don’t think she could bear it. Do you?”
Ethel’s maid didn’t comment.
“I love all my boys,” Ethel continued. “You know I love my girls, too. But my boys, they have given me the most trouble, and for some reason, I just love my boys so much. And Johnny, I always thought of him as one of my own,” she concluded sadly.
It had been just before midnight on Friday night—not long after the family and guests retired after the rehearsal dinner—that Senator Ted Kennedy learned of John’s missing plane. He wasn’t that concerned, at least not at first. After all, John was nothing if not unpredictable. Perhaps he had changed his plans, Ted reasoned, and just hadn’t informed anyone. However, after a few calls, Ted began to fear the worst. He spent the rest of the night on the telephone talking to the FAA and the Coast Guard, as well as to any of John’s friends he knew to find out if they had any information. Finally, at about 5 a.m., he had no choice but to telephone Ethel to tell her the gut-wrenching news that John’s plane had gone missing. He and Ethel—whom he lovingly called “Ethie”—had been through so much over the years that this seemed like just one more awful moment they would have to share. After speaking to Ted, Ethel tearfully gathered those family members present in the house to tell them what was going on. The rest of the day would be a waiting game. Even though it was obvious that the plane had gone down somewhere, no one in the family was willing to give up hope, least of all Ethel Kennedy. “I don’t give up easily,” she said, “at least not on something I believe in. I have no doubts,” she said. “Not a one.” It would be just like her nephew, she said, to simply show up a day later than planned and have the most wildly entertaining story to tell about his delay.
The phone hadn’t stopped ringing at Ethel’s all morning. She would jump every time it rang, hoping it was good news. One of the calls was from Holly Safford, whose company was catering Rory’s wedding. She had just heard on television that John was missing. “I am so sorry, Mrs. Kennedy,” she said, according to her memory of the conversation. “This is just so devastating. I don’t know what to say.”
“Holly, my dear, there is no need to be sorry, because they are going to find him,” Ethel said, her tone strong and reassuring. “We are going to have a wedding today, I guarantee it.”
“Is there anything I can do for you, Mrs. Kennedy?”
“Yes,” she answered, “please tell your staff to stand by and wait for further instructions. The wedding is not canceled. They will find John, I know it.”
Three long hours passed, and still no word. As Ethel made her way back to her home from the shoreline, two of her grandchildren—Kate and Kerry Kennedy—joined her. She held their hands, and as they passed a flagpole with an American flag flapping in the wind, the three stopped for a second and looked up at it. It was not at half-mast. Not yet, anyway. “Go, go, go!” Ethel was then heard calling out to the children. “Run! Run! Run! It’s a beautiful day. Go have fun!” With that, the two children raced across the white sand beach and down to the shore.
Ethel continued walking, still limping and showing signs of the hip replacement surgery she’d undergone earlier in the year. Slowly, she made her way past billowing white tents that had just been erected for the wedding ceremony and subsequent party. The site was bustling with activity as people carried elaborate flower arrangements onto the property—roses, for the most part, of every size, every variety, and, it seemed, most every color under the sun. Meanwhile, caterers with large trays of desserts unloaded their goods from a massive truck in Ethel’s driveway. One caterer almost tripped as she tried to navigate over a tangle of power cords while carrying a towering tray of cookies. “Careful,” Ethel said, laughing. “Don’t hurt yourself!”
Also scurrying about the premises were reporters and photographers from People magazine who had somehow gotten into the Kennedy compound. “Inform them that Mrs. Kennedy said they are not allowed on these premises,” Ethel was overheard telling one of the many uniformed policemen patrolling the property. “There should be no press here at all,” she said, now seeming quite annoyed. In her hand was a white linen napkin, folded and tied at the top with a delicate gold ribbon. “This is our home,” Ethel declared, “it is not a park.” She then looked at the napkin in her hands and untied the ribbon around it. It had Rory’s initials on it, and Mark’s. Then—who knows why she did it, whether it was because of some deeply buried sense of the inevitable—she crumpled the napkin and tossed it into a nearby trash can.
