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GRACE AND POWER

SALLY BEDELL SMITH is the author of the bestselling biographies of Princess Diana, William Paley and Pamela Churchill Harriman. She has been a contributing editor at Vanity Fair since 1996. She lives in Washington, DC, with her husband, Stephen G. Smith. They have three children. She can be contacted via the website www.sallybedellsmith.com.



‘The first substantial narrative that captures what daily life was really like in the inner sanctum of the White House during the Kennedy years, with Jack and Jackie appropriately cast as the lead actors in the intriguing drama … [Smith] does bring into focus a marriage that still has the world talking … As a reporter, Ms. Smith is first-rate. She coaxes her subjects to open up … Grace and Power is exceedingly well-written and ably researched … Without question, Jackie is the real star of Grace and Power … Style was her calling card. She exuded magic, even in a casual glance.’ Douglas Brinkley, New York Times



[Sally Bedell Smith], ‘an accomplished, supremely well-connected Beltway biographer … has conscientiously interviewed every Camelot survivor and combed the archives for their memoirs and oral histories to convey the atmosphere of the court … Bedell Smith goes just deeply enough into the political crises of those years, from the disaster of the Bay of Pigs through the triumph of the Cuban missile crisis and the Nuclear Test Ban Treaty … There is unlikely to be a better account of the Kennedy court than this … Bedell Smith has chosen to burnish the image; she writes extremely well and has produced the best book on the subject for years. Too much mud has been thrown at the Kennedy White House and it is time the balance was adjusted.’ Sarah Bradford, Spectator



‘A sensational portrait of the Kennedys in power—original in concept, exhaustive in research, judicious in approach and lovely in expression. In a field of cheap imitation … Smith has written something lively and original. Mining unpublished letters, diaries and journals, coaxing candour from friends, associates and lovers, some now dead, Smith goes where others have gone, but gets far more … Such is the range of Grace and Power that it makes many of the memoirs, biographies and histories of the last 40 years now seem incomplete or incorrect … What emerges is a rich portrait of life in Washington on the eve of the sexual revolution, at the dawn of the civil rights movement and at the high noon of the Cold War. Smith describes a complicated marriage of love, guile and infidelity. Yet she suspends moral judgment, and in all things she weighs the evidence carefully … This White House is “a deeply human place”, Smith says, and it is deeply affecting … For all of them, and for the United States, it was a thousand days of crisis and danger and duty and excellence. The moment still fascinates today, across the dim decades, because we have seen nothing like it since. Packaged presidents come today without eloquence, elegance, memory or a sense of history. The reign of the Kennedys had all of that, and grace and power, too. So does this dazzling book.’ Andrew Cohen, Globe and Mail (Canada)



‘In describing the private world of Jack and Jackie, it is still possible to be even-handed … what emerges of their lives is still so mesmerisingly attractive that it is hard not to conclude that at least some of the Camelot myth deserved to stick after all … The Kennedy White House really did possess a spontaneity and genuine good taste that has never been equalled since, and perhaps can’t be: what it takes to become president of the United States, nowadays, are qualities that could politely be described as the opposite of spontaneity and good taste. Smith’s book is a perfect summer beach book, and an easy, entertaining read—but it also tells a deeper story about the American presidency, and how profoundly it has changed.’ Anne Applebaum, Sunday Telegraph



‘A nuanced and balanced portrait of the Kennedy couple, drawing on interviews with their intimates … [Smith] portrays Jacqueline Onassis as a deeply patriotic woman who hid her pain and drew strength from cultivating her own interests such as horseback riding and renovating the White House. She adored her children and loved her husband despite his failings. And she used her beauty, knowledge and grace to impress the world as an American first lady. Pretty classy.’ Deirdre Donahue, USA Today



‘Riveting history … Grace and Power paints a lively picture of this “social” White House, but though Bedell Smith captures its glamour, she never falls in love with it, understanding, for example, the brutal caprice that could be involved in the Kennedy couple’s decisions about who was in and who was out … Throughout the book, Bedell Smith deftly manages to include the weightier events of those Cold War years without either trivialising them or lessening the fun of her lighter gossip. She has a sharp eye for the incongruous but fascinating detail … and a fund of wonderful, sometimes naughty stories … Bedell Smith handles with unsensationalist candour her discovery of Jackie’s dissatisfaction with the physical side of her marriage while also exploring the deep emotional ties which clearly existed between Jackie and her husband.’ Andrew Rosenheim, Daily Mail



‘Sally Bedell Smith has written the non-fiction beach book of the season … She takes pains to sift evidence … and she is in firm command of the vast Kennedy scholarship … Grace and Power will be a runaway bestseller, deservedly so. The book is impressively well researched and smartly written. It is rich in character sketches, anecdotes and accounts of events.’ William E. Leuchtenburg, Washington Post



‘A gracefully written tell-all that really does tell a story worth reading … Smith has the salient advantage of writing at a wide temporal distance from the frantic post-assassination myth-making and subsequent deification of JFK, enabling her to parse facts from the key players’ convenient memories and to avail herself of 40 years of ever-burgeoning scholarly research. She has several surprises to add to those historic 1,000 days. Her detailed book is hardly prurient, but it does clock—and I do mean clock—JFK’s infidelities, which emerge here in a somewhat different light than we’ve seen them before … Grace and Power is stuffed with resonant names from yesteryear … Smith’s portrait of Jackie is irresistible … One falls in love with her all over again… What also comes through are Jackie’s mischievous intelligence, her unerring sense of style, her wit, her love of the arts, her empathy for others, her forbearance and stoicism.’ Gary Indiana, Los Angeles Times



‘Smith’s primary focus is on the lopsided, bittersweet love story of Jack and Jackie, but she finds time to document in exhaustive detail Kennedy’s many infidelities—yes, she digs up a few new ones—as well as Jackie’s exceptional grasp of tactical flirtation … Smith is very good on the West Wing-style internal politics of Kennedy’s West Wing.’ Time



‘Smith writes neither to make idols nor to break them. She’s unblinking but fair-minded in her assessment of the Kennedys and their friends, and she writes lucidly and engagingly. But what really sets this book apart from other Camelotery is the sheer density of revealing description and anecdote … Grace and Power really does make you feel that you’ve stepped inside the private quarters of the White House, that you’re rubbing elbows with Jack and Jackie, wedged between Ben and Tony Bradlee and Doug and Phyllis Dillon and Arthur and Marian Schlesinger at one of those informal dinners where the wine and the wit flowed freely.’ Houston Chronicle
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For Stephen, Kirk, Lisa, and David






My candle burns at both ends;

  It will not last the night;

But ah, my foes, and oh, my friends—

  It gives a lovely light!

    —EDNA ST. VINCE NT MILLAY,

    “FIRST FIG”
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THE KENNEDY COURT

JANUARY 1961

JOHN FITZGERALD KENNEDY, 43. President of the United States.

JACQUELINE BOUVIER KENNEDY, 31. First Lady.

JOSEPH PATRICK KENNEDY, 72. Father of the President. Principal architect of JFK’s rise in politics.

ROSE FITZGERALD KENNEDY, 70. Mother of the President. Family organizer and White House hostess in Jackie’s absence.

ROBERT FRANCIS KENNEDY, 35. Attorney General of the United States. De facto Vice President and confidant of JFK. Jack’s proxy for conveying difficult messages and gathering information. His extroverted wife, Ethel, 32, an honorary Kennedy sister.

EDWARD MOORE KENNEDY, 28. Youngest Kennedy sibling. More outgoing than either Jack or Bobby. Elected to U.S. Senate from Massachusetts in 1962. His wife, Joan, 24, and Jackie often sought privacy from the Kennedy clan—Joan to play the piano, Jackie to paint.

PATRICIA KENNEDY LAWFORD, 36. Sister married to British actor Peter, 37. Lived in California where she and her husband entertained JFK at parties stocked with Hollywood actresses.

EUNICE KENNEDY SHRIVER, 39. Sister closest to JFK. Advocate for the handicapped and mentally retarded. Her husband, Sargent, 45, was JFK’s first director of the Peace Corps.

JEAN KENNEDY SMITH, 32. Most demure of the Kennedy sisters, and closest to Jackie. Her husband, Stephen, 33, served as a key political operative for JFK and ran the Kennedy family business.
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JOSEPH ALSOP, 50. Influential columnist for the Washington Post known for his erudition and hauteur. Famous Georgetown host and early booster of JFK. Advised Jackie on such matters as using power in Washington and handling female reporters she called “harpies.”

JANET LEE AUCHINCLOSS, 59. Jackie’s mother. Avid horsewoman and meticulous hostess. Like Rose Kennedy, frequently stood in for Jackie at official events. Her husband, Hugh, 58, Jackie’s devoted stepfather, provided an idyllic upbringing in an old WASP setting.

LETITIA BALDRIGE, 34. Knew Jackie at Miss Porter’s School and Vassar. As her first White House social secretary, orchestrated Jackie’s official life in the White House for more than two years.

CHARLES BARTLETT, 39. Columnist for the Chattanooga Times. Friend of JFK from postwar years and of Jackie from her late teens, and played matchmaker between the two. Provided constant stream of advice and intelligence to JFK in the White House.

KIRK LEMOYNE “LEM” BILLINGS, 44. JFK’s oldest friend. So ubiquitous at the White House that he kept a set of clothing in his own guest room. Eunice Shriver said Billings offered her brother “a complete liberation of the spirit.”

MCGEORGE BUNDY, 41. National Security Adviser. Admired for a mind of “dazzling clarity and speed.” So supremely confident it was said he could “strut sitting down.” An influential voice on foreign policy.

BENJAMIN BRADLEE, 39. Washington bureau chief for Newsweek. Handsome, irreverent, and shrewd, he shared Kennedy’s passion for political gossip. His wife, Antoinette “Tony,” 36, was a favorite of the President.

OLEG CASSINI, 47. Jackie’s official couturier who also designed dresses for JFK’s sisters. With his brother Igor “Ghighi,” 44 (Hearst gossip columnist Cholly Knickerbocker), frequented the Kennedy court, usually with an attractive woman to adorn the White House dinner table.

VIVIAN “VIVI” CRESPI, 33. Friend of Jackie’s since childhood in Newport. Ex-wife of Marco Fabio Crespi, an Italian count. A glamorous presence at White House dinners and weekends in Hyannis and Newport.

CLARENCE DOUGLAS DILLON, 51. Secretary of the Treasury. Patrician Republican investment banker. Veteran of the Eisenhower years. Owner of Haut-Brion vineyard. Known for his rarefied tastes and homes filled with exquisite art and furniture.

PAUL “RED” FAY, 42. Under Secretary of the Navy. Friend of JFK from navy PT boat days. Referred to as JFK’s “Falstaff” who was “full of the old malarky.” Shared JFK’s penchant for teasing and banter.

EVE FOUT, 31. Jackie’s closest friend in the Virginia hunt country. Expert rider and astute judge of horseflesh. Along with her husband, Paul, 33, rode frequently with Jackie and oversaw care of her horses.

JOHN KENNETH GALBRAITH, 52. Harvard economist who served as ambassador to India. As JFK’s adviser without portfolio, he traveled back to Washington a half dozen times in two years. Author of “impertinent cables” devoured by the President and First Lady.

DAVID ORMSBY GORE, 42. Britain’s ambassador to the United States. Considered the eleventh member of the Kennedy cabinet. Soigné aristocrat related to JFK by marriage. Friend since college days. Had the effortless grace Kennedy prized, with brainpower that JFK felt exceeded even Bundy’s.

LYNDON BAINES JOHNSON, 52. Vice President of the United States. Formerly Senate majority leader and Washington’s most formidable power broker. Deeply resentful of Bobby Kennedy, who reciprocated the dislike. Wife, Claudia “Lady Bird,” 48, frequently filled in for Jackie at official events.

ROBERT MCNAMARA, 44. Secretary of Defense. Former “Whiz Kid” and president of Ford Motor Company. Famous for his bravura recitations of facts and figures. Favorite of Jackie, with whom he read poetry aloud.

RACHEL LAMBERT “BUNNY” MELLON, 49. Known for her rarefied taste and perfectionism, designer of the White House Rose Garden, creator of the East Garden, and quiet adviser on numerous matters of entertaining and style. A “very motherly figure” for Jackie. Wife of Paul, 53, enormously wealthy connoisseur of art and thoroughbreds.

MARY PINCHOT MEYER, 40. Lover of Jack Kennedy for the last two years of his presidency. Vassar graduate like Jackie. Ethereal artist with unconventional attitudes. Sister of Ben Bradlee’s wife, Tony, a connection that provided convenient camouflage.

LAWRENCE O’BRIEN, 43. JFK’s liaison with Congress. Son of a Massachusetts saloon keeper, highly regarded for keen political judgment. Bobby Kennedy said he could “talk the balls off a brass monkey.”

KENNETH O’DONNELL, 36. White House Appointments Secretary. Supervisor of JFK’s schedule, logistical organizer, and political sounding board. Known as the “Wolfhound,” the “Cobra,” and the “Iceman.” Frequently abrasive, notoriously taciturn, and ferociously loyal.

DAVE POWERS, 48. The Kennedy court jester. Official White House greeter who entertained JFK with jokes and political lore. Often kept JFK company when Jackie was away, and would not leave until the President said, “Good night, pal, will you please put out the light?”

LEE BOUVIER RADZIWILL, 27. Jackie’s younger sister and companion. Lived in London, but made frequent visits to the White House and Palm Beach and shared several long holidays with Jackie in Europe. Husband, Stanislas “Stas,” 46, was a colorful Polish prince who made a small fortune in London real estate.

JAMES REED, 41. Assistant Secretary of the Treasury. Friend of JFK from navy days in the Pacific. Yankee Republican who tramped through Civil War battlefields with JFK and shared his fondness for poetry of Emily Dickinson and Robert Burns.

FRANKLIN DELANO ROOSEVELT JR., 46. Under Secretary of Commerce. Fifth child of the thirty-second president. His campaigning helped turn crucial West Virginia primary to Kennedy. Former congressman whose drinking doomed his own political career.

