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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.

—EDWARD M. KENNEDY1
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Let others delight in the good old days;
I am delighted to be alive right now.
This age is suited to my way of life.

—OVID1



ON A FINE summer’s day in 1970, Ted Kennedy skippered his sailboat from Hyannis Port over to Monhegan Island, an unspoiled, rocky outcropping ten miles off the coast of Maine, where I customarily spent the month of August with my children. He’d come to visit our mutual friend, the artist Jamie Wyeth, who’d painted a portrait of Ted’s brother Jack not long after the president’s assassination. Jamie always worked from live subjects, and while making his preliminary sketches of JFK, he’d asked Ted to sit in, as it were, for the dead president. As the portrait took shape, Ted had assumed the identity of his martyred brother, and in that guise, he and Jamie had become fast friends.

Ted and Joan Kennedy were staying with Jamie and his wife, Phyllis, who owned the most beautiful home on the island. It had once belonged to the famous illustrator Rockwell Kent, and it overlooked a boulder-strewn beach called Lobster Cove, where a picturesque old shipwreck lay rusting on its side.

Automobiles weren’t permitted on Monhegan Island, and I ran into the Kennedys and Wyeths as they were coming down the footpath from Lobster Cove on their way to the general store. Phyllis Wyeth, who’d been left paralyzed from the waist down as the result of an accident, was in a wheelchair. She introduced me to her weekend guests: Joan, thirty-three, blond and willowy, at the height of her mature beauty; and Ted, thirty-eight, in robust good health. It was easy to see why Ted had been called the handsomest of the handsome Kennedy brothers.

“How are you, Senator,” I said, shaking his hand.

My commonplace greeting seemed to perturb him, perhaps because Phyllis had mentioned that I was a journalist with Newsweek, and Ted Kennedy, at that time, was a fugitive from the media. Recently, Massachusetts had released the official transcript of the inquest into the 1969 death of Mary Jo Kopechne on Chappaquiddick Island. The judge presiding over the inquest strongly implied that a drunken Ted Kennedy had been driving Mary Jo to a sexual tryst when his car plunged off a bridge and into a body of water, where Mary Jo died.

I couldn’t tell whether Ted had a sailor’s sunburn, or whether his face was scarlet with shame. His edgy defensiveness was underscored by his stumbling syntax—a stammer that at times made him sound slow-witted and even a bit dumb.

“Well, um, yes, ah, glorious day …” he said. “Beautiful here, isn’t it? … Sailing, um…. Good day … er, for that…. Wind….”

Someone once referred to Ted Kennedy’s off-the-cuff speaking style—as opposed to his superbly crafted speeches—as a “parody of [Yankees manager] Casey Stengel: nouns in search of verbs.”2 I later learned that the senator was aware of his tendency to speak in cryptic fragments, joking that as the youngest of nine children, he’d never had a chance to complete a sentence.3 To correct the problem, he’d consulted a psychologist, who prescribed a daily therapeutic regimen to make him sound more intelligible when he wasn’t using a prepared text. But he quickly lost interest in the therapy, and kept on uh-ing and ah-ing with no noticeable improvement.4

As we talked, I was struck by the fact that Ted didn’t look at Joan. Their eyes never met. Indeed, they didn’t even bother with the casual intimacies that are common between husband and wife.

Although I didn’t know it at the time, Joan was well on her way to becoming a full-blown alcoholic. If Ted had once counted on Joan to turn a blind eye to his infidelities, her alcoholism had changed all that. Instead of tranquilizing her and making her more submissive, drink had freed Joan to speak her mind.

She had recently given an indiscreet interview to the Ladies’ Home Journal. She and Ted, she said, “know our good and bad traits, we have seen one another at rock bottom….”5 It was clear that Joan’s tendency to talk about Ted in less than glowing terms had put a strain on their marriage. The tragedy of Chappaquiddick had only made matters worse.