Eventually, Ethel walked up the floral-lined pathway to her house. An empty hammock swung on the porch, and the home’s windows were shuttered like those of all of the other white clapboard homes in the compound. Standing on her porch and looking out at the waves crashing on the beach in the distance, she tilted her head and allowed the ocean breeze to cool her face. She seemed to be trying to ignore the bedlam swirling around her when, out of the corner of her eye, she must have seen Ted Kennedy approaching from the direction of his own home in the compound. Family members, household staff, and those responsible for the wedding preparations looked on as Ethel extended her arms to the oft-troubled man she’d always considered more a brother than just a brother-in-law. He’d been in the hospital delivery room holding her hand in place of his deceased brother when she gave birth to Rory. How could she ever forget that?
Unfortunately, Ted had bad news for Ethel. He’d just heard from the Coast Guard that a person standing on the shore near Gay Head—less than a mile from Jackie’s vacation home—had spotted something black floating in the water. She’d thought it was a trash bag. But then one of her friends jumped into the surf to investigate and moments later returned with a suitcase. The two beachgoers gazed at the luggage for a long moment before finally lifting the identification flap. There they found a business card from Morgan Stanley. On it was the name “Lauren Bessette—Vice President.” It would get worse. A prescription bottle made out to Carolyn Bessette would emerge from the waves; a bag of kayaking gear; a piece of an airplane seat; a headrest; an aircraft wheel—all stomach-turning flotsam of a flight gone deadly wrong, now washing ashore and seeming to seal forever the fate of its passengers. Ted had said he didn’t know how he would tell Ethel such terrible news, but he knew that it should come from him.
While the visibly shaken senator relayed the news to her, Ethel Kennedy nodded solemnly as if trying to take it in, as if trying to fathom the unfathomable. When he finished speaking, she seemed stunned as she stood in place, just staring at him in disbelief. She’d been so strong all day, as was usually her fashion in times of crisis. But this was just too much to take. This was more than even she could bear. She began to cry. And as she did so, she seemed to become unsteady on her feet. So he reached out for her and held her close. For a long time, he held her close.
The women of Camelot: Ethel, Joan, and Jackie, the Kennedy sisters-in-law, at Hyannis Port in 1960, just before Jackie became First Lady. (© JACQUES LOWE)
top: Ethel Skakel’s wedding day, June 17, 1950, to Robert Kennedy. In many ways, Ethel and Bobby were the ideal couple, with the same goals and philosophies—or, as Ethel would say many years later, “When you think of me and Bob, think ‘soul mates.’ ” (PHOTOFEST)
bottom: Jackie Bouvier’s wedding day, September 12, 1953, to John Fitzgerald Kennedy, at the time a Democratic senator from Massachusetts. Much has been written about their complex union, but on this day there was nothing but great happiness and optimism for the future. (PHOTOFEST)
Joan Bennett’s wedding day, November 29, 1958, to Edward Moore Kennedy. Joan later said she “had no idea what I was getting myself into” when she married into the powerful, controversial Kennedy family. Like many brides of her generation, she was young, innocent, a bit naïve… and very beautiful. (PARAGON PHOTO VAULT)
Ethel and Jackie were in the audience at the hearing of the Senate labor rackets committee on March 3, 1957. Bobby was the committee’s chief counsel, while Jack was a member of the committee. By this time Ethel already had reservations about Jackie—whom she and some of the other Kennedy women called “Jack-leen” (because it rhymed with “Queen”). (UPI/CORBIS-BETTMANN)
Jackie, Ethel, and Joan campaigned for JFK’s presidency, even though Jackie and Joan didn’t really enjoy politics. The three are seen here in a receiving line in Maryland just before the primary election there in May 1960. (AP/WORLDWIDE PHOTOS)
When Jackie’s advanced pregnancy prevented her from safely continuing on the campaign trail, Joan and Ethel carried on, attending many Democratic tea parties—this one in Erie, Pennsylvania, in October 1960—while stumping for their brother-in-law. (UPl/CORBIS-BETTMANN)