ARTHUR M. SCHLESINGER JR., 43. White House gadfly, troubleshooter, and unofficial historian of the Kennedy years. Dubbed the “court philosopher” by The New Yorker. Pulitzer Prize–winning author and Harvard professor. Adviser to Jackie on everything from books for the White House library to foreign films for the screening room.

FLORENCE PRITCHETT SMITH, 40. Jack Kennedy’s most important female friend. Vivacious hostess in New York and Palm Beach. Dated JFK in his bachelor days. Wealthy stockbroker husband, Earl, 57, was former U.S. ambassador to Cuba, friendly with Joe Kennedy as well as Jackie’s family in Newport.

THEODORE SORENSEN, 32. Special Counsel to the President. JFK’s chief wordsmith and “intellectual blood bank” as well as adviser on domestic and foreign policy. Workaholic with a formidable memory who had an intense meeting of minds with JFK but strikingly little personal closeness.

CHARLES SPALDING, 42. Friend from prewar years. Yale graduate and author of best-selling comic memoir at age twenty-five. Dabbled in Hollywood screenwriting and Manhattan advertising. Shared JFK’s fondness for gossip, humor, and womanizing.

ADLAI STEVENSON, 60. Ambassador to the United Nations. Former governor of Illinois and two-time Democratic candidate for president. Helped launch JFK’s career and laid the groundwork for many initiatives of the Kennedy administration. A confidant of Jackie, with whom he shared cultural interests.

NANCY TUCKERMAN, 31. White House Social Secretary for the final six months of Kennedy administration. Jackie’s oldest friend and closest confidante, known as “Tucky.” Met in fifth grade at Manhattan’s Chapin School and attended Miss Porter’s together.

PAMELA TURNURE, 23. Jackie Kennedy’s press secretary. Previously worked in JFK’s Senate office. Their relationship drew public attention when Turnure’s landlady photographed the senator leaving her Georgetown house and distributed pictures to journalists.

WILLIAM WALTON, 51. Irreverent artist and former journalist with unmatched knowledge of Washington’s historic, political, social and cultural cross currents. Called “Billy Boy” by JFK. Adviser to the President and First Lady on the arts.

JAYNE LARKIN WRIGHTSMAN, 41. Friend and close adviser on Jackie’s redecoration of the White House. Respected for sophisticated knowledge of furniture and decorative arts. Wife of wealthy Texas oilman Charles, 65. Hostess to the Kennedys at palatial oceanfront home in Palm Beach.



PREFACE


They certainly have acquired something we have lost—a casual sort of grandeur about their evenings, always at the end of the day’s business, the promise of parties, and pretty women, and music and beautiful clothes, and champagne, and all that. I must say there is something very 18th century about your new young man, an aristocratic touch.

—BRITISH PRIME MINISTER HAROLD MACMILLAN ON JOHN AND JACQUE LINE KENNEDY AND THEIR WHITE HOUSE CIRCLE



On November 29, 1963—a week after the assassination of President John Fitzgerald Kennedy in Dallas, Texas—his widow, Jacqueline Bouvier Kennedy, summoned presidential chronicler Theodore H. White to the Kennedy family compound in Hyannis Port, on Cape Cod in Massachusetts. She wanted White to write an essay about her husband for Life, the magazine that had celebrated the Kennedys in words and photographs for more than a decade.

Jackie Kennedy spoke for four hours, until just past midnight, with “composure,” a “calm voice,” and “total recall.” It was a rambling monologue about the assassination, her late husband’s love of history dating from his sickly childhood, and her views on how he should be remembered. She didn’t want him immortalized by “bitter” men such as New York Times columnist Arthur Krock and Merriman Smith, the AP White House correspondent. Well versed in the classics, she said she felt “ashamed” that she was unable to come up with a lofty historical metaphor for the Kennedy presidency.

Instead, she told White, her “obsession” was a song from the popular Broadway show Camelot, by Alan Jay Lerner (a JFK friend from boarding school and college) and Frederick Loewe, which opened only weeks after Kennedy was elected. The sentimental musical popularized the legend of the British medieval King Arthur, his wife Queen Guinevere, and the heroic knights of the Round Table. Jackie recounted to White that at night before going to sleep, Jack Kennedy listened to Camelot on his “old Victrola.” “I’d get out of bed at night and play it for him when it was so cold getting out of bed,” she said. His favorite lines were at the end of the record: “Don’t let it be forgot, that once there was a spot, for one brief shining moment, that was known as Camelot.”

White spent only forty-five minutes writing “For President Kennedy: An Epilogue,” a thousand-word reminiscence for Life’s December 6 issue. With close editing by Jackie Kennedy (among her numerous alterations, she changed “this was the idea that she wanted to share” to “this was the idea that transfixed her”), the piece set forth the Camelot metaphor that has defined the Kennedy presidency for four decades. At an exhibit of Jackie Kennedy’s designer clothing at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York, the John F. Kennedy Library in Boston, and the Corcoran Gallery in Washington in 2001 and 2002, the Lerner and Loewe tune played over and over, a soothing loop of background music.

As a child, Jack Kennedy would “devour [stories of] the knights of the Round Table,” according to Jackie. After the Wisconsin primary during the 1960 election campaign, he read The King Must Die, by Mary Renault, about the martyrdom of such folk heroes as Arthur in Britain and Roland in France. Given Kennedy’s middlebrow fondness for show tunes, it was only natural that in May 1962 Jackie invited Frederick Loewe to a small dinner at the White House. At the President’s request, the composer played the score of Camelot on the piano.

Still, many of Kennedy’s friends, especially the intellectuals, have tried to dismiss or downplay the Camelot image as inapt and mawkish, suggesting that it would have made the cool and brainy JFK wince. Harvard economist John Kenneth Galbraith said Jackie regretted the Camelot association as “overdone.” Historian Arthur Schlesinger Jr. called it “myth turned into a cliché. It had no application during President Kennedy’s life. He would have been derisive about it.” Jackie’s conversation with Teddy White, he said, was “her most mischievous interview. The image was mischievous and legendary … Camelot itself was not noted for marital constancy, and it ended in blood and death.”

For those very reasons, Jackie Kennedy might well have wished to retract her words. Although the Arthurian legend evoked battlefield bravery (King Arthur and his knights fighting to regain his kingdom) and idealism (the quest for the Holy Grail of perfection by the knights), it also, as Schlesinger pointed out, featured treachery (Arthur’s nephew Mordred seizing his kingdom and taking the queen captive) and adultery (the love affair of Guinevere and Arthur’s valiant knight Sir Lancelot).

But Jackie Kennedy never backed away from Camelot. What she wanted to convey was the “magic” of her husband’s presidency—an interlude marked by grand intentions, soaring rhetoric, and high style. At the end of January 1964, in a letter to former British prime minister Harold Macmillan, she conceded that Camelot was “overly sentimental,” but maintained it was “right” because those 1,036 days had been a “brief shining moment” that would not be repeated.

Two years after the assassination, in A Thousand Days: John F. Kennedy in the White House, the book that set the template for the Kennedy years, Schlesinger himself described the period’s “life-affirming, life-enhancing zest, the brilliance, the wit, the cool commitment, the steady purpose.” It was a view that remained undimmed for him, and for many others, despite forty years of tawdry revelations about JFK’s reckless womanizing and his administration’s decision to enlist the mob to assassinate Fidel Castro.

The picture of the Kennedy White House has been blurred by this competition between the Camelot mythology and the powerful impulse to tear it down. Thousands of books, articles, and television documentaries have created a fun-house mirror in which reflections of the Kennedys jump-cut from clarity to distortion. Hopes had been so high, the romance so strong, and the tragedy so great that the everyday reality of the Kennedy White House seemed insufficiently dramatic.

Because Jack and Jackie were such magnetic stars, their supporting players—and their complex interactions with the Kennedys—were often overlooked or given short shrift. But with the passage of time, emotions have softened, and members of the Kennedy circle, including many who have never spoken publicly before, discussed their years in the limelight with detachment and a sense of perspective. Fresh insights were also drawn from previously unavailable letters and personal papers. The story that emerges, recounted in this book, is more compelling than the Kennedy mythologies. It is a story of people selected by history—some with extraordinary talents, others blessed with the gift of loyalty—struggling to guide the United States through perilous times even as they wrestled with their own frailties and the temptations of power. From the remove of four decades, the Kennedy White House emerges not as a model of enlightened government nor as a series of dark conspiracies, but rather as a deeply human place.
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The Kennedys may have been Democrats, full of compassion for the poor and dispossessed, but the image of Jack and Jackie as king and queen surrounded by their court had occurred to many people familiar with the administration. The British political philosopher and formidable Oxford don Isaiah Berlin—a guest at several private White House dinners—saw the Kennedys as “Bonapartist,” finding parallels in Napoleon’s brothers who, like Robert F. Kennedy as attorney general and Edward M. Kennedy as U.S. senator, held responsible positions in the government. Berlin found further similarities in the aides who served their leader: “devoted, dedicated marshals who liked nothing better than to have their ears tweaked.” Kennedy’s “men with shining eyes,” Berlin observed, had a “great deal of energy and ambition” and were “marching forward in some very exciting and romantical fashion.” David Ormsby Gore, the British ambassador during the Kennedy administration and one of the President’s most intimate friends and advisers, likened the administration to a “Tudor Court.”

Richard Neustadt, then a professor of government at Columbia University, mused that the Kennedy “court life,” a cynosural arrangement last seen in the White House of Theodore Roosevelt, had the equivalent of “apartments at Versailles” and “latch keys for the weekends.” The columnist Stewart Alsop complained after one year of the Kennedy administration, “The place is lousy with courtiers and ladies in waiting—actual or would be.” As with court life in earlier centuries, the Kennedy entourage made a stately progress: from the White House to expensive homes in the Virginia hunt country, to Palm Beach, Hyannis Port, and Newport—all playgrounds for the rich and privileged.

“Jackie wanted to do Versailles in America,” said Oleg Cassini, her official dress designer and self-described “de facto courtier close to the king and queen.” “She said this many times,” Cassini added. “She had realized some very smart women encouraged a court throughout history.” In particular Jackie admired Madame de Maintenon, who presided over a legendary salon before marrying Louis XIV, and Madame de Récamier, the early nineteenth-century hostess famous for the wit and intelligence of her gatherings.

Jackie organized her life in the White House according to what interested her, handing off many of the ritual obligations to others and delegating the paperwork to subordinates. “My life here which I dreaded & which at first overwhelmed me—is now under control and the happiest time I have ever known—not for the position—but for the closeness of one’s family,” Jackie wrote to her friend William Walton in mid-1962. “The last thing I expected to find in the W. House.”
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On any given day, President Kennedy would be managing what veteran Democratic adviser Clark Clifford called “the cockiest crowd I’d ever seen in the White House,” a group of West Wing aides that National Security Adviser McGeorge Bundy likened to “the Harlem Globetrotters, passing forward, behind, sideways and underneath.” At another moment JFK might be swimming in the White House pool (heated to 90 degrees for his ailing back) with his trusted factotum Dave Powers and a couple of fetching West Wing secretaries, or having a tête-à-tête lunch (grilled cheese, cold beef, consommé) with Jackie, or clapping his hands three times to welcome his three-year-old daughter, Caroline, into the Oval Office.

Jackie, meanwhile, might be at the long table in the Treaty Room on the second floor of the White House, smoking her L&M filtered cigarettes and scribbling memos on foolscap, or composing a letter to French culture minister André Malraux, one of her mentors. Perhaps she would be bouncing on the canvas trampoline on the South Lawn to relieve stress, or curled up with Marcus Cheke’s The Cardinal de Bernis: A Biography, or ducking into the White House school in the third-floor solarium, where the squeals of children competed with the yelps of five dogs and the chirps of two parakeets: part of a menagerie that brought to mind Teddy Roosevelt’s days in the Executive Mansion.

In the evening Jack and Jackie would typically host a dinner for eight—a collection of close friends with an imported New York artist or writer as a “new face”—as Italian songs played softly on the Victrola. The conversation, invariably informal and candid, might touch on the queen of Greece (“nothing but a busy-body … seeming to save the world [but] basically, building herself up,” according to Jackie), the origin of the French ambassador’s pin-striped shirt (Pierre Cardin, not Jermyn Street in London), the character of Richard Nixon (“nice fellow in private but … he seems to have a split personality and he is very bad in public,” in Jack’s view), or JFK’s concerns about NATO (“Europe wants a free ride in its defense”).

The Kennedys gave memorable private dinner dances as well—a half dozen in less than three years—where waiters carried large trays filled with such exotic mixed drinks as the Cuba Libre, a lethal combination of rum, Coca-Cola, and lime juice. “They served the drinks in enormous tumblers,” recalled writer George Plimpton. “Everybody had too much to drink because they were excited.” State dinners set new standards for culinary excellence (with menus in French for the first time) and cultural entertainments featuring Shakespeare’s sonnets and Jerome Robbins’s ballets. “It was Irish, which made it fun,” wrote television correspondent Nancy Dickerson, “and blended with the spirit of Harvard and the patina of Jackie’s finishing schools, the mixture was intoxicating.”

Highbrow seminars brought in “great guns” to provoke “great thoughts” for a select group of friends and administration officials, in the irreverent view of Arthur Schlesinger’s wife, Marian. “It was rather self-conscious though harmless,” Marian said, “sort of like Voltaire at the court of Frederick the Great.” Guest lecturers included noted historian Elting Morison on Teddy Roosevelt (“Not so,” TR’s daughter Alice Roosevelt Longworth periodically murmured in a stage whisper, a malicious glint in her eye) and philosopher A. J. Ayer on logical positivism (“But St. Thomas said,” Ethel Kennedy twice interjected before her husband barked, “Drop it Ethel, drop it”). The sober atmosphere collapsed entirely during Rachel Carson’s talk on “The Male Screw Worm” when Treasury Secretary Douglas Dillon’s giggles caused the gathering to dissolve in laughter.