AFTER OUR BRIEF chat on Monhegan Island, ten years passed before I ran into Ted Kennedy again. This time, it was at a Christmas party given by his sister-in-law Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis at her Fifth Avenue penthouse apartment. Ted was still recovering from his ill-fated primary race against President Jimmy Carter. A month or so before Jackie’s cocktail reception, Carter had been soundly defeated by Ronald Reagan in the general election, which must have given Ted Kennedy a feeling of schadenfreude. It also might have accounted for the high spirits he displayed that December evening at Jackie’s.

Ted had gained a good deal of weight, and there were strands of gray in his thick mass of disordered hair. I had heard rumors that he and Joan were living apart, and in fact he’d come to the party without her. Joan’s absence was particularly conspicuous because other members of Jackie’s extended family—including her mother, her stepbrother, and assorted Kennedys, Shrivers, Lawfords, and Smiths—were present. So were a few favored writers and journalists who, like me, had been befriended by Jackie.

“Teddy,” Jackie said as she introduced us, “this is Ed Klein. He used to be at Newsweek, and now he’s the editor of the New York Times Magazine.”

“The senator and I have met before,” I said. “You were visiting Jamie and Phyllis Wyeth on Monhegan Island.”

“Oh, yes, um, I remember that, ah, day, ah, well,” he said.

But he was slurring his words and speaking more loudly than necessary, and I concluded that he’d had too much to drink. Still, it was interesting to note that, even when inebriated, Ted Kennedy displayed impeccable manners. He had not yet turned fifty and could still hold his liquor.

AGAIN, A DECADE or so went by before I met Ted Kennedy for the third time. It was the early 1990s, and I’d left the Times after eleven years as editor of its Sunday magazine and was now writing for Vanity Fair and Parade. I’d been invited as the sole journalist to attend a private dinner given by a group of wealthy contributors in honor of Senator Kennedy at the “21” Club, a Manhattan mecca for top business executives and Wall Street bankers.

Ted was preparing for a reelection campaign, and although he’d established a record as one of the Senate’s all-time greats (he’d had a hand in passing every major health, education, and civil rights bill over the past thirty years), he was in serious political trouble back home in Massachusetts. As a result of his entanglement in the sordid Palm Beach rape case against his nephew William Kennedy Smith, Ted’s poll numbers had sunk to an all-time low. It looked as though the unthinkable might happen: a Kennedy might actually lose a race in Massachusetts.

He loved the Senate, and he intended to fight with every weapon at his disposal to keep his seat. His father, Joseph P. Kennedy, had once famously said: “Politics is like war. It takes three things to win. The first is money and the second is money and the third is money.”6 Ted Kennedy had come to that night’s dinner to raise a lot of money.

He was now sixty years old, and when he entered the room, I hardly recognized him. There, in the middle of his creased and crumpled face, was his alcohol-ravaged nose—a rough, veined protuberance that was as gnarled as the knot of an oak tree. His bloated body was bursting at the armpits of his suit jacket.

He was seated at a big round table next to his attractive new wife, Victoria Reggie Kennedy, a tall, dark-haired, hazel-eyed woman who was twenty-two years his junior. Vicki glowed with vigor and self-confidence. A successful lawyer in her own right, Vicki had a way of inserting herself into the conversation without appearing to upstage the senator. In fact, it soon became apparent that Vicki was there to look after Ted, monitor his answers, adjust them if necessary, add some nuances—and make sure that he didn’t drink too much. She sent the waiter away when he attempted to fill her husband’s wineglass for the third time. Ted seemed perfectly content to let Vicki run the show.

His speaking disability was on full display that evening. He had trouble answering the simplest questions. He talked in sentence fragments and at times didn’t make much sense. Each time he faltered, he’d look over at Vicki, who’d beam back at him, and each time he seemed to draw renewed confidence from her. I couldn’t help but notice the submissive way he related to Vicki, and compare that with the cool indifference he’d shown Joan on Monhegan Island some twenty years before.