The First Family, photographed on Election Day, November 9, 1960. The entire family honored Jackie with a standing ovation just prior to this sitting, much to Ethel’s chagrin. Standing, left to right: Ethel Kennedy, Stephen Smith, Jean Kennedy Smith, John Fitzgerald Kennedy, Bobby Kennedy, Pat Lawford Kennedy, Sargent Shriver, Joan Kennedy, and Peter Lawford. In the foreground: Eunice Shriver Kennedy, Rose Kennedy, Joseph P. Kennedy, Jackie Kennedy, and Ted Kennedy. (ARCHIVE PHOTOS)
top: The Rulers of Camelot at the Inaugural Ball, January 20, 1961: The King, JFK, with his queen, Jackie; and her hand-maidens, Ethel and Joan. (PARAGON PHOTO VAULT)
bottom: Jackie and Jack at the Inaugural Ball at the Mayflower Hotel in Washington. Though Jackie was ill and weak from the birth of John Jr., she still managed to dazzle. (PHOTOFEST)
Jackie was proud of her performance when she gave a tour of the White House on February 14, 1962, for an international television audience. However Ethel, who felt that her sister-in-law’s appearance seemed “phony,” wondered, “Where did that voice come from?” (PHOTOFEST)
Jackie and Lady Bird Johnson, wife of Vice President Lyndon Johnson, always shared a warm relationship; correspondence that spans forty years is testament to a friendship that superseded the political differences between the Kennedys and the Johnsons. Here Lady Bird, wearing a Red Cross aid’s uniform, escorts Jackie into a luncheon hosted by the Senate Ladies Red Cross Unit in the Old Supreme Court Chamber in Washington in May 1962. (PHOTOFEST/lCON)
Marilyn Monroe, just before going on stage at Madison Square Garden in 1962 to sing “Happy Birthday” to the President. Knowing that her husband was having an affair with the screen star, Jackie refused to attend the gala, saying “Life’s too short to worry about Marilyn Monroe.” (PHOTO FILE)
The Kennedys may have had problems with Marilyn Monroe in 1962, but one would never have known it by this photo taken at the Kennedy compound shortly after the Madison Squre Garden birthday party. Singing one of their favorite family songs are (l–r) : Joan, Eunice, Jackie, Ethel, Pat, Ted, Bobby, Jack, and Steve Smith (Jean’s husband). (JOHN FITZGERALD KENNEDY LIBRARY)
top: Upset by her husband’s relationship with Marilyn Monroe as well as the screen star’s sudden death, Jackie took a “private vacation” to Ravello, Italy, in August 1962. “Isn’t it tragic enough,” she told friends of Monroe’s suicide while on a cruise to Capri, “without our gossiping about it under the stars?” (PHOTOFEST)
bottom: Upon Jackie’s return from Ravello, all seemed back to normal when the entire family posed together for this photo at the Hyannis Port compound. Standing, left to right: Sargent Shriver, Steve Smith, Ethel, Jack, Pat, Rose, Bobby, Eunice, Jean, Ted, and Joan. In front, Jackie and Joseph Sr. (JOHN FITZGERALD KENNEDY LIBRARY)
Joan Kennedy; Jackie’s sister, Lee Radziwill; Jackie’s mother, Janet Auchincloss; and Jackie watch solemnly as President Kennedy delivers his State of the Union message to Congress in 1963. (UPI/CORBIS-BETIMANN)
top: Jackie and Jack, with their children, John and Caroline, on November 18, 1963, four days before JFK’s murder. At this point Jack and Jackie had gotten closer. As his close friend Senator George Smathers put it, “He was as faithful as he was ever going to be… more than Jackie hoped for, but less than what she deserved.” (PHOTOFEST)
bottom: Jackie and Jack appear at a speech in Fort Worth, Texas. The photo is especially poignant in that Kennedy would be dead, and Jackie’s life forever altered, in just a couple of hours. (PARAGON PHOTO VAULT)
top: A grieving Jackie, escorted by Bobby and Ted, leaves the Capitol for the funeral procession to the church. “Who cares what happens to me now?” she would later ask. (PHOTOFEST)
bottom: This photo of Jackie at her husband’s funeral in November 1963 says it all: the grief, despair, and sense of hopelessness she felt at this terrible time in her life. Her sisters-in-law were concerned about her, so much so that Ethel suggested she move into her home so that she could keep an eye on her. Jackie declined the offer. (PHOTOFEST)
Bobby shares a parting glance with Jackie after he and Ethel leave her temporary Georgetown home on December 6, 1963, just after Jackie moved out of the White House. In a few months, rumors would begin circulating that Jackie and Bobby were having an affair. While most people did not believe the ridiculous stories, Ethel seemed suspicious just the same. (UPI/CORBIS BETTMANN)