Such levity masked a more shadowy reality—a hedonism and moral relativism that anticipated the sexual revolution of the following decades. Behind the scenes, Kennedy engaged in private sexual escapades in the White House, Palm Beach, Malibu, Manhattan, and Palm Springs, activities that many in the Kennedy court heard as rumors, others refused to acknowledge, and a select few—primarily trusted White House aides Kenneth O’Donnell and Dave Powers, as well as inner-circle crony Charles “Chuck” Spalding—witnessed and sometimes abetted. Jackie knew what was going on, and confided as much to her sister, Lee Radziwill, several intimate friends, and even administration officials such as Adlai Stevenson. But publicly she stoically chose to ignore her husband’s infidelities, which gave her greater latitude in pursuing her own rarefied life of foxhunting and hobnobbing with jet set friends in Europe.

Some, like her friend Eve Fout in Virginia, saw occasional evidence of Jackie’s sadness and noticed that “she didn’t have the easiest marital situation.” Many assumed that Jackie simply shared the European aristocratic view that it was natural for husbands to stray. “All Kennedy men are like that,” she once told Ted Kennedy’s wife, Joan. “You can’t let it get to you because you shouldn’t take it personally.” Jackie adored her father and her father-in-law, both of whom had been openly unfaithful to their wives. “She had made a bargain with herself,” said her longtime friend Jessie Wood. “She discovered Jack was a real philanderer, but she decided to stick it out. I think she loved him.”
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Because of their youth, beauty, and social pedigree, along with their pursuit of fun and intellectual stimulation, Jack and Jackie Kennedy attracted a glamorous coterie of friends and colleagues—what Harold Macmillan characterized as the “smart life” (international socialites and Hollywood stars), “the highbrow life” (pundits and professors), and the “political life” (chosen aides and cabinet officers). Perhaps as never before, Washington was sharply divided between the “ins” and the “outs.” Washington society columnist Betty Beale, who observed from outside the circle, commented that Washingtonians invited to private parties at the Kennedy White House “adopted a comical air of smugness.”

Within the court, “very few really had much in common with each other,” said newspaperman Charles Bartlett, a Kennedy intimate. Some were accomplished athletes, others hopelessly uncoordinated. The socially prominent carried equal weight with those from modest backgrounds; neither Jack nor Jackie could be accused of snobbery.

Only two personal friends of the first Catholic president shared his religion, along with three of his close aides. A remarkable number in the inner circle—five personal friends and three members of the administration—were Republicans, not to mention Jackie Kennedy’s entire family, including her half sister Nina Steers, who wrote anti-Kennedy articles for a Tennessee newspaper during the 1960 campaign.

Several Kennedy insiders were thought to be homosexual, although only one, the columnist Joseph Alsop, ever acknowledged it. Despite the macho image of the Kennedy administration, JFK was comfortable with homosexuals, perhaps, some friends believed, because he understood the tensions of having a secret life.

Most members of the Kennedy court were stars in their fields, lending what Kennedy biographer William Manchester called “an elegant, mandarin tone.” They tended to be “cheerful, amusing, energetic, informed and informal,” observed Kennedy’s chief domestic aide Theodore Sorensen. Nearly everyone in the Kennedy court was attractive—and even those of lesser looks, such as the pockmarked artist William Walton, were clever and debonair.

Brainpower and a talent to amuse were the most highly valued traits. JFK “enjoyed … almost anyone from whom he could learn … communicating on the level of the Bundy brothers and the Cassini brothers,” wrote Sorensen. Both Jack and Jackie abhorred the mundane. JFK said he “hated the suburbia-type existence” with its endless cocktail parties. Even as a teenager Jackie had confided to her sister a distaste for country club women who could converse only about monograms on guest towels and the progress of their children’s teeth.

JFK expected “real ping pong in the communication,” in the words of White House aide Fred Holborn. Katharine Graham, then the mousy wife of the Washington Post’s glamorous president and publisher, confessed that her “terror” of boring JFK “paralyzed and silenced” her. When Suzanne Roosevelt, the wife of Franklin D. Roosevelt Jr., hosted Jack and Jackie for dinner, she caught the President’s attention by quoting Lincoln. “My God, I said something that interested him,” she recalled thinking at the time.

Kennedy “hated dimness,” said Isaiah Berlin. “Anybody who was dim, no matter how virtuous, how wise, how … noble … [was] no good to him.” Nor was anyone with less than one hundred percent loyalty. “The Kennedys were pretty tough eggs,” said Marian Schlesinger. “Either you were in or you were out. … I think the Kennedys really turned people into courtiers. … They manipulated and used people in a rough way.”

Jack and Jackie Kennedy would quite literally command their courtiers to sing and dance. Paul “Red” Fay, who became friendly with JFK during World War II, routinely performed “Hooray for Hollywood,” yelling out the lines as JFK doubled over with laughter. Oleg Cassini would launch into his “Chaplin walk” or the latest dance step from New York nightclubs. “Kennedy knew he was a potentate, and at a dinner for 150 he would point a finger at you and say, ‘Talk,’ “said Cassini. “Was I a performing seal? Yes, and it was a slightly naughty thing. He did it to a lot of people. In Palm Beach after a heavy lunch he told everyone to do pushups and everyone did, trying to impress him.”
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JFK had “to an exceptional degree, the gift of friendship,” wrote Arthur Schlesinger. The foundations of his friendship were warmth, solicitude, and finely balanced flattery. Jack Kennedy compartmentalized his relationships, much as Franklin D. Roosevelt did. Kennedy’s “friends came in layers … and each layer considered itself closest to the center. But Kennedy kept the layers apart and included and baffled them all,” Schlesinger wrote. The President’s intimates “each had a certain role we were cast into whether we knew it or not,” said James Reed, a friend of Kennedy’s since World War II. Kennedy even kept Theodore Sorensen, his intellectual “alter ego,” off balance. “That man [Sorensen] never knows from one week to the next where he stands,” said White House aide Ralph Dungan in mid-1963.

It seemed that Kennedy held something out on everyone. “No one—no single aide, friend or member of his family—knew all his thoughts or actions on any single subject,” observed Sorensen. Kennedy didn’t talk about women with some of his friends, but he did with others—usually those with whom he wouldn’t discuss intellectual matters. His closest political operatives were privy to Kennedy’s ruthlessness, what Schlesinger called the “determined, unrelenting and profane” part of his personality that would have shocked his purely social friends. Look magazine reporter Laura Bergquist considered him “prismatic … He had many funny facets.”

Kennedy disliked being alone, so he constantly surrounded himself with friends and family—a result, some friends thought, of growing up with eight siblings in a household that resembled a bustling hotel. But such relentless fellowship came at the cost of true intimacy, a distance that may have suited JFK. One or two people could claim special insight into his feelings, but most related to him superficially. “You’d never bleed in his presence nor would he in yours,” said Bill Walton. “I’m not going to run around telling him when I’m hurt about something and God knows he’s not going to tell me.”

A close association with Jack Kennedy had clear rules. Charley Bartlett noticed that JFK “wasn’t a cozy friend … somebody that you’d sort of slop around with on a Sunday. It was always … you’d arrange to take a walk … or do something that had been laid down.” Chuck Spalding always knew that his time with Kennedy had limits: “He didn’t like to be with the same people for forty-eight hours, if that long.” Everyone in Kennedy’s circle made himself available for a last-minute invitation, as well as phone calls at any hour, day and night.

Writing to his superiors in London, David Ormsby Gore noted that Kennedy created “his own private information network” that he used “to cross check about individuals and events.” Instead of being put off, Kennedy’s friends felt grateful to be on the receiving end of what James Reed called Kennedy’s “consistent patter of asking people what they thought.”

Jack Kennedy was most comfortable in the company of men. In this he was like his father, who once wrote to a friend, “Women never have any effect on our lives—we’re men’s men!” But several women were important members of the Kennedy court. Jack Kennedy had grown up with lively sisters, who combined girlishness and sophistication and who regarded men as authority figures. JFK viewed women primarily as sexual objects to be conquered; he was not much interested in falling in love, sharing feelings, or gratifying his partners.

But while he was a philanderer, Jack Kennedy was not a misogynist. He kept Jackie in what she herself called his “happiness compartment.” “Whatever his waywardness may have been, even if there was no end of that,” said Arthur Schlesinger, “he was very pleased and proud to be married to Jackie.” Kennedy was fascinated by women—as lovers, amusers, comforters, pals, helpmeets of various sorts. He was intrigued by what women wore, how they looked, how they thought.

He had not been raised (nor did the times encourage him) to take women seriously enough to have them as advisers in his administration. “It drove him wild,” his friend Bill Walton said, if a woman tried to “bend his ear.” But he gradually learned to appreciate the quality of a woman’s mind through exposure to Jackie’s originality and intelligence, along with the ideas of a few women journalists, notably forty-six-year-old Barbara Ward, Baroness Jackson of Lodsworth, who wrote for The Economist. According to Arthur Schlesinger, Kennedy respected Ward’s “capacity to state problems in a probing and persuasive way.” Marian Schlesinger noticed other aspects of her appeal: “She was an intellectual, good-looking woman who dressed well and was a great expert who intrigued all those guys.”
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Jackie’s own circle was smaller than her husband’s. “I don’t think she found it relaxing the way he did to have a lot of people around,” said her sister, Lee. On her private phone line at the White House, “she did keep in touch with a handful of pals,” recalled Tish Baldrige, Jackie’s White House social secretary, “but not in long drawn-out conversations.”

It has often been said—usually by women who had been rebuffed by her—that Jackie had little use for women and focused only on men. “She would cozy up to men with wine and cigarettes,” said Pat Hass, who helped Jackie start the White House school. Jackie did find men more interesting than women—particularly during the White House days when there were so many bright, powerful, and appealing men around. (Before her marriage to JFK she had revealed to newspaperman John White her ambition to be “the confidante of an important man.”) Most women of that era led confined lives that simply didn’t appeal to Jackie. “She enjoyed the thoughts that were in men’s minds,” said Robert McNamara, JFK’s secretary of defense.

Jackie Kennedy prized loyalty as much as her husband—especially in the White House, where she was reluctant to branch beyond trusted friendships forged early in her life. Since her childhood, she had selected her friends carefully, with a preference for offbeat characters. Most of the women she knew well had brains as well as style, humor, and imagination. “She didn’t like empty-headed women who talked about manicures,” said her longtime friend Solange Batsell Herter. Nor did Jackie care for any woman who was what she called a “pushy creature” or self-promoter. “She liked women who were feminine and who weren’t just after what tough men were after,” said Herter.

In the company of trusted friends, Jackie could be carefree and outgoing but not quick to confide. “Jackie didn’t enjoy superficial relationships,” said Deeda Blair, whose husband, Bill, served as ambassador to Denmark in the Kennedy years. “She wanted something a bit more.” She had high standards of wit and intelligence, but she also had the capacity to draw people out, to make them feel important, as her husband could.

Yet those closest to Jackie were also aware that she “ran hot and cold,” as Solange Herter put it—open and welcoming at one moment, distant and preoccupied the next. These “hermetic periods,” as Oleg Cassini called them, sometimes perplexed her friends. “She would have enthusiasms, then the enthusiasm would wane,” noted Baldrige.
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It seemed to many around them that Jack and Jackie Kennedy were remarkably self-contained, with the result that no friend felt indispensable. Jack Kennedy “gave a great impression of affection and congeniality but he had immense reserve,” an element of mystery that was “a source of his fascination and power,” according to Arthur Schlesinger. Jackie, too, was “unto herself,” said Baldrige. “She was self-sufficient.” In Schlesinger’s view, “Jack Kennedy enjoyed his friends and Bobby Kennedy needed his friends. Jack didn’t dislike people, it’s just that he didn’t need them.”

Schlesinger’s view may have been affected by his tangential position at the White House. “I doubt life would have been any different for [JFK] if I had not gone to Washington,” he said. “I don’t think I had much influence over Jack Kennedy. He liked talking to me.” Others, including Sorensen, did have significant day-to-day influence—and knew it. In his role as speechwriter, “I was writing some things I hoped he would share,” Sorensen said. “I had the opportunity to have some voice” in shaping Kennedy’s views.

Both Jack and Jackie depended on the people close to them—for ideas, for approval, for help, for inspiration. Whether in dealing with the Soviet Union or choosing a fabric for the walls of the Blue Room, the President and First Lady constantly drew on the knowledge of trusted friends and associates, though far less so when it came to emotional matters. Their true intimates were family members, but even in a tightly bound clan, some were more inside than others. Most of their friendships were defined by strong bonds at crucial formative moments—for JFK in school, the navy, and political life, and for the much-younger Jackie in her childhood and school years. But there were newer connections as well, reflecting more recent social, intellectual, temperamental, and political needs.

Jack Kennedy subscribed to the “great man” theory of history, and the White House that he and Jackie presided over was a microcosm of that concept, filled with lively, smart, strikingly young, and strong-willed individuals who pushed ideas and policies, rather than being swept along by them. The Kennedys and their circle set out ambitiously, almost grandiosely, to create an America in their own image and according to their own tastes. To a remarkable degree they succeeded, leaving behind a more assertive nation, infused with a vision and an aesthetic that found its inspiration in Jeffersonian ideals. In the process, they cast aside the bland exertions of the 1950s, and set America on a higher path that combined the sophistication of the Old World and the vitality and power of the New. They were special people who intersected at a special time, a time when nothing seemed impossible.



GRACE AND POWER



ONE

“Where’s Jackie?” asked Jack Kennedy, looking around his Hyannis Port home the day after his election as President of the United States. A dozen family members were organizing themselves for the formal victory photograph, but his wife had disappeared. Wearing low-heeled shoes and a raincoat with a green knitted cowl collar to ward off the early November chill, Jackie had gone for a solitary walk on the beach. Kennedy headed out across the grassy dunes to retrieve her. When the couple finally arrived in his parents’ living room, the family hailed them with a round of applause.

It was a moment that captured the contrasting personalities of the forty-three-year-old President-elect and his thirty-one-year-old wife. On election day, the Kennedy clan had gathered at the compound on the shore of Nantucket Sound, the family’s nerve center for thirty-five years. Throughout the day and into the night, as the returns fluctuated between hopeful and nail-biting, Jackie had stayed away from the commotion, keeping track of the results from her cheery white and yellow living room, with its chintz sofas, hooked rugs, Staffordshire lamps, heaps of patterned pillows, and what Lady Bird Johnson called Jackie’s “pixie things”—droll watercolors and sketches of family and friends in the style of her artistic mentor Ludwig Bemelmans. (Norman Mailer once patronizingly observed that a “fairly important young executive” in Cleveland might be expected to own such a room.)