By the end of the evening, I’d come to an extraordinary conclusion: This was no longer the same Ted Kennedy I had first met on Monhegan Island. This Ted Kennedy was a less agitated, restless, and fretful man; he was also less self-conscious and ill at ease, less vain and egocentric.

Fundamental change in a person of Ted Kennedy’s age is rare. But here was living proof that it was possible. There could be no mistaking the fact that the remote and unresponsive Ted Kennedy of Monhegan Island—the fugitive Ted Kennedy—had morphed into someone else. He seemed like a more fully developed human being.

What, I wondered, accounted for this remarkable transformation?

THAT QUESTION HAS never been far from my mind in the years following the “21” Club dinner. Since then, I’ve written a half dozen books, including three about the life and death of Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis and one about the tragic history of the Kennedy family titled The Kennedy Curse. As I delved deeply into the massive literature on the Kennedy family and interviewed hundreds of their friends and associates, I noted that Ted Kennedy’s metamorphosis was hardly ever scrutinized in the thousands of words that have been written about him. He was, I concluded, the least understood and the most underappreciated Kennedy of them all.

And so, when he came out for Barack Obama—marshaling the legendary power of the Kennedy name to help boost Obama’s presidential candidacy—I decided to devote a book to Ted Kennedy. At the time, he hadn’t been diagnosed with incurable brain cancer. He still planned to run for reelection in 2012, when he would be eighty years old. But after his brain surgery, he had to confront the somber prospect that he wouldn’t be around to serve another term in the Senate.

That realization must have been the crudest blow of all. For the Senate had come to define Ted Kennedy even more than his famous last name. An unabashed liberal, he had many things he still hoped to accomplish—rights to be protected, wrongs to be redressed. But he had a particularly aggressive form of brain cancer, and he knew that he was running out of time.

Since his brain surgery in June 2008, each day had been a reprieve; each week a miracle. And when those weeks had turned into months, his family and doctors were astounded by his resilience, as was the entire country. All Americans, including those who did not agree with his liberal politics, were in awe of his gallant last stand. He was no longer sitting in for his dead brother. He had become his own portrait in courage.




PART ONE
“There Are More of Us
Than Trouble”
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Washington, D. C., April 6, 1953



TRAIN NO. 173, the Federal Express, hurtled through the night at nearly seventy miles an hour. Tucked away in the swaying Pullman sleeping car was the youngest member of the Kennedy clan, Edward Moore Kennedy—“Eddie” to his sisters, “Teddy” to his brothers, “Ted” to the rest of the world. He was an exceptionally handsome young man, just turned twenty-one, with a mane of glistening hair, the trademark Kennedy teeth, and the build of an athlete. At six foot two and two hundred pounds, he barely fit into the narrow Pullman bed, and at each bend and curve along the way, he had to hold on to the bed railing to prevent himself from falling out of his berth.

The Federal Express chased the ghostly beam of its headlamps through Boston, Providence, New Haven, New York, Philadelphia, Wilmington, and Baltimore. After the Baltimore Yards, the engineer notched the controller up to eighty miles an hour for the run into Washington, D.C. When the train reached signal number 1339, about two miles from Union Station, Ted finally found the sleep that had eluded him for the past several hours.

He was groggy as he stepped off the train onto Track 16 a few minutes before 7:00 A.M. He grabbed his suitcase and made his way down the deserted sidewalks of Delaware Avenue to the Senate Office Building. He was something of an architecture buff, and the simple majesty of the building impressed him. Inside, twin marble staircases led from the rotunda to an entablature and coffered dome. The great space was empty except for a lone guard asleep behind the security desk. Ted didn’t disturb him as he set out in search of Room 362, his brother Jack’s new office.

“I can remember the first time I ever visited there,” he recalled many years later. “It was back in 1953 and I was a schoolboy. My brother John had just been elected to the Senate. I’d come down to visit him on the night train. Getting in early, I arrived at his office at about seven thirty in the morning. No one was there. So I sat down on my suitcase out in the hall.