Even though they weren’t movie or television stars, Jackie, Ethel, and Joan became staples of fan magazines that were popular in the 1960s and ’70s. Here are just a few of the many publications that featured the women on their covers. Oddly, the three sisters-in-law read the magazines religiously and often believed what they read about each other! (J. RANDY TARABORRELLI COLLECTION)
top: After the President’s death, Jackie sent Joan to Europe to represent the Kennedy family on a touring exhibit of JFK memorabilia, in the hopes of making her finally feel an integral member of the family. Here, Joan poses with the President’s rocking chair. (DEUTCHE PRESSE/ARCHIVE PHOTOS)
bottom: Joan, Jackie, and Secret Service agent Clint Hill at Northampton’s Cooley Dickinson Hospital after Ted’s near-fatal plane crash in June 1964. “Maybe it’s a curse,” Joan told Jackie. “Look at the things that have happened. Can we just chalk it up to coincidence?” (UPI/CORBIS-BETTMANN)
The woman behind the man? Joan campaigned for the injured Ted in 1964, the first Kennedy wife to stump for an incapacitated husband. Joan yearned for his appreciation and respect, but in Ted’s view, she was just doing her duty—nothing more, and nothing less. (PARAGON PHOTO VAULT)
When Ted and Bobby were both senators at the same time (from Massachusetts and New York, respectively), they and their wives, Joan and Ethel, often went out on the town together. Ethel loved a public life, whereas Joan was intimidated by it. (GLOBE PHOTOS)
Bobby and Ethel pose with their brood after attending Easter Mass at St. Luke’s Catholic Church in McLean, Virginia, just two months before Bobby’s murder: Michael, David, Robert Jr., Joseph, Kathleen, Matthew, the senator, Christopher, Ethel, and Mary. (PHOTOFEST)
top: Ethel is escorted by Ted to their pew in St. Patrick’s Cathedral for Bobby’s funeral services on June 8, 1968. The bombastic Ethel would never be the same after Bobby’s death, choosing to live the rest of her life in the shadow of his memory. (PHOTOFEST)
bottom: Ethel, her son Joseph, and Jackie at Bobby’s funeral services. For a time the sisters-in-law were bound by the joint tragedies. (GLOBE PHOTOS)
After Bobby’s death Ethel gave birth to their eleventh child, Rory Elizabeth Katherine Kennedy. Joan and Ted are seen here escorting her home from the hospital. (GLOBE PHOTOS)
“Have you had enough of your Greek tycoon?” Ethel asked Jackie at lunch one day shortly after this photo was taken in 1968. Though Ethel—along with Joan—attempted to convince Jackie not to marry Aristotle Onassis, they were unsuccessful. For the cameras, the two sisters-in-law looked happy and composed, but behind the scenes raged a war over the shipping magnate. (GLOBE PHOTOS)
On July 22, 1969, Joan went with her husband to the funeral of Mary Jo Kopechne, who drowned in a car Ted was driving on Chappaquiddick Island. (Ethel accompanied them to the services, while Jackie chose to stay behind rather than associate herself to the scandal.) Joan would later say that the death of Mary Jo was the beginning of the end of her marriage to Ted, even though they wouldn’t officially announce divorce plans for twelve more years. (PHOTOFEST)
By November 1969 Joan and Ethel had become closer, united by Ted’s bumbling actions at Chappaquiddick after Mary Jo Kopechne’s drowning. Here one can only wonder what the two women were whispering while Ted offers yet another explanation to the media during a press conference. (UPI/CORBIS-BETTMANN)
On June 6, 1970—the two-year anniversary of Bobby’s death—Ethel (kneeling), Joan, and Ted visit his grave. (GLOBE PHOTOS)
Despite the fact that his presidential aspirations would be forever ruined by Chappaquiddick, Ted was reelected to the Senate in November 1970. Here he thanks his campaign workers, flanked by Ethel, on the left, and Joan. Behind him is another reminder to the skeptical press of his “ideal” family life—even though the relationship he shared with Joan at this time was anything but. (UPI/CORBIS-BETTMANN)
Joan did have her own fashion taste, controversial though it sometimes was. Here she is seen in London’s Heathrow Airport in 1971, looking smart in leather. (POPPERFOTO/ARCHIVE PHOTOS)