Jack, however, had restlessly shuttled among the three Kennedy homes: the cozy three-bedroom cottage he shared with Jackie; the home of campaign manager Bobby across the lawn that was a communications hub of news tickers and banks of telephones; and his father’s seventeen-room white clapboard house with its wide veranda and commanding ocean views.

Besides his immediate family, Kennedy had sought information, reassurance, and amusement from the close aides and friends stationed in various places. The “Irish mafia”—Kenny O’Donnell, Larry O’Brien, and Dave Powers—along with Ted Sorensen, Kennedy’s shadow for nearly four years of campaigning, shared the candidate’s anxiety as he paced about, his ever-fidgety right hand tapping his teeth, or drumming tabletops. His childhood friend Lem Billings, a guest of Joe and Rose Kennedy, knew how to break the tension. Lem’s mock weeping drew a wisecrack from JFK: “He’s lost another state. His record is still minus one hundred percent. He’s lost every county and every state of which he was supposed to be in charge.”

The Washington artist Bill Walton had stayed over at JFK’s house to keep Jackie company after a quiet dinner in their red-carpeted dining room. The closest to Jackie among JFK’s intimates, Walton diverted her by talking about painting. When the returns looked promising at 10:30 p.m., Jackie turned to her husband, using her pet name for him, “Oh, Bunny, you’re President now.” “No,” he replied. “It’s too early yet.”

Jackie went to bed before midnight; she was nearly eight months pregnant and dared not risk harming the baby by overextending herself. She had already lost two babies, one in 1954 after their first year of marriage. A daughter arrived stillborn in 1956, the result, Jackie’s doctors said, of “the heat and crowds” at the Democratic convention in Chicago. She had borne another daughter, Caroline, in November 1957 after months of self-imposed rest and relaxation. Once again, she was taking no chances.

She had awakened when Jack turned in at 4 a.m., and he told her the outcome remained uncertain, but he was optimistic. As they both slept, Secret Service agents quietly infiltrated and secured the property. Seated on his bed in white pajamas at nine-thirty the next morning, Kennedy learned from Sorensen that he had won. He emerged after breakfast to stroll along the beach, accompanied by a swarm of siblings and friends. An hour later, as family members tossed a football around on the front lawn, it was Jackie’s turn to walk, and she typically slipped out of the house alone, unnoticed by her husband.
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That afternoon they stood together on the platform at the Hyannis armory—as beautiful a couple as had ever entered the presidency. At six feet and 165 pounds, he looked bronzed and vibrant, with broad shoulders and a trim waist. Like a TV anchorman, he had a big head—his hat size was an “unusually large” 7[image: Book Title]. His thick chestnut hair (a source of vanity, pampered by secretaries who routinely administered scalp massages) was carefully combed, his heavy-lidded gray eyes cool and impenetrable. Kennedy’s warmth and magnetism came entirely from his gleaming, high-wattage smile.

Jackie, on the other hand, telegraphed every emotion through her extraordinary eyes—large hazel orbs fringed with black lashes—so melting that a Cape Cod reporter once wrote that “it would be unendurable—indeed actually impossible—to write anything uncomplimentary about anyone with such eyes.” Her face was square and unusually photogenic, framed by dark brown hair teased high in a style that gave her “the look of a beautiful lion.” Her eyes, she once wrote, were set “unfortunately far apart,” and she had full dark brows, porcelain skin, a slightly pudgy nose, and a supple mouth above a strong chin. In deference to her pregnancy, she wore a “bouffant purple coat.” Ordinarily, at five foot seven, she had the slender figure of a mannequin.

In different ways, Jack and Jackie had been preparing for this moment for years. They had taught each other a great deal, held the same ambitions, and looked forward to recasting their respective roles in the White House. They were both bright, inquisitive, and bookish, with enviably retentive memories. Each had a quick, ironic wit that sprang from high intelligence. Jack’s humor was more deadpan. Asked to explain how he became a war hero, he responded, “It was involuntary. They sank my boat.” Jackie usually wore a mischievous glint, like “a very naughty eight-year-old,” observed Norman Mailer, and drew on a highly developed sense of the ridiculous. When a hard-boiled reporter once asked her to translate the French phrase spelled out in gold letters on her belt, “Honi soit qui mal y pense” (Evil to him who evil thinks), she said, “It means, ‘Love me, love my dog.”’

The new first couple shared the Catholic faith, and came of age in a similarly wealthy and rarefied world—she in Manhattan, Paris, East-hampton, Newport, and Washington; he in Bronxville, London, Palm Beach, Hyannis, and the French Riviera. Jackie had the additional gloss of high WASP society through her mother’s second marriage to Hugh D. Auchincloss II, a stockbroker from a venerable family. Jack and Jackie could each boast extensive travels as well. Jack had spent time in the Middle East and Asia, and had summered in Europe nearly every year since his adolescence. By her twenty-fourth birthday, Jackie had made five European trips. They had comparable academic bona fides as well: Choate and Harvard, Miss Porter’s and Vassar. “The coat of arms for this Administration,” quipped Jackie, “should be a daisy chain on a field of crimson.”

She had broken an engagement to John Husted, a New York stockbroker with a proper social pedigree, after she began seeing Jack Kennedy. “All I ask is someone with a little imagination, but they are hard to find,” she had told her sister, Lee, a year before her first evening with JFK. “It is having an open mind that counts.” Their Newport wedding in September 1953 was a political and social extravaganza with 1,400 guests. But the marriage had nearly fractured in its first few years, as Jackie endured the political wife’s persistent loneliness, aggravated by what Lem Billings described to Doris Kearns Goodwin, the authorized Kennedy family biographer, as the “humiliation she would suffer when she found herself stranded at parties while Jack would suddenly disappear with some pretty young girl.”

When their relationship hit bottom in 1956, Jackie sat for a filmed interview in which she revealed her wounds. “You’re pretty much in love with him, aren’t you?” asked the interviewer in one of the out-takes. Jackie squinted, averted her eyes, laughed, and said, “Oh no.” Returning her gaze to the interlocutor, she pondered and added, “I said, ‘no,’ didn’t I?” In a retake she was asked the same question, only to reply, “I suppose so,” adding, “I’ve ruined [the interview], haven’t I?”

Jack was initially thrown by such moodiness, which “really drove him out of his mind,” said Billings, and by Jackie’s undisguised distaste for politics. Now, after seven years of marriage, they had come to understand each other’s strengths and frailties with sophisticated objectivity. “She breathes all the political gases that flow around us, but she never seems to inhale them,” JFK once said of Jackie. She kept that cheeky detachment, ultimately turning it to his advantage with her shrewd assessments and wry observations. She learned to devote herself to his interests but guarded her own strong character, refusing to be what she called “a vegetable wife … sort of humdrum [and] uninteresting.”

Jack Kennedy responded to Jackie’s cleverness, along with her passion for history, and her interests in what he called “things of the spirit—art, literature and the like.” Comparing her to his sisters—“direct, energetic types”—he came to appreciate that Jackie was “more sensitive. You might even call her fey. She’s a more indirect sort.” Jackie adored his self-deprecation and his “curious inquiring mind that is always at work. If I were drawing him, I would draw a tiny body and an enormous head.” She said she was “fascinated by the way he thinks. He summons every point to further his argument.” In his political life, she admired his “imperturbable self-confidence and sureness of his powers.”

Those who saw them privately sensed a deep connection when they “exchanged eyes,” as Dave Powers described it. “Jackie was the only woman I saw him show affection to,” said Vivian Crespi, a longtime friend of both. During the campaign a reporter from Louisiana named Iris Turner Kelso was “mesmerized” when she happened to witness Jack greeting Jackie with “a long kiss.” “We loved them in every way that a woman loved a man,” Jackie would write to Governor John Connally’s wife, Nellie, after JFK was assassinated. “Our husbands loved us and were proud of us.” Yet the intimate life of Jack and Jackie Kennedy puzzled even those closest to them. JFK’s persistent womanizing was a mystifying trait, given the beauty, brains, and luminous style of his wife. It may have been that her capacity for love was greater than his, that “Jack’s love had certain reservations but hers was total,” in the view of Robin Chandler Duke, who knew him for nearly two decades.

Their manner together often seemed formal, mostly because each had been raised with the upper-class, boarding-school taboo against public displays of affection. “I would describe Jack as rather like me in that his life is an iceberg,” Jackie would write to journalist Fletcher Knebel shortly after the election. “The public life is above water—& the private life—is submerged—I flatter myself that I have made his private life something he can love & find peace in—comfortable smoothly run houses—with all the things he loves in them—pictures, books, good food, friends—& his daughter & wife geared to adapt to his hours when he comes home.” For Jackie in particular, life in the White House held the promise of a new togetherness, with the incessant years of campaigning behind them.
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Looking pale, her chin raised slightly, Jackie watched her husband intently while he read his acceptance speech, holding sheaves of congratulatory telegrams with trembling hands. “My wife and I prepare for a new Administration and a new baby,” he concluded, coaxing a slight smile from Jackie. “Hard-hearted Jack with tears in his eyes and his voice,” journalist Mary McGrory reported to Teddy White, “the very first time I have seen the slightest display of emotion in the candidate and his team.”

Flanking Jack and Jackie on the crowded platform were his parents, two brothers, and three sisters—“all made out of the same clay,” the British aristocrat Diana Cooper once observed, “hair and teeth and tongues from the same reserves”—along with their handsome spouses. The eldest brother, Joe Jr., and a sister, Kathleen, both long dead, were ghosts of youthful promise in the family tableau. Absent, as always, was JFK’s forty-two-year-old mentally retarded sister, Rosemary, who had been cared for by nuns since a failed lobotomy arranged nearly two decades earlier by her father. Joe Kennedy had intended to curb her aggressive behavior, but instead she was reduced to infantile incoherence. Rosemary’s fate was known only within the family; for public consumption, she was a “childhood victim of spinal meningitis,” an affliction, Joe Kennedy baldly asserted to Time magazine, that was “best to bring … out in the open.”

Joseph Patrick Kennedy, the seventy-two-year-old family patriarch known by all as “the Ambassador,” had himself come out in the open at the Armory. Almost twenty years earlier to the day, in November 1940, Joe had fled public life in disgrace after Franklin D. Roosevelt forced him out as the American envoy to Britain for advocating conciliation with the Nazis. As the mastermind of his son’s political career—three terms in Congress, twice elected to the Senate—Joe had stayed behind the scenes, declining even to appear when Jack won the Democratic nomination the previous July. But this time Jack Kennedy overruled his domineering father, delaying the family’s public appearance until the Ambassador joined them. On the platform, Joe Kennedy looked “grim and pale,” and he balked when JFK tried to nudge him into TV camera range, an “awkward moment,” observed Teddy White. The hesitancy belied Joe Kennedy’s elation over his son’s election. It had taken many years of hard work and iron determination, along with substantial infusions of money, to make Jack the first Irish Catholic president. His election was not only a triumph for the son, but also a personal vindication for the father.



TWO

At dinner the night after his election, Jack Kennedy was in an expansive mood. Once again Bill Walton dined with Jack and Jackie, this time joined by Ben Bradlee of Newsweek magazine and his wife, Tony, a fetching blonde. Excluded from their group was Lem Billings, who remained at Joe Kennedy’s house. Billings’s absence signaled not only his special status in the Kennedy clan, but also Jack Kennedy’s compartmentalized approach to his friendships. Kennedy knew, as Bradlee put it, “Lem couldn’t stand me, and I couldn’t stand him.” Walton regarded Billings simply as “a dud.”

Catching sight of Jackie and Tony, both heavily pregnant, JFK cracked, “Okay, girls, you can take out the pillows now. We won.” Although everyone laughed, the joke had originated with Jackie in an edgier form. Earlier in the year rumors had surfaced in Dorothy Kilgallen’s gossip column that Jackie’s newly announced pregnancy was a ploy by campaign handlers who feared voters would be turned off by the appearance of such a soigné creature on the hustings. “Do you think I should stuff a pillow under my dress to convince her?” Jackie had asked.

The President-elect rapidly moved beyond his quip, as he typically did, always impatient for the next topic. In a jovial tone he asked each of his guests to suggest an administration appointment. Bradlee said Kennedy should replace Allen Dulles, the director of the CIA for nearly a decade, and Walton made a comparable suggestion for FBI director J. Edgar Hoover, who had been in power for thirty-six years. Kennedy seemed to agree, and when the newspapers announced the following day the reappointment of both men, Walton and Bradlee were taken aback.

In the case of Hoover, Kennedy had little choice; the FBI director enjoyed extraordinary leverage over him that was tantamount to blackmail. For more than a year in the early 1940s, the agency had conducted surveillance of a lover of JFK’s named Inga Arvad, who was a suspected Nazi spy. The statuesque Danish divorcée had kept company with Hitler and some of his deputies, writing afterwards that the Führer was “not evil as he is depicted by the enemies of Germany” and was “without doubt an idealist.” Even after JFK had been alerted to the FBI bugs and wiretaps, he had continued his assignations. JFK’s defiance was a measure of his penchant for personal risk, and the degree to which he was besotted by the sexiness of a woman four years his senior who once boasted, “He’s got a lot to learn, and I’ll be happy to teach him.”

Kennedy knew that Hoover held the FBI dossier containing vivid accounts of his trysts with “Inga Binga.” But JFK was unaware that the FBI had also been tracking his sexual adventures during the presidential campaign. Among his paramours was Judith Campbell (later Judith Exner), a former girlfriend of Frank Sinatra and now occasional mistress of the mobster Sam Giancana. Sinatra had introduced them in February 1960, during a campaign stop in Las Vegas, because he thought her resemblance to Elizabeth Taylor would appeal to JFK. By the fall of 1960, the FBI had not yet identified Campbell; informants had indicated only that he might have been “compromised” by a woman in Las Vegas.