“Next door was the office of the vice president, and just then Nixon came along,”* Ted continued. “He introduced himself and invited me into his office. It was the first time I’d ever met him. We had a pleasant talk, sparring about who got in first in the morning and that sort of thing.”1



· · ·

JACK KENNEDY SHOWED up a little before nine o’clock. The Kennedy brothers had not seen much of each other in quite some time. Jack had been busy running for the Senate—his launching pad for the White House—while Ted had been getting himself into trouble. At the end of his freshman year at Harvard, he was suspended for hiring a student to take his final Spanish exam. When his father found out about it, he went ballistic. Ted knew how to blarney his father; he explained that in order to play football at Harvard, you had to demonstrate a proficiency in a foreign language, and knowing how important it was to his father that he make the team, he had cheated on the test.

“From then on [my father] was calm,” Ted said. “It was just ‘How can we help you?’ and he never brought up the subject again.”2

Harvard’s longtime president James Bryant Conant made it clear that Ted could seek readmission after an appropriate time had elapsed, and Joseph Kennedy immediately began a campaign to get his son back in the college’s good graces. But war had broken out in Korea, and Ted saw a chance to atone for his disgrace by enlisting in the army. Thanks to his father’s influence, Ted served his two-year stint far from the front lines, as a private first class in the military police in Europe. He was in France when he heard the news that Jack had won a come-from-behind victory over Massachusetts’s senior senator, Henry Cabot Lodge.

From Paris, Teddy whipped off a congratulatory telegram:


IL EST FATIGUE ET TRISTE SES YEUX SONT ROUGE CE QUE VOUS FEISIEZ [SIC] A LODGE NE DEVRAIT PAS ARRIVER AUX MORTS=TED (“HE IS TIRED AND SAD HIS EYES ARE RED WHAT YOU WERE DOING TO LODGE SHOULDN’T HAPPEN TO THE DEAD. TED”)3



Ted’s telegrams were collector’s items. He once telegraphed his father:


HAPPY FATHERS DAY HAVING BARRELS OF FUN SEND MONEY FOR MORE BARRELS LOVE = TED4



He inherited his love of verbal jousting from the Fitzgeralds, his mother’s side of the family. The youngest of nine, Ted was doted on by his grandfather, John Francis “Honey Fitz” Fitzgerald, the former mayor of Boston and an Irish politician of the old school. As they strolled down the streets of Boston, Ted would watch—and learn—as Honey Fitz greeted everyone with a vigorous handshake or, in the case of pretty young women, with an effusive hug.

“When I was going to school,” Ted recalled, “I’d get Sunday lunch off and I’d go on into the Bellevue Hotel and have Sunday lunch with [Grandpa] … and he would take you all through the kitchen and introduce you to all of the waitresses. On several occasions, I remember [Bobby] was there—and he would join us. And then in the afternoon he’d take us for a walk through the Boston Common and we’d go down to the Old North Church and sit outside in a chair and look up at the steeple and view the architecture…. Once in a while we’d start out the door to go and view these various historic sights and he’d get wrapped up in conversation with friends and we’d never get there…. I heard my first off-color story from Grandpa. He was laughing so hard.”5

ALONE WITH JACK in his small office, Ted got his first good look at his brother. He was pleasantly surprised by Jack’s appearance. For years, their father had gone to great lengths to cover up the fact that Jack suffered from several serious medical conditions, including Addison’s disease, a sometimes fatal malady that was caused by inadequate secretion of hormones by the adrenal cortex. Joe Kennedy feared that if the truth got out, it would sabotage Jack’s political career.