Though no one could ever replace Bobby in Ethel’s life, she and Andy Williams did date. Ethel loved reading stories in the press of their budding romance, which was actually short-lived. When Jackie, feeling that Andy was perfect for Ethel, tried to move the relationship forward, Ethel resisted. (GLOBE PHOTOS)
Ethel convinced Andy Williams to allow Joan to demonstrate her piano-playing skills on his TV show in March 1971. Joan performed a solo, then accompanied Williams as he sang. (PHOTOFEST)
It was sometimes difficult for Ethel to feel compassion for Joan’s alcoholism, because she believed it to be a weakness, not an addiction. Unlike Jackie, Ethel also believed that Joan should be more tolerant of Ted’s unfaithfulness because, as Ethel once put it, “at least Joan has a husband.” (PHOTOFEST)
Jackie joined Joan and Ted on a ski trip to Idaho during the Christmas holidays in 1975. Joan and Ted’s son Patrick is in the foreground. (PHOTOFEST)
Always behind her man? Maybe not. By 1976, when this photo was taken (on the day Ted won re-election to the Senate for his third full term), Joan had other things on her mind. She had been in and out of rehab centers and was at a low ebb in her life. (PHOTOFEST)
In December 1979, Joan held a press conference at her Boston apartment to demonstrate that she was sober and ready to campaign for her husband in his bid for the presidency, even though they were separated. Photos of her family were placed on the piano in hopes of convincing the media that the separation was temporary, and that Joan would be a proud First Lady should Ted get elected. (UPI/CORBIS-BETTMANN)
Despite her drinking problems and troubled marriage, Joan was still able to hold it together and look stunning in her stylish maxi coat as she, Ted, and children Ted Jr. and Kara took a stroll in Boston, followed by the ever-present paparazzi. (PHOTOFEST)
Even though Jackie had ambivalent feelings about Ted, she and Joan remained close. It was Jackie in whom Joan confided about her alcoholism, and about her desire to finally put an end to her marriage. Jackie blamed herself for not suggesting that Joan end the marriage many years earlier and was concerned that she was somehow at least partly responsible for Joan’s alcoholism. (UPI/CORBIS-BETTMANN)
In May 1981 Joan received her master’s degree in education from Lesley College. By this time she had taken control of her life and had filed for divorce from Ted, using Jackie’s attorney. Joan and Ted pose with their children (l–r): Patrick, Kara, and Edward Jr. (UPI/CORBIS-BETTMANN)
“There are certain people you love despite everything else, just because you know they’re being so completely true to who they really are,” Jackie Kennedy Onassis once said. “In my life, Ethel Kennedy is one of those people.” Here Jackie and Ethel share a light moment during a Robert F. Kennedy Pro-Celebrity Tennis Tournament at Forest Hills Stadium in New York. (AP/WIDE WORLD PHOTOS)
A distraught Ethel Kennedy kneels at the coffin of Jackie Kennedy Onassis during funeral services for the former First Lady on May 23, 1994, at Arlington National Cemetery in Arlington, Virginia. Despite their often contentious relationship, Ethel had great admiration and love for her former sister-in-law, whom she visited the day she died. Behind Ethel is her son Joseph, his wife, Beth, and his sister Kathleen Kennedy Townsend. (AP PHOTO/GREG GIBSON)
* Billings and Jack Kennedy had been roommates during Jack’s sophomore year at Choate and then at Princeton, until Jack transferred to Harvard to be near Boston doctors for health reasons. Although Billings never served the President in an official capacity, he was a frequent guest at the White House and remained a close friend of the family until his death at the age of sixty-five in May 1981.
* Estes Kefauver, a Democrat from Tennessee, chaired the committee’s hearings into organized crime, which set the stage for his selection, over Jack Kennedy, as Adlai Stevenson’s presidential running mate in 1956.
* Mesta, appointed Ambassador to Luxembourg by Harry Truman, was immortalized by composer Irving Berlin in the hit Broadway musical Call Me Madam, starring Ethel Merman.
* McCormack is the nephew of the late John W. McCormack, Speaker of the House from 1962 to 1971.
* The party was hosted by the late Arthur Krim and his wife, Dr. Mathilde Krim, who recently revealed that the Secret Service confiscated all of the photographers’ film of Marilyn with the Kennedy brothers. Only one photo of the three has somehow managed to survive.