Neither Walton nor Bradlee had a clue about any of this. Their audacious proposal to dismiss two icons of national security could only have been made by men confident of their closeness to Kennedy. Walton was nearly a decade older than Kennedy, and they had been friends since JFK first served in Congress in 1947. The son of an Illinois newspaper publisher, Walton had parachuted into Normandy on D-Day as a war correspondent. But he had quit journalism at age forty to become a painter. He was witty, cultivated, and a friend of Ernest Hemingway.

With his “gloriously florid” jug ears, his crooked grin, and a pockmarked face, Walton looked “rather like a clever and funny Hallowe’en pumpkin,” wrote Hemingway’s former wife Martha Gellhorn. Walton spoke in a languid baritone punctuated by warm conspiratorial chuckles. Kennedy loved gossip, and Walton always managed to have the most up-to-date intelligence. Walton was forthright and occasionally gruff, with a detached air—a sort of “been-there, done-that” manner. His wit was “glorious fun,” wrote Gellhorn. “He hasn’t a pompous bone in his body.”

Bradlee had entered Kennedy’s orbit early in 1959 during a Sunday afternoon walk in their Georgetown neighborhood. Bradlee had recently returned from a reporting stint in Paris and had been married for three years to Tony, his second wife. She was from the prominent Pinchot family and had left her husband for Ben after a love affair that began in a nineteenth-century chateau. Four years younger than JFK, Bradlee was a natural friend for an ambitious young politician. Bradlee’s family mingled three centuries of Boston Brahmins and New York sophisticates (his mother’s family included Frank Crowninshield, the founder of Vanity Fair). Like Kennedy, he was a boarding-school boy (St. Mark’s) and Harvard graduate as well as a World War II navy veteran.

Their conversation invariably focused on “the private lives and public postures of politicians, reporters, and friends”—what Sorensen described as “nineteenth-century court gossip.” Bradlee had a deliberately salty manner and an agile mind; he seemed to pluck his thoughts from the air without a trace of deliberation or predictability. He was unconventional enough to have a couple of tattoos: a snake entwined in his initials on his right buttock, and a rooster below his left shoulder. Bradlee exuded virility and prep-school cool, with his dark hair slicked back and parted with knife-edge precision. He embodied nearly all the traits Kennedy prized: high style, good looks, cheeky humor, worldliness, and self-assurance. As Bradlee recognized, “You had to have a light touch to get to Jack, to get through his defenses.”
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“I married a whirlwind,” Jackie Kennedy once said. “People who try to keep up with [Jack] drop like flies, including me.” In the ten weeks between the election and the inaugural, the Kennedy presidency took shape, as both Jack and Jackie laid the groundwork for the next four years by selecting key people and establishing themes and priorities. Instead of operating out of one command post, Jack Kennedy couldn’t quite kick the campaign habit during the transition. He logged thousands of miles on the Caroline, the Kennedy family’s private airplane, rarely staying in one place for more than a few days at a time: Florida, Washington, Texas, Massachusetts, and New York. He quizzed job candidates, met with dignitaries, tapped friends and “wise men” for advice, read one novel (Anthony Trollope’s The Warden), gave interviews to reporters and columnists, swam in rough Florida surf, played touch football, cast for bluefish, digested memos and reports, spent hours on the phone checking references, sat through marathon meetings, played golf and tennis, held nineteen press conferences, saw a play (Gore Vidal’s The Best Man), and gave a memorable speech to the Massachusetts legislature extolling government as “a city upon a hill” with “the eyes of all people … upon us.”

His most awkward mission came in response to an invitation from the Vice President–elect, Lyndon Johnson, to visit his ranch in Texas. “We’ll kill a deer,” Johnson’s wife, Lady Bird, said with a smile. Kennedy had indulged in grouse shooting in Britain as a young man, and more recently had shot quail, but he was a reluctant participant in blood sports. Johnson pressed him nevertheless as they waited in a carpeted blind for the deer to be driven toward them. When Kennedy brought down two bucks with three rounds, Johnson gushed that Kennedy was a “terrific shot.” The President-elect couldn’t help retorting, “Lyndon, I thank you for that, but I took a close look. That deer had rope burns on his legs.”
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The clashing sensibilities—a profound difference in tone and style—of Kennedy and Johnson would mark their relationship from beginning to end. They had been cordial but wary colleagues in the Senate, where Johnson had reigned as majority leader for five years, widely regarded as the second most powerful man in Washington after President Eisenhower. In Johnson’s own vernacular, he was a “whale” and the junior senator from Massachusetts a mere “minnow.” “To Johnson … [JFK] was the enviably attractive nephew who sings an Irish ballad for the company, and then winsomely disappears before the table clearing and dishwashing begin,” wrote Harry McPherson, Johnson’s longtime aide.

Kennedy and Johnson were by nearly every measure opposites. In his appearance, Johnson surpassed Kennedy only with his sheer size; four inches taller, he could stretch himself to a seemingly even greater height. His arms were disproportionately long, his hands like baseball mitts. Compared to the handsome President-elect, LBJ’s face was powerful but irregular, with droopy dark eyes, a large nose, prominent ears, and a strong cleft chin.

Johnson had been born dirt poor nine years before Jack Kennedy; as a young man LBJ had picked cotton and worked in harness with mules on a road gang. While the serenely cerebral Kennedy was graceful and discerning, Johnson was moody, lumbering, and coarse. “Lyndon was a powerhouse who filled a room,” said Ben Bradlee. “Jack was more demure.” Johnson was overwhelmingly physical in his behavior: poking chests, grasping shoulders, leaning close. “He’d suck your guts out,” said Orville Freeman, the governor of Minnesota who became Kennedy’s secretary of agriculture. “He gave you the feeling that he was putting his tentacles around you.”

Kennedy and Johnson were as different in speech as they were in manner. Kennedy was casually terse, sometimes stopping short of a finished sentence when he had made his point; Johnson was legendarily loquacious, repeating something a dozen different ways to make sure he was understood. It was, in a sense, a generational difference between speaking for television and addressing the crowds in a dusty Texas courthouse square. Johnson was a gifted storyteller who rarely read a book and tended to get his information from men he trusted. While many of Kennedy’s acolytes underestimated LBJ’s intelligence, JFK recognized the mental agility behind LBJ’s simple words and colorful locutions. Like Kennedy, Johnson had an impressive memory—for facts, names, and situations.

Kennedy cringed at Johnson’s public vulgarity—urinating in a sink in his office, scratching his crotch, picking his nose—and dismissed LBJ as “uncouth and somewhat of an oaf.” Yet he admired Johnson’s drive, cunning, and dedication, viewing him as a talented workhorse deeply knowledgeable about the intricacies of legislative politics. Since his election to Congress in 1936 at age twenty-eight as an ardent New Dealer, Johnson had been building his base, cultivating allies, accumulating IOUs, flattering, and trading favors—in short, using every trick in the political playbook.

Kennedy’s selection of Johnson as vice president had been crucial to the Democratic victory. While LBJ did not actively oppose Kennedy for the presidency in 1960, he maneuvered behind the scenes to gather delegates and strike alliances to deny Kennedy a first-ballot victory and emerge as a compromise candidate at the convention. The strategy failed, but Johnson still logged the second highest tally of votes by a significant margin. As liberals screeched that an old-fashioned conservative southerner besmirched Kennedy’s message of youth and vigor, Kennedy told his aides that Johnson could deliver the South and take “the Catholic flavor off me.” Joe Kennedy, the ultimate pragmatist, endorsed the choice as “the smartest thing” JFK ever did.

Kennedy also preferred to have Johnson as a “collaborator … than … competitor” on Capitol Hill. “I’m forty-three years old,” Kennedy told his aide Kenny O’Donnell. “I’m not going to die in office. So the vice-presidency doesn’t mean anything.” To make the job appear important to Johnson, Kennedy assured him he would give him “significant assignments … especially in foreign affairs.” For his part, Johnson figured that being majority leader under an activist president like Kennedy would be less palatable than under the more passive Eisenhower, because Kennedy would take credit for legislative success, and would blame Johnson for any failure. Somewhat chillingly, Johnson confided his rationale to journalist Clare Boothe Luce: “I looked it up,” he said. “One out of every four presidents has died in office. I’m a gamblin’ man, darlin’, and this is the only chance I got.”
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While JFK traveled the country, Jackie stayed at home in Washington, but she kept herself busy. Her instinct was to surround herself with familiar and trusted staff, starting with her secretary Mary Gallagher, formerly employed by Jackie’s mother as well as JFK at his Senate office. (That particular trust would prove to be misplaced, as years later Gallagher would write a spiteful memoir.) For her social secretary, Jackie selected Tish Baldrige, who not only had been three years ahead of her at Miss Porter’s (often called Farmington, for the Connecticut town where the school is located) and Vassar but also was a friend of Jackie’s family.

Baldrige had acquired discipline in grade school at a convent of the Sacred Heart—lifelong habits of diligence and organization that served her well when she worked as social secretary in the American embassies in Paris and Rome for two demanding women, Clare Boothe Luce and Evangeline Bruce. Having grown to six foot one at age thirteen, Baldrige developed a redoubtable but hearty personality; when a Greek newspaper described her as a “commando from the White House,” she laughed and refused to take offense.

Baldrige’s father had been a Republican congressman from Omaha, Nebraska, so her rightward political leanings were even stronger than Jackie’s. Baldrige had initially opposed JFK for president, calling him “that floorflusher Kennedy” (she doubtless meant “four-flusher”) and wearing a large “Vixen for Nixon” campaign button. But after Jackie offered the White House job following the Democratic convention, Baldrige was an instant convert. “Jack Kennedy has shown spunk and agility,” she wrote to Clare Luce. “He deserves to win in November.”

In the weeks following the election, Baldrige fielded a blizzard of handwritten memos (many illustrated with fanciful drawings) and a barrage of phone calls from Jackie, who was immersed in the intricacies of moving, selecting her wardrobe, planning White House cultural events, and mapping out what Baldrige called “a complete makeover of a tired, undistinguished, frumpy White House.” (Jackie would call it a “restoration” based on scholarship because, she said, “redecorate” was “a word I hate.”) “Jackie was suddenly on fire with plans for making her mark as an exceptional first lady,” said Baldrige. “No detail … escaped her notice … down to the design of her official stationery.”

As Jackie’s de facto chief of staff, Baldrige embraced her boss’s thinking with characteristic enthusiasm. At a press conference in late November, Baldrige told a gathering of “newshens,” women from the society pages assigned to cover the First Lady, about Jackie’s sweeping ideas for the White House: to highlight American performing artists and create “a showcase for great American art … even if it means hanging paintings in front of other paintings.” Baldrige’s remarks provoked a furor in the press, and anger from Jack and Jackie. They forgave her misstep but let her know that press relations were no longer her bailiwick. “I’ve learned lesson number one,” Baldrige confided to Clare Luce. “Keep the mouth SHUT at all times, never be myself, never relax, never joke with anyone about anything concerning the Casa Bianca.”

The next day, JFK’s press secretary, Pierre Salinger, introduced Baldrige to “a very inexperienced, beautiful young woman named Pamela Turnure.” To Baldrige’s amazement, this petite twenty-three-year-old had been designated as Jackie’s press secretary, an innovation for a first lady. As a receptionist in JFK’s Senate office, Turnure had applied for the White House job, telling Jackie she could “learn the duties gradually.” Jackie had selected her instead of a “notably aggressive feminine reporter” recommended by Salinger.
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The choice mystified both campaign aides and reporters, and not only because Pamela Turnure came from outside Jackie’s tight circle. Turnure’s landlady, Florence Kater, had tracked Jack Kennedy’s comings and goings from her Georgetown house when Turnure was working for him. Kater documented his visits with a letter and photograph that she sent to news organizations. She even showed up at a campaign rally carrying a placard bearing the photograph, allegedly of Kennedy leaving Turnure’s house after midnight.

But reporters at the time usually steered clear of the private lives of public officials, and they were especially protective of the popular Kennedy. “This lady claimed he was having a love affair and it was an immoral thing,” said Look magazine’s Fletcher Knebel. “I never paid any attention to it. I didn’t care if he was screwing her or not. I just assumed he did his share of it.”

Inside the Kennedy organization the attitude was less blasé. “The rumors were rampant,” said Barbara Gamarekian, an aide to Pierre Salinger. “There was a debate among the Hill staff whether to take her to the convention because of the rumors. The former landlady was trying to get her story out, and we were aware of that.” According to Chuck Spalding’s wife, Betty, Jackie “asked me if I knew [Jack] was having an affair with Pamela Turnure. I said I didn’t know, and even if I did, I wouldn’t tell her.” Whatever Jackie knew, her manner toward Turnure was invariably affectionate, akin perhaps to the eighteenth-century attitudes she so admired; after all, one of her “heroines,” according to Lee Radziwill, was Louise de la Vallière, a mistress of Louis XIV.

Jackie evidently saw that Turnure could be useful to her. In an authorized biography of Jackie’s White House years published in 1967, Mary Van Rensselaer Thayer described the cool and laconic Turnure as a “small, fine-boned brunette with the palest complexion and blue-green eyes which gazed unswervingly when she spoke” and who “seemed to understate her prettiness deliberately. Her poise was remarkable: She never raised her voice and remained unruffled under the most exasperating circumstances.” Friends and associates couldn’t help noticing a physical resemblance to Jackie; Mary Gallagher said Turnure “could almost be taken for Jackie’s double.”

She was also nearly as well bred: she was the daughter of the publisher of Harper’s Bazaar, and a graduate of the Bolton School in West-port, Connecticut, and Mount Vernon Junior College in Washington. She was only nineteen, working as a receptionist at the Belgian Embassy, when she met JFK at the wedding of Jackie’s stepsister Nina Auchincloss. In her job in JFK’s office, Turnure “proved efficient as well as tactful,” wrote Thayer. Equally important, according to Turnure’s mother, Louise Drake, “Pam was always very quiet. It was hard to get much out of her.”
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Jack and Jackie spent Thanksgiving with Bill Walton in Washington. In the morning they went for a walk near Middleburg, Virginia, where Walton was completing negotiations on an estate for the First Couple to rent as a weekend escape. That afternoon the threesome had dinner that included caviar and champagne. Jackie’s due date was still three weeks away, and JFK felt comfortable going to Palm Beach that night. While he was airborne, Jackie began to hemorrhage “because of all the excitement,” she said later. The ambulance driver found her lying in bed, wearing thick white wool socks, a pink nightgown, and overcoat. “She was smiling and looked like a baby doll,” he said. But her anxiety showed when she asked the doctor if she would lose her child.