“Each health problem was treated as a political problem, to be spun” wrote Chris Matthews. “[Jack] had developed, in fact, a reliable smoke screen. When he needed crutches, it was because of the ‘wartime injury.’ When he turned yellow or took sick because of Addison’s disease, it was billed as a recurrence of malaria, another reminder of wartime service.”6

The newly sworn-in senator had gained some needed flesh; he weighed a hundred and sixty pounds—about fifteen pounds more than his average for the past five years.7 The whites of his eyes weren’t yellowed from jaundice, indicating that he had his Addison’s disease under control. And he didn’t need to use crutches for his chronic bad back.

But if Ted was impressed by Jack’s appearance, he didn’t think much of his brother’s office. It consisted of three tiny windowless rooms—one for the new senator; another for his chief of staff and administrative assistant, Ted Reardon, and his legislative assistant, Ted Sorensen; and a third for Evelyn Lincoln, his personal secretary, and a pool of secretaries and unpaid assistants who answered constituent mail.8

“Kennedy worked at a furious pace,” noted biographer Michael O’Brien. “Many mornings he was bursting with new ideas. ‘I have several things for you to do,’ he would say to [Evelyn Lincoln] as soon as he entered his office. ‘First… Second … Third …’ While dictating letters, he would pace back and forth or swing a golf club at an imaginary ball. He insisted mail got immediate attention. Helen Lempart, one of his secretaries, said everyone had to make up a folder saying how many pieces of mail came in, how many were answered, and what the backlog was. There was a constant tracking of people in and out.”9

The hallway between Jack’s office in Room 362 and Richard Nixon’s in Room 361 was busy all day long. “The two of them were continuously tripping over cameras,” recalled Evelyn Lincoln. “You couldn’t get through. Hardly a day went by, when Nixon was in Washington, that all kinds of cameras and press equipment were not lined up outside his door.”10

Despite Nixon’s later reputation as a politician who had a kind of Hatfield-McCoy feud with the TV camera, he was actually far ahead of his colleagues in his sophisticated grasp of the power of television.11 Jack Kennedy was so impressed by Nixon’s exploitation of the new medium that he made a point of telling his brother Ted about it.

After the New York Post revealed that Nixon had been the beneficiary of a secret “rich men’s” slush fund, Nixon fell into danger of being dumped by Dwight Eisenhower as his vice-presidential running mate. To save his job, Nixon went on television and gave his famous “Checkers speech”—a demagogic appeal that involved the family dog, Checkers. As a result of that speech, millions of telegrams poured into Republican National Committee headquarters imploring Eisenhower to keep Nixon on the ticket.12

As far as Ted could tell, Jack and Dick Nixon seemed to have a mutual admiration society. “One reason for the across-the-hall cordiality,” wrote Chris Matthews, “was that while Kennedy and his staff assumed even back then that the 1960 Republican presidential nomination was Nixon’s to lose, the vice president had little reason to suspect Kennedy as a rival…. By all outward appearances, [Kennedy] seemed a genial dilettante destined for a long, no-heavy-lifting career in the Senate….”13

Nixon was not the only one who sold Jack Kennedy short. When Ted Sorensen told friends that he was interviewing for a job with the new senator, they warned him against taking it. “Kennedy’s commitment to civil liberties, New Deal spending, church-state separation, and civil rights was uncertain; and his closeness to his famously conservative father gave [my friends] pause,” Sorensen explained. “… Senator Kennedy wouldn’t hire anyone his father wouldn’t hire, and … Ambassador Kennedy had hired only Irish Catholics.”14

But Jack’s stunning victory over Lodge in the 1952 election had elevated him to the status of a political comer. He had managed to defeat an incumbent Republican in a year when the Republicans swept the White House, the Senate, and the House. He was featured in magazines, and was sought after by the new medium of television.