* See the source notes at the back of this volume for detailed correspondence between the Kennedy brothers relating to the Redbook story.
* Raised on the Pennsylvania estate of Grey Towers, Mary Meyer, like Jackie, was a Vassar graduate and New York debutante. Jack had known Mary—whose father was one of the founders of the American Civil Liberties Union—since 1935; they met at a dance when Jack was a senior at Choate. They became reacquainted when Jack was a senator, and she soon became one of his lovers. An attractive, shapely blonde with short, windswept hair, she was a frequent guest at the White House.
* Many years later, in an interview with Jack’s adult niece Maria Shriver, Fidel Castro said, “With the information I have now—the experience of the Soviets’ hesitation—no, I would not have accepted the missiles. I think that according to the steps taken by each side, we were quite close, quite near to nuclear war.”
* Mary Meyer would meet an unfortunate demise on October 12, 1964, when she was murdered while walking along the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal towpath in Georgetown. A twenty-three-year-old laborer was arrested, tried, and acquitted. The case has never been solved.
* In a 1970 interview with Sylvia Wright of Life magazine, Rose Kennedy said, “Joan used to play the piano while we sang in the evenings in Hyannis Port. Once, after we had lost Jack, we tried to sing some of the songs that he had liked. But one of us got depressed and that was, well… we all collapsed. So we closed the piano quickly, and everybody went home. We discontinued our singing after that.”
* After accidentally addressing him as Lyndon on the plane after he was sworn in, Jackie vowed that in the future she would only refer to him as Mr. President, even though he insisted that she do no such thing.
* At this time, in his continuing effort to involve Jackie in his administration, Johnson was considering making Jackie the Ambassador to Mexico. “She doesn’t want to do anything, but God almighty, all she would have to do would be to just walk out on her balcony about once a week,” he told Pierre Salinger. “I talked to her a while ago and she just oohed and aahed over the phone,” he said of Jackie. “She was just the sweetest thing. She was always nicer to me than anybody in the Kennedy family. She always made me feel like I was a human being. God, it would electrify the Western Hemisphere. It would do more than any Alliance for Progress,” Johnson continued, excited by the thought of it. “And she could go and do as she damn pleases. She can just walk out on that balcony and look down at them and they’ll just pee all over themselves every day.” A skeptical Salinger said he needed time to consider the idea. It is not known if LBJ offered her that post, though Pierre Salinger says he did offer her the position of Ambassador to France, and she turned it down.
* In fact, it would be eight years before Jackie would return to her former home, in 1971 when President Nixon and his wife, Pat, invited her and her children for dinner to view her and Jack’s official portraits.
* Many years later, Jean Kennedy Smith would be named ambassador to Ireland by President Bill Clinton. She would be instrumental in easing tensions in Northern Ireland, her first two years marking abrupt changes in U.S. foreign policy.
* Jackie and Joan were once discussing Truman Capote when Joan asked, “Is it true, Jackie, that he’s queer?” Jackie, who was always amused by Joan’s naïveté, acted as if she didn’t know what her sister-in-law meant by “queer.” Joan persisted, “You know, Jackie, gay. Gay!” Jackie had to laugh. “Oh, Joan, you are too much,” she said, kidding her. “Gay? He’s as gay as paint! We’ll never be able to corrupt you, will we?”
* Jackie had filed a highly publicized lawsuit against William Manchester to prevent him from using, in his book The Death of a President, highly personal material he had gotten from her in an interview. In the end the material was deleted from his work, but not until it was reprinted in newspapers and magazines everywhere as the result of reports about the lawsuit, all much to Jackie’s dismay. “I am so dazed,” she wrote during the litigation, “I feel that I will never be able to feel anything again.”
* In an interview years later, Gwendolyn Kopechne would say that, while Joan Kennedy was pleasant enough and seemed genuinely saddened, the call was a disappointment to her. “It was a sympathy call,” she said. “Nothing was explained.”
* During this period, a bully was taunting John daily in the third grade, saying “John-John wears shorts.” One day John drove his fist into the child’s nose, almost knocking him out, much to Jackie’s dismay. Alarmed, she asked her son where he learned to hit like that. He replied, “The Secret Service, Mom!”
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