The scenario was alarmingly similar to her circumstance four years earlier when she suffered internal bleeding and delivered a stillborn baby one month premature. Then, as now, she was alone for the ordeal. In 1956 she had returned exhausted to Newport from the Democratic convention, and Jack had gone on a Mediterranean cruise with his brother Teddy and some friends, including several women.

This time Walton managed to contact Kennedy by calling the airport in West Palm Beach, and JFK immediately flew back to Washington. After midnight on November 25, John F. Kennedy Jr. was born by cesarean section—an occasion marred only by an Associated Press photographer who snapped three flash pictures as Jackie left the recovery room. “Oh no, not that!” Jackie exclaimed. Secret Service agents seized the film and destroyed it.

The arrival of their second child gave Jack Kennedy a son and namesake, and put Jackie’s role as a mother in the forefront. The presence of an infant and a precocious three-year-old daughter would add a lively dimension to White House life not seen since the presidency of Teddy Roosevelt, who had six children ranging from Alice the debutante to Quentin the toddler. But the Kennedy offspring would pose new challenges for parents seeking to balance a “normal” childhood with the growing demands of the press and public for information about their favorite new celebrities. Shortly before the election, in a TV interview with Sander Vanocur of NBC, Jackie had talked of her need to be with her children in the White House. “If you bungle raising your children,” she said, “I don’t think whatever else you do matters very much.”



THREE

During her extended recuperation from childbirth, Jackie Kennedy methodically prepared herself for life in the White House. For two weeks she worked first from her bed at Georgetown University Hospital, and then from her bedroom at Joe and Rose’s home in Palm Beach, where she stayed until two days before the inauguration. While Baldrige and other staff members dealt with logistics, Jackie steeped herself in the history of the White House and its interiors.

At 55,000 square feet, the President’s House, as Jackie liked to call it, is imposing but not palatial. (By comparison, the Seattle home built by multibillionaire Bill Gates in the 1990s measures 65,000 square feet.) Completed in 1802 during the presidency of Thomas Jefferson, the White House had been burned by the British army during the War of 1812 and rebuilt by President James Monroe in 1817. It was Monroe who set the decorative standard for the modern White House by purchasing fine French Empire furniture.

Jackie consulted forty books from the Library of Congress along with assorted periodicals—including the January 1946 issue of Gazette des Beaux Arts, which described the pieces Monroe had ordered from Paris. After examining fabric swatches, blueprints, and photographs of White House rooms, she scribbled memos and letters on yellow legal pads to her interior designer, Mrs. Henry Parish II, known to all as “Sister.” Jackie’s collaborator on the Kennedy homes in Georgetown and Hyannis Port, Parish would be responsible for the first stage of work, a quick refurbishment of the private apartments on the second floor, using $50,000 designated by Congress. Parish was “a woman of quality and taste,” said Tish Baldrige, “from the same social group,” with “a tremendous sense of what was proper and refined.”

The day she came home from the hospital, Jackie took a tour of the White House that showed how badly the place needed a major restoration. Room after room was filled with second-rate reproductions; curtains were “seasick green”; the ambiance was as cold as a hotel. Jackie was struck, she later said, that the Executive Mansion looked “so sad.” She phoned Sister Parish immediately with her report. “Jackie did not have two big eyes,” recalled Parish. “She had a dozen. Every room was observed, down to the last detail.”

Although the White House lacked an overall decorative vision, a number of twentieth-century presidents and first ladies had made important improvements: Teddy Roosevelt added the West Wing and redesigned the ground floor; Calvin Coolidge’s wife, Grace, created the “period room” concept with Federal-style furniture in the Green Room; Herbert Hoover’s wife, Lou, added more original pieces; and the Trumans gutted the building in order to shore up its deteriorating structure.

But following that extensive refurbishment, Congress had refused to provide funds for antique furnishings, and neither Bess Truman nor Mamie Eisenhower showed much interest in sophisticated decor. Only a generous gift in 1960 from a group of interior designers—a collection of museum-caliber Federal-period furniture for the Diplomatic Reception Room—offered a hopeful precedent for Jackie’s plan to enhance the historic integrity of the White House.

Jackie had grown up in an atmosphere of understated elegance in her family homes, Merrywood in suburban McLean, Virginia, and Hammersmith Farm in Newport. Gore Vidal, Jackie’s relative by marriage, once described Merrywood as “a bit Henry Jamesian … deliberate quietude removed from 20th Century tensions.” Jackie, he said, “tried to recreate Merrywood’s heavenly ambiance.” Good taste was in Jackie’s bloodstream, along with a basic knowledge of historic periods in the decorative arts.

“Our background was influential in terms of knowing how things should be done,” said Lee. Janet Auchincloss presided over her house-holds with a disciplined formality. She was strict, proper, and old fashioned. “Every library … had chintz,” Lee recalled, “very nice, but bland.” Jackie incorporated her mother’s sense of the appropriate with a more expansive imagination and a more relaxed style. Jackie was determined to bring history to life in the White House, but she also resolved to inject liveliness and informality. “I felt like a moth banging on the windowpane,” Jackie said. “The windows … hadn’t been opened for years.” It was this balance of the casual and the grand that would redefine the look and feel of her new home.
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Jackie was equally preoccupied with her personal image. After studying sketches and pages ripped from fashion magazines, she corresponded with fashion designer Oleg Cassini. Only days after her son’s birth, Cassini met with her for nearly four hours in her hospital room. During the campaign, Jackie had been sharply criticized for her fondness for extravagant French clothes. Women’s Wear Daily, which made a fetish of following her fashions, declared the Kennedys were running “on the Paris Couture fashion ticket.” Jackie responded by showing reporters her maternity wardrobe from “a Fifth Avenue store” and issuing a stinging rebuttal: “A newspaper reported … that I spend $30,000 a year [the equivalent of $182,000 today] buying Paris clothes and that women hate me for it. I couldn’t spend that much unless I wore sable underwear.” Afterwards, she painted a watercolor of protesters marching with signs: “Put Jackie and Joan back in American clothes.” But she understood that the way she dressed had political ramifications: The ladies’ garment workers union was a key Democratic supporter that lobbied JFK for her to wear American-made clothing.

To head off further speculation by the fashion press that Jackie said had “gotten so vulgarly out of hand,” she designated forty-seven-year-old Cassini as the designer of her official wardrobe. He would not be her exclusive supplier, although that was left unstated. In the authorized biography of her White House years, Jackie explained that she had wanted “a single person, an American and a man whom she had known for some years” so that “all information about her costumes could be controlled by a single source.” Not only could she converse with Cassini in French, his first language, he was steeped in the history, literature, and art of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Europe. When she asked for a dress in “Veronese green” or “Nattier blue,” he would instantly understand.

With his pencil mustache, pomade-glazed hair, deep tan, and courtly manner, Cassini was perfect for his role as official couturier—a first in White House history. He was the scion of a noble Russian family; when he was born in Paris, the doctor arrived in a top hat, white tie and tails, white gloves, and spats. Cassini’s grandfather had served as Russian ambassador to the United States during Teddy Roosevelt’s presidency, and Cassini’s parents traveled in aristocratic European circles.

Cassini got his start in fashion through his mother, who built a successful dress-designing business that foundered during the Depression, prompting the family to emigrate to the United States. He became an American citizen and renounced his title of “Count Cassini.” (He had taken the more illustrious family name of his mother; his father was Count Loiewski.) Cassini’s career as a fashion designer took off in Hollywood when he began creating costumes for film stars such as Gene Tierney, whom he married, and Grace Kelly, to whom he was fleetingly engaged.

The Washington Post called Cassini a “wise-cracking ladies’ man” when his new position was announced. During World War II his cavalry unit (which included multimillionaires Jock Whitney and Paul Mellon as well as Hollywood producer Darryl Zanuck) had what he called a “fantasy life” at officer candidate school in Fort Riley, Kansas, playing polo, foxhunting, and drinking cocktails with Gloria Vanderbilt and Claudette Colbert. In Palm Beach and Manhattan, Cassini became friendly with Joe Kennedy, whose table at La Caravelle Cassini would obligingly fill with models and society girls. The Ambassador not only blessed his friend’s appointment by Jackie; he told Cassini, “Don’t bother them at all about the money, just send me an accounting at the end of the year. I’ll take care of it.”

Jackie had strong views about fashion that complemented Cassini’s approach, which was marked, she later noted, by “sophisticated simplicity” and the restrained use of “unusual materials.” Since he was a family friend, Jackie could count on him to accept and incorporate her ideas. He in turn could feel comfortable applying his Hollywood approach, creating “fashion scripts” to evoke “a dramatic version of a look” so Jackie “would always be the same and there would be a discipline to the look.”

Jackie had been intrigued by fashion since her adolescence, when she sketched ideas for dresses on the back of her exam papers. For nearly a decade she had been collaborating with her mother’s dressmaker, Mini Rhea, to create her own clothing designs. During her senior year in college she had won the prestigious Prix de Paris at Vogue magazine on the strength of sophisticated essays that extolled the virtues of “excellent cut and unobtrusive color” in a suit, and the appeal of an orange skirt for evening that would “look delicious in front of the fire.”

At a time when women wore big skirts, pinched waists, and puffy sleeves, Jackie favored the clean lines and slender silhouette of Givenchy and his mentor, Balenciaga. “Just remember I like terribly simple, covered up clothes,” she wrote to Diana Vreeland, the legendary fashion editor of Harper’s Bazaar, after the Democratic convention. Jackie’s understated style was typical of upper-class fashion avatars such as socialite Babe Paley.

Yet Jackie brought her own youthful dash. The New York Times called Jackie “a pace setter who has worn sausage skin pants, streaked hair, chemise dresses and sleeveless tunics long before these became popular currency.” Like Vreeland, Jackie embraced a sense of whimsy. In one of her Vogue essays she had described “a great dip brimmed black hat that makes you look like the femme fatale one takes to hear tangos at teatime,” and she had imagined how even a humble turtleneck sweater could be enlivened by “gauntlet gloves and a beret and a walk with a swagger like D’Artagnan’s.”

During their hospital room conference Jackie and Cassini discussed for the first time using her official wardrobe to create the image of “an American Versailles” in the White House that would emphasize youth and elegance. But Jackie also intended, she told Cassini, to “continue to dress the way I like.” In a letter to the designer summarizing her goals, she asked for designs “that I would wear if Jack were President of France—très Princesse de Rethy mais jeune”—a reference to the forty-three-year-old wife of King Leopold III of Belgium, who was admired for her refined style. Jackie wanted Cassini’s assurance that her dresses would remain exclusive, so that she wouldn’t see any “fat little women hopping around in the same dress.” Above all, she asked that he keep the lid on publicity. “I refuse to have Jack’s administration plagued by fashion stories of a sensational nature,” she wrote, “& to be the Marie Antoinette or Josephine of the 1960s.”
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“Whenever I was upset by something in the papers,” Jackie once recalled, “[Jack] always told me to be more tolerant, like a horse flicking away flies in the summer.” But Jackie’s dislike of the press would never subside; journalists covering her would always be adversaries who approached their work as a zero-sum game. “Mors tua vita mea est,” she said to Cassini, explaining her view of their attitude: “Your death is my life.” To some extent her animus was inbred. When the Kennedys invited journalists to Jack and Jackie’s wedding in 1953, Jackie’s mother, Janet Auchincloss, told Rose Kennedy that publicity would be “demeaning and vulgar.”

Over the years Jackie had periodically spoken to reporters out of political necessity. Her remarks were by turns bland (“Women are very idealistic and they respond to an idealistic person like my husband”), artful (“I’d love to get to know exactly what to say in situations, like Noël Coward”), and irreverent. “I don’t think Jack has changed much, I really don’t,” she said during the campaign. “He still thinks nothing of answering his door at home when he’s wearing his shorts.” During her campaign appearances she remained “skittish and edgy,” observed Look magazine reporter Laura Bergquist, who once spotted her “curled up on the campaign plane, reading the Beatnik best-seller, Jack Kerouac’s Dharma Bums.” Before an appearance by JFK on Face the Nation, Jackie left notes on the reporters’ desks saying, “Don’t ask Jack mean questions.” When Peter Lisagor of the Chicago Daily News did anyway, she sat in the studio “looking daggers” at him and afterwards said his questions were “absolutely horrible.”

Those who had known Jackie a decade earlier might have been surprised by her hostility toward the press. After her graduation from college, she had worked for fifteen months as “The Inquiring Camera Girl” on the Washington Times-Herald. Armed with a bulky Graflex, she roamed the city, asking questions that were frequently droll, sometimes disconcerting, and invariably probing. “You could make the column about anything you wanted to,” she said, “so I’d find a bunch of rough, salty characters and ask them about a prizefighter just so I could capture the way they talked.”

She asked pretty young women if they would rather be “an old man’s darling or a young man’s slave,” and at an elementary school in Virginia she inquired, “What makes little boys so bad?” She touched on issues of love and marriage: “Are wives a luxury or necessity?” “What didn’t you give up after you got married?”

Since her girlhood, Jackie had loved writing; she had descriptive flair and a good ear for language. In her Vogue application she called Cecil Beaton’s sets for the plays of Oscar Wilde “the candybox spillings of pinks and mauves.” She told the Vogue judges that she had grown up with “vague little dreams of locking myself up somewhere and turning out children’s books and New Yorker short stories.”