“When he walked into a room, he became its center,” Ted Sorensen recalled. “When he spoke, people stopped and listened. When he grinned, even on television, viewers smiled back at him. He was much the same man in private as he was in public. It was no act—the secret of his magic appeal was that he had no magic at all. But he did have charisma…. It had to be experienced to be believed. It wasn’t only his looks or his words; it was a special lightness of manner, the irony, the teasing, the self-effacement, the patient ‘letting things be.’ Although he could be steely and stern when frustrated, he never lost his temper. When times were bad, he knew they would get better—when they were good, he knew they could get worse.”15

Jack bore an uncanny resemblance to Lord Melbourne, a nineteenth-century British prime minister who was the subject of his favorite biography, The Young Melbourne, by David Cecil. Like Melbourne, Jack “thought poorly of the world, but enjoyed every moment of it.”16 Biographer Cecil might have had Jack in mind when he wrote of Lord Melbourne: “He had the family zest for life, their common sense, their animal temperament. But some chance of heredity … had infused into this another strain, finer, and more unaccountable. His mind showed it. It was not just that he was cleverer than his brothers and sisters; but his intelligence worked on different lines, imaginative, disinterested, questioning. It enjoyed thought for its own sake, it was given to curious speculations, that had no reference to practical results.”17

JACK HAD A better mind than Ted, and Ted knew it. Once, Ted confessed to the historian Arthur Schlesinger Jr.: “I’ve been trying to read that list of books which Jack said were his favorites. Could he really have enjoyed those books? I tried to read Bemis on John Quincy Adams and Allan Nevins on the coming of the Civil War, and I just couldn’t get through them.”18

But in many other ways, Ted surpassed his brother. For one thing, Ted was taller and far handsomer than Jack. And Ted’s prowess on the football field earned Jack’s praise and envy. “[W]hile Ted was not what I would call a natural athlete,” said Henry Lamar, his football coach at Harvard, “he was an outstanding player, the kind that carried out his assignments to the letter…. I’ve never seen any of [the Kennedy brothers] really excited, but Teddy, in particular, would respond to a hard knock by playing harder…. He was that kind of kid. The harder you played against him, the harder he’d play against you.”19

And there was yet another difference between the brothers. Ted was the one who most closely resembled his grandfather, the fun-loving and gregarious Honey Fitz. If Ted did not have a first-rate mind, he had a first-rate political temperament. Jack readily conceded that Ted was the best politician in the family.

But perhaps the biggest difference between the two brothers was in the way they viewed public service. A pragmatist at heart, Jack did not look upon government as a means of promoting an ideology. Like his hero, Lord Melbourne, he believed the world was ruled mainly by “folly, vanity, and selfishness,”20 and there was not much that government could—or should—do about it. By contrast, Ted was deeply troubled by the plight of the less fortunate. Although at this stage of his life he was still trying to formulate a coherent political philosophy, he was on his way to becoming a tribune of the powerless, the persecuted, and the downtrodden.

“His induction into the army as an enlisted man exposed him firsthand, in a way none of his naval officer brothers had experienced, to the fact that many people, especially blacks, came from severely disadvantaged backgrounds, and that so much of what he had taken for granted all his life was utterly foreign to them and, moreover, forever unattainable by them,” wrote Joe McGinniss in his 1993 study of Ted, The Last Brother.21

Another biographer, Ralph G. Martin, came to the same conclusion in his 1995 Kennedy family history, Seeds of Destruction: Joe Kennedy and His Sons. “All his life, Teddy had lived in a privileged cocoon,” Martin wrote. “He had been cloistered, insulated. Private schools, tennis, sailing, parties. Suddenly [in the army] he was scraping food off metal trays and sleeping in a barrack with young men who spoke a different language of a different world. It was probably one of the most important experiences that had ever happened to him. It would redirect his life into a real world.”22

After his two-year hitch in the army, Ted was discharged in March 1953. He was readmitted to Harvard but had several months to kill before returning to college in the fall. In the meantime, he told Jack, he planned to volunteer as a basketball coach with underprivileged black and Puerto Rican kids in Boston’s tough South End neighborhood.23


* In his constitutional duty as presiding officer of the Senate, where he has the power to cast a tiebreaking vote, the vice president keeps an office in a Senate office building.
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