Still, journalism was a raffish profession for a well-bred girl. Jackie found amusement in rewrite men and other newsroom characters, and savored that “there was no routine, no two days were ever the same.” But Jackie didn’t identify with the newspaper world, viewing herself more as a provocateur than a journalist. Mini Rhea said that Jackie regarded her job as a “field course in psychology,” using her inquiries “to learn how people thought and reacted and what mistakes they had made in life and what they would do over.”
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As a reporter, Jackie had freely asked questions that she would never consent to answering herself. She used the excuse of her pregnancy to curtail much of her contact with journalists during the campaign. But she made an important foray into image-making that showed her skill as a “hidden hand.” Within two days of Kennedy’s election, Jackie began collaborating with Mary Van Rensselaer Thayer, a contributor to the Washington Post popularly known as Molly Thayer, on an authorized account of the new first lady’s first thirty-one years. Molly Thayer was no ordinary journalist; she was a close friend of Janet Auchincloss and had known Jackie since her childhood in Long Island and Newport. “Molly was like her aunt,” said Baldrige. “She adored Jackie. Molly was an obedient servant. She was poor and hungry and needed the money.”

Jackie and Thayer agreed that Thayer would publish a three-part series in Ladies’ Home Journal, later to appear as a short book. Jackie gave Thayer exclusive access to scrapbooks, photographs from her personal collection, and family letters. “Jackie did a lot of the writing in bed, and then Molly would take it over and rewrite it,” said Mary Bass of Ladies’ Home Journal. Thayer sent the completed manuscript to Florida to be edited by Jack as well as Jackie. The first installment arrived on the newsstands on inauguration day, and the series was a “complete sellout.” The biography, said Tish Baldrige, was “exactly how Jackie wanted the world to see her.”

It was an enviably rosy picture, complete with glowing tributes to her mother and father, gently glossing over their bitter divorce when Jackie was ten, after years of rancor over her father’s womanizing, drinking, and profligacy. Nor did Jackie mention the heartbreak of her wedding day: after Janet excluded her former husband from the rehearsal dinner, Jack Bouvier drank himself into a stupor and could not escort his daughter down the aisle. A single sentence marked Bouvier’s death at age sixty-seven, avoiding any mention of the cancer, alcoholism, reclusiveness, and financial reversals that darkened the end of his life.

Jackie also paid homage to the Kennedy family. Bobby was “the best legal mind” and “the one I would put my hand in the fire for,” Eunice “the most civic-minded,” Pat “the smartest,” Jean “the most domestic” and the “closest” to Jackie, Teddy “the best natural politician,” Rose “the most devout,” and Joe, the one Jackie said she adored.

The bumps in Jack and Jackie’s marriage were invisible as well. Jackie called her husband “a rock … I lean on him in everything. … He’s never irritable or sulky. He would do anything I wanted or give me anything I wanted.” Jack was said to be charmed by her “many-faceted character” and to admire “her self-sufficiency in maintaining an inner life of her own” that kept her “content, though not happy” when he was away. Yet there was one crack in the facade, tucked into page 95 of the book’s 127 pages, that went unremarked on at the time.

It was an account of the evening in June 1951 when Jack and Jackie were introduced at dinner by their mutual friends Charley and Martha Bartlett. Jack Kennedy would take two years to propose after a sporadic courtship. But that first night, as Jackie described it to Molly Thayer, she “looked into Jack’s laughingly aroused, intelligently inquisitive face and knew instantly that he would have a profound, perhaps disturbing influence on her life.” Jackie was “frightened” and “envisioned heartbreak, but just as swiftly determined such heartbreak would be worth the pain.” Readers had no way of knowing that Jackie herself had written that touching and prophetic description as she was about to become the thirty-first first lady—words that illuminated the real nature of the Kennedy marriage.
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Jackie’s arrival in Palm Beach on December 9 with baby John shifted the locus of activity away from Washington for more than a month. Jack still came and went, but he conducted many of his important deliberations in the fifteen-foot-square library of muted and perfectly proper chintz in Joe Kennedy’s oceanside villa, La Guerida. The house, “long, white, vaguely Spanish and not unhandsome,” as John Kenneth Galbraith described it, had been designed in 1923 by the resort’s signature architect, Addison Mizner, in a style dismissed at the time as “Bastard-Spanish-Moorish-Romanesque-Renaissance-Bull Market-Damn-The-Expense.” When Joe Kennedy bought it in 1933 at the bottom of the Depression, he added a wing created by the other premier designer, Maurice Fatio.

The property was hidden behind a high wall along North Ocean Boulevard. By Palm Beach standards, the house was not large, with only six bedrooms. It faced a wide lawn planted with palm trees down to the seawall. Off to the side were a swimming pool and tennis court, as well as Joe Kennedy’s “bullpen,” a wooden enclosure with benches where he sunbathed in the nude—slathered in cocoa butter, wearing a broad-brimmed hat—and conducted business on the phone, an instrument that he used “like a Stradivarius,” said the singer Morton Downey. Jack and Jackie’s bedroom occupied a corner of the ground floor, with French doors opening onto a balcony overlooking the tennis court. After his election, JFK declined to move upstairs to a bedroom with an ocean view; he liked the room he had occupied since 1933 because he could get in and out quickly.

On the rear patio Lem Billings stretched his large frame in a chaise, sunbathing for hours each day and “relishing the mob scenes”—the constant parade of dignitaries, prospective appointees, staff, friends, and family. Billings’s appearance was unobtrusive: square jawed and blue-eyed behind thick glasses in clear plastic frames (the same kind worn by McGeorge Bundy, Kennedy’s new national security adviser, with whom he was frequently confused). But Billings had a loud raspy laugh—braying as he exhaled, honking as he inhaled—that was frequent, infectious, and so unusual that the TV talk show host Jack Paar claimed he could always hear his friend Lem “among hundreds of others in the studio audience.” The Billings voice was similarly distinctive—deep, gravelly, and nasal.

Long before Zelig was invented by Woody Allen, Billings was ducking in and out of the picture, “a mystifying relic of JFK’s youth,” said Arthur Schlesinger. One moment he sat on an airplane with JFK sharing a sandwich and a bottle of milk en route to the Orange Bowl. Another time he might be spotted at mass on Sunday with the President-elect.

After the election, Fletcher Knebel was disconcerted to find Billings at the Kennedy home in Georgetown when he stopped by to retrieve Jackie’s answers to a series of written questions about Jack for a profile in Look. With Jack in Florida, Billings was keeping Jackie company for several days. “I thought, ‘Jesus, this is strange,’” Knebel recalled. “‘This is not the middle-class way of living that I know. The guy goes off to Palm Beach with his cronies, leaving his pregnant wife at home with one of his good friends.’”

For nearly three decades, Billings had been an integral part of Jack Kennedy’s life. He reminded Charley Bartlett of a “stable pony, relaxing, undemanding, peppy, and very vibrant.” Jack and Lem met at Choate just after Billings’s father, a physician, had died unexpectedly of a strep infection. Lem’s mother was from a distinguished Pittsburgh family and had graduated from Farmington. The Billingses had lost most of their money in the Depression, forcing Lem onto the scholarship rolls. An Episcopalian descended from Mayflower and French aristocrats, Lem didn’t switch from Republican to Democrat until Kennedy ran for president.

Lem and Jack had older brothers who were star athletes and students at Choate, creating an instant bond that fed their irreverence and incessant teasing. “Jack had the self-assurance of a sharp lyrical tongue,” observed David Michaelis, who wrote about Billings and Kennedy in a book on famous friendships. “Lem had a Chaplinesque sense of situation.” They had countless nicknames for each other, from “Leem” and “Moynie” to “Kenadosus” and “Rat-Face.” Mostly the two were Billy and Johnny. Billings and Kennedy were also united in their dislike of Choate, which inspired them to form a subversive club called the “Muckers” that nearly got them both expelled. A poignant measure of Billings’s adoration of JFK was his decision to repeat his senior year simply to be with his friend; Billings even pretended that he had been born the same year as JFK. Jack and Lem enrolled together at Princeton, although JFK had to withdraw because of illness and switched to Harvard the following fall.

After Billings’s first visit to Palm Beach at Christmas in 1933 he became an honorary Kennedy brother. “Lem and his battered suitcase arrived that day and never really left,” said Teddy Kennedy. Billings’s full-time mission was to create laughter in his adopted family with amusing songs, wry observations, and tall tales filled with vivid details. “Lem had the ability to make you feel funny and clever,” said Kennedy sister Eunice Shriver, who considered him her “best friend.”

Joe Kennedy often subsidized Billings’s expenses, including a European tour with Jack in 1937 when Lem was a walking Baedeker, tutoring JFK in the fine points of culture gleaned from studying art history at Princeton. After college Billings received an MBA from Harvard and pursued a fitful career in advertising, where his claim to fame was inventing “Fizzies,” a carbonated beverage in tablet form that briefly became a national craze. Finally in 1960 he moved into the Kennedy office on Park Avenue and became an unofficial retainer, advising family members on real estate, art, and antiques. Whenever Jack called, Billings was at his doorstep with that battered bag, sometimes for weeks at a time. In the White House, Billings came and went as he pleased; he was so familiar to the Secret Service that he didn’t even have an official pass.

Billings probably knew more about Jack Kennedy’s relationship with Jackie than anyone else in the inner circle. Before Jack and Jackie were married, he cautioned her about her prospective husband’s numerous romantic liaisons over the years, and how difficult it would be for him to settle down with one woman. Instead of being put off, she later told him, “I thought it was a challenge.” After the wedding, “Lem was a bridge between them,” said journalist Peter Kaplan, a younger friend of Billings. “She liked him but she didn’t like him. He appreciated things. He had an aesthetic sense that she wanted Jack to have. But she got fed up with his ubiquitousness, and she made fun of him, although he did help her in various ways.”

Because of Billings’s giggling mannerisms and resolute bachelor-hood, Jack’s friends wondered about his sexual orientation. “I didn’t see anything overtly gay about him; I think he was neutral,” said Red Fay. Ben Bradlee regarded Billings as “idolatrous. The rest of Jack’s friends felt great affection for Jack, but idolatry is not that male an attribute.” The Kennedys tended to be homophobic, but in Billings’s case, family members averted their eyes from any homoerotic hints in his personality.

Kennedy dutifully offered Billings three jobs in his administration: director of the Peace Corps, head of a proposed United States Travel Service, and ambassador to Denmark, all of which Billings turned down. “Can you imagine,” Billings said, “my best friend becomes President of the United States and I spend his presidency in Denmark?” Instead, Billings preferred the singular role of “First Friend.”
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The Jack Kennedy who greeted visitors in Palm Beach was the picture of health, tanned and fit, an image crucial to his political success. During the transition, Today’s Health, the magazine of the American Medical Association, issued an upbeat report on Kennedy’s “superb physical condition” based on the opinion of his doctors, as related by Bobby Kennedy. The article acknowledged, almost in passing, the litany of health problems Kennedy had suffered since childhood, starting with the scarlet fever at age two-and-a-half that had separated him from his family for three months. In addition to standard ailments such as measles, mumps, and chicken pox, the magazine mentioned attacks of jaundice, malaria, and sciatica. According to the article, Kennedy had prevailed over these diseases with his “barb-wire toughness” and for more than a year he had been “singularly free of health problems.”

The report was guilty of serious omissions, including his problems with colitis, cystitis, neuritis, gastroenteritis, hepatitis, and post-gonococcal and nonspecific urethritis, a venereal disease. Nor were there references to his periodic confinements at the Mayo and Lahey clinics for mysterious pains and fevers during his adolescence, or the nine times he was hospitalized—a total of more than six weeks—for a variety of gastrointestinal and urinary tract infections in his first term as a senator. Similarly ignored was the osteoporosis that severely weakened his lumbar spine—worsened by injuries on the Harvard football field and in the navy—and that led to three difficult operations. The second and third of these procedures, in 1954 and 1955, had kept Kennedy out of the Senate for nine months as he recuperated in Florida.

The most troubling evasion was Kennedy’s affliction with Addison’s disease, diagnosed when he collapsed during a trip to England in 1947. Addison’s is a disorder in which the adrenal glands fail to produce two crucial hormones: cortisol, which regulates the immune system; and aldosterone, which maintains blood pressure. Many of Kennedy’s symptoms over the years, including weight loss, fatigue, and a yellowing of the skin (which once moved columnist Joe Alsop to say JFK looked “rather like a bad portrait by Van Gogh”), were typical signs of a gradual adrenal gland degeneration. His critical illness in England—nausea, severe pain, weakness, fever, and vomiting—resembled a classic “Addisonian crisis.”

Joe Kennedy had wept on hearing his son’s diagnosis, because, as he told his friend Arthur Krock of the New York Times, he thought Jack was “doomed to die.” Addison’s meant Jack was highly vulnerable to infection as well as a potential breakdown of his circulatory system. But while Kennedy couldn’t be cured, he could be treated with cortisone, which he took in varying forms—pellets inserted under his skin, injections, and pills—for the rest of his life. (Joe Kennedy even had supplies of the medicine placed in safe-deposit boxes around the world in case of emergency.) The medication eliminated the symptoms but had side effects including insomnia, restlessness, facial puffiness, and, depending on his hormone levels, heightened or diminished sexual desire. Equally dangerous was the fact that any severe stress, such as his back surgery, could trigger a potentially fatal Addisonian crisis. By the age of forty, Kennedy had been given last rites four times.

Today’s Health dismissed accusations from Lyndon Johnson and his supporters before the Democratic convention that Kennedy had Addison’s. (India Edwards, a former Democratic national committee-woman, had said Kennedy was so ill he “looked like a spavined hunch-back.”) Instead, the doctors alluded only to a past “adrenal insufficiency” that required medicine “by mouth” to deal with “any possible aftermath.” Kennedy never admitted the truth about his disease, fearing it would harm his political prospects. (When Press Secretary Pierre Salinger asked about it, Kennedy said, “I don’t have Addison’s disease” and “I don’t take cortisone.”) But his personality and his relationships were affected by his poor health, brushes with death, and the throb of constant pain in his back as well as the “hard knot” in what Billings called JFK’s “nervous stomach.”

The only advantage to Kennedy’s numerous confinements was that they fostered his interest in history and biography; family friend Kay Halle recalled seeing The World Crisis by Winston Churchill on JFK’s hospital bed when he was fifteen years old. Otherwise, Kennedy’s physical burdens tended to “set him somewhat apart from [his] extroverted and gregarious family,” wrote Schlesinger, and invested him with a “peculiar intensity.” He learned early to conceal his discomfort, rarely complaining, even to those closest to him. His friends and family saw what Bobby Kennedy described as “the face … a little whiter … lines … a little deeper … words a little sharper” as Jack had to reach for crutches or a cane. But in public, the President-elect managed to appear robust.

JFK’s resilience took on almost mythic qualities that affected the way his intimates viewed him and the way he behaved. “I’ve always said he’s a child of fate,” Joe Kennedy wrote to Jackie. “If he fell in a puddle of mud in a white suit, he’d come up ready for a Newport ball.” That kind of confidence helped fuel Kennedy’s strength as a leader, but it also contributed to recklessness in his personal life—the sense that he could abide by his own rules and not suffer any consequences.
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Jackie Kennedy had lived under the roof of her in-laws for extended periods, especially when she was caring for Jack during his illnesses. Now, in Palm Beach, she had to conserve her strength in an atmosphere that afforded little privacy. “It was so crowded,” she recalled, “that I could be in the bathroom, in the tub, and then find that Pierre Salinger was holding a press conference in my bedroom!”

She had arrived in a state of exhaustion after her tour of twenty rooms at the White House with Mamie Eisenhower. Jackie promptly collapsed, stayed in bed for five days, and then largely kept to herself, walking on the beach and catching some sun when she took a break from her children and her paperwork. During Ken Galbraith’s visit, he noticed how quickly Jackie disappeared because “she was not feeling well.” Occasionally she ventured out to watch Jack play golf, but she avoided fancy gatherings at the Bath and Tennis or the Everglades, the exclusive clubs where the Kennedys were members. Jackie once told French ambassador Hervé Alphand that she preferred Hyannis Port, “a sort of family home … similar to Colombey-les-deux Eglises [the bucolic village where French president Charles de Gaulle had a home] rather than Palm Beach … which I detest.”

From the early days of her marriage, Jackie had declined to meld into the overpowering Kennedy clan, where “hey kiddo” was a standard greeting. The Kennedys had initially seen her “as a threat,” according to Billings, who also viewed her as “a serious rival for [JFK’s] time and affection.” Kennedy had married late, at age thirty-six, and his family worried that “he’d be drawn away from them” by Jackie. The Kennedy sisters—whose long legs and great manes of hair reminded journalist Stewart Alsop of an “unbroken Shetland pony look”—“called her ‘the Deb,’ made fun of her babylike voice,” said Billings, and tried to pull her into their high-intensity sports competitions. But Jackie resisted, figuring “why worry if you’re not as good at tennis as Eunice or Ethel when men are attracted by the feminine way you play tennis?”

Jackie and the sisters eventually accommodated each other, but she felt the greatest kinship with her twenty-four-year-old sister-in-law Joan, who struggled to become a Kennedy. Joan was musically talented and beautiful, with a curvy figure and a cascade of blonde hair, but she could never shake her insecurity. “If only she had realized her own strengths instead of looking at herself in comparison with the Kennedys,” Jackie lamented years later. Jackie revealed the depth of her affection for Joan as well as Teddy in a page-long unofficial “last will & testament” that she scribbled on a piece of hotel stationery during a vacation in Jamaica ten days after Jack announced his campaign for the presidency. On it she stipulated that if she and JFK were killed, Caroline should be raised by “Edward M. Kennedy and his wife Joan … as one of their own children.”

Jackie’s trickiest family relationship was with Rose Kennedy, the dainty (five foot three) matriarch who wore the latest Paris designs and took pride in her trim figure at age seventy. Their temperaments and habits were often at odds, although their respective marriages had discomfiting parallels. Bright and inquisitive, Rose had been thwarted in her ambition to attend Wellesley, forced instead by her father into strict convent schools run by Sacred Heart nuns where she wore a veil and disciplined herself with silent retreats of prayer and reflection. Decades later Rose called her missed educational opportunity her “greatest regret. … It is something I have felt a little sad about all my life.”

Rose had raised her nine children like a team, organizing their lives with brisk efficiency, her office filled with card files containing vital information for each child. She was “great on self improvement,” according to JFK. But by late middle age Rose had endured the profound sorrow of losing three of her first four offspring—two dead and one incapacitated. She had also withstood decades of her husband’s philandering, including his flagrant two-year affair with Gloria Swanson. Rose’s own father had been a womanizer, and she remained proudly stoic, never complaining, never confronting. To protect herself, Rose withdrew into her own interests, traveled extensively, and kept an emotional distance, even from her children. Jack, like his siblings, treated Rose respectfully, although he did complain to Bill Walton, “She was never there when we really needed her. … My mother never really held me and hugged me.”

Catholicism offered Rose the deepest solace; she was a daily communicant, often sitting through two masses a day. Once, in urging Jackie to take a day-long religious retreat, Rose revealed, “I have spent a long happy life with a few baffling as well as tragic moments, and I have found that these spiritual signposts … have helped me tremendously.” But when Rose tried to impose her piety, Jackie bristled. Jackie had been grounded in a more casual Catholicism. Her mother once told her Newport friend Marion “Oatsie” Leiter, “It might be noticed that Jackie could always be on a horse but not necessarily at mass.” Jackie admired Rose’s faith but struggled with her own beliefs, once admitting to Harold Macmillan the thought that “there was just nothing afterwards—or some great vague peace.”

Jackie chafed under the regimented way Rose ran her own life: the daily ocean swims, four-mile walks, and nine holes of golf (usually by herself). By her own admission, Jackie liked “to live in a disorganized—or free way,” focusing intensely on whatever task engaged her, but keeping a fluid schedule. She often slept late and thought nothing of declining when Rose asked her to join guests for lunch—habits that irritated Rose. When Rose pushed too far, Jackie would mimic her mother-in-law’s tinny voice behind her back—irreverence that shocked Jackie’s secretary, Mary Gallagher.

Jackie recognized the pressures of Rose’s life even as she similarly endured her own husband’s infidelity. Jackie once said she understood that Rose grew up—and indeed raised her son Jack—with the dictum “you don’t reveal yourself. … Jack didn’t want to reveal himself at all.” By Jackie’s analysis, “It must have been difficult for [Rose] to be married to such an extremely strong man … whose life was like a roller coaster zooming, accelerating, going up and down … having nine children … it almost took her breath away.”

The cause of that angst, Joe Kennedy, also happened to be Jackie’s favorite in the family. Like his wife, he had the vigor of someone a decade younger than his seventy-two years, with a tall and lean physique, fine features, and pale blue eyes by turns icy and mischievous. His personality was peppery and aggressive, which he leavened with a flashing smile and quick-witted charm. Jack Kennedy once called his mother “the glue” that held the family together while Rose described Joe as the “architect of our lives.”

It was Joe’s competitive ethos that conditioned his children. “We don’t want any losers around here,” Joe said. “In this family we want winners.” His main forum was the dinner table where he forced his children to think quickly and defend their views. “He would drop a depth charge,” said Kay Halle, “and watch the reaction.” One house-guest compared the dinnertime experience to “living in an intellectual wind tunnel.”

Few visitors to the Kennedy household wished to encounter Joe Kennedy’s cold, disapproving stare. Once up in Hyannis Port, Joe shot “the look” Jackie’s way when she arrived at lunch fifteen minutes late. Joe was in what Chuck Spalding called “one of his Emperor Augustus moods. … He started to give her the needle, but she gave it right back. Old Joe was always full of slang and so she told him, ‘You ought to write a series of grandfather stories for children, like, “The Duck and the Moxie” and “The Donkey Who Couldn’t Fight His Way Out of a Telephone Booth.” ‘ “The table fell silent as everyone anticipated an angry reaction, but instead Joe “broke into an explosion of laughter.”

Perhaps because of Joe’s unabashed outspokenness, Jackie could talk frankly to him. In her letters she always called him “Mr. Kennedy,” and adopted a tone that varied from flirtatious to reverential. “I used to tell him that he had no nuances,” she recalled, “that everything with him was either black or white, while life was so much more complicated than that. But he never got angry with me for talking straight to him; on the contrary, he seemed to enjoy it.” Sitting together on the porch at Hyannis or the patio at Palm Beach, “they would talk about everything, their most personal problems,” Bill Walton said. “She relied on him completely, trusted him, and soon adored him.”

Joe Kennedy went out of his way to please Jackie, not only because he liked her, but because he knew she was an asset for his son. According to Oleg Cassini’s brother Igor (“Ghighi”)—the gossip columnist Cholly Knickerbocker whom William Manchester called “the Gibbon” of the Kennedy court—“Joseph Kennedy told me he had offered Jackie a million dollars not to divorce Jack” when the marriage was wobbly in the mid-fifties. There was no proof of such a transaction, nor could it be entirely disproved either. But on smaller matters, Joe Kennedy showed consistent generosity to Jackie.

When she wanted to buy a horse, Joe stepped up to pay for it, a gesture she accepted with care. Before proposing a “very quiet and beautiful” bay mare, she made numerous trips to Virginia and vetted twenty-three horses. “Honestly I can’t see the point of saving a couple of thousand dollars and not having a winner,” he wrote back. “You know all of us Kennedys don’t like second prize. So get the horse you like and send me the bill.”

With her customary insight, Jackie painted one of her Ludwig Bemelmans–style watercolors that captured Joe Kennedy’s role in the family in one image: a horde of Kennedy family members cavorting on a beach, while overhead an airplane pulled a banner saying, “You can’t take it with you. Dad’s got it all.” Joe proudly hung the painting in the Palm Beach villa.



FIVE

Jack Kennedy’s appointment of his brother Bobby as attorney general was a brazen act of nepotism that would have been unthinkable by the standards of later presidencies. Bobby was just thirty-five and had meager legal experience. After graduating from the University of Virginia Law School, he had worked briefly in the Justice Department and then served as an investigator for two Senate committees, where he made a name for himself with his aggressive questioning. On the first of those committees, he was a protégé of his father’s friend Republican senator Joseph McCarthy, during his witch hunts for communists in the federal government. Bobby also had a political imprint after running his brother’s presidential campaign with a tough-guy style that made countless enemies, including Lyndon Johnson.

Yet with the exception of a few mild protests from legal scholars and editorial writers, the press and the Congress acquiesced in the appointment. Only one senator, conservative Republican Gordon Allott of Colorado, voted against confirmation. Washington reporters were so complaisant that Bobby had gathered nearly a dozen of them for dinner in a private room at the Occidental Grill to ask their advice on government postings, including his own appointment to the cabinet. Jack Kennedy was confident enough about his immunity from criticism that the night after the inauguration he would joke during the annual Alfalfa Club dinner, “I just wanted to give Bobby a little legal practice before he becomes a lawyer.”

Joe Kennedy suggested the move and urged it on both of his sons. By Joe Kennedy’s reckoning, even the strongest personal and party loyalties were no substitute for blood fealty. Bobby at the Justice Department could protect Jack from FBI director Hoover and his compromising investigative files. Jack could speak candidly to Bobby in an atmosphere of complete trust; Bobby in turn could give his brother “the unvarnished truth, no matter what,” as JFK put it.

Jack and Bobby were eight years apart, and until Jack ran for the Senate in 1952 they were not particularly close. Bobby had grown up small and scrappy, alternately ingratiating and sarcastic, with a brooding personality that inspired Jack to nickname him “Black Robert.” While Jack enchanted people at first meeting, Bobby was an acquired taste. He often made a poor initial impression, playing with his sandy forelock, his pale blue eyes furtive, his manner abrupt, his shoulders permanently slouched. His salient trait was stubborn physical courage, most notably on the football field where he was usually overmatched. “He reminds me of a little donkey in the middle of the road, refusing to budge as a dozen autoists shriek their horns,” wrote Joe Kennedy’s cousin and political adviser Joe Kane.

As the seventh of nine children, Bobby struggled for the approval of a father who was focused on the achievements of his two eldest sons. “One had the impression that the family competition had been hardest on him, forcing him to scramble for everything,” wrote Arthur Schlesinger. Joe Jr. was the superstar, and Jack, after scraping through Choate, graduated magna cum laude from Harvard with a thesis on Britain’s inadequate preparation for World War II that became a bestselling book. Bobby muddled through a series of boarding schools and finished at Harvard without distinction.

Joe Kennedy was nearly sixty years old when Bobby graduated in 1947, with a fortune estimated in the hundreds of millions, the product of Wall Street speculation, liquor distribution, Hollywood filmmaking, and real estate. He had established trust funds worth $10 million for each of his children, making them financially secure. With the end of his own public life a bitter memory, Joe had shifted his sights to political office for the next generation. “I thought money would give me power, so I made money,” he once said, “only to discover that it was politics—not money—that really gave a man power. So I went into politics.” But Joe also believed in government service as a worthy calling. As Henry Luce, the flinty proprietor of Time-Life, observed, “It would take a very great dramatist-novelist … to mix the rhythm of earthy selfishness and higher loyalties that explained the motivation of Joseph Patrick Kennedy.”

Joe Kennedy’s grand political scheme had envisioned elective office for either Joe Jr. or Jack, but not Bobby (the Ambassador briefly thought of “buying The Boston Post for Bobbie to run”). With the death of Joe Jr. in 1944, the sole focus of Joe’s ambition became Jack, “not because it was natural for him or that it was his desire,” Joe explained to Massachusetts politician John McCormack, but because it was only right that Jack take up the eldest son’s “obligations and desires.”

It also followed that Bobby would be asked to help his brother at the appropriate time. He had finally attracted his father’s attention by applying himself impressively as a Justice Department lawyer just as Jack began preparing for a difficult Senate contest. The campaign needed a strong and trustworthy manager, a job that suited Bobby’s talents. When the call came, he earned the admiration of his father and brother with his fierce loyalty, hard work, and determination. The 1952 Senate race established the good cop/bad cop roles that the brothers would continue to play in subsequent campaigns and into the White House: Jack set a high tone while Bobby did the dirty work.
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By the end of 1960, Jack Kennedy had assembled most of his “new generation of leadership” to direct the nation into the “New Frontier” of the coming decade, a terrain of “unknown opportunities and perils” as well as “unfilled hopes and unfilled threats.” His team had an overtly bipartisan feel, and a self-consciously intellectual cast, with more eggheads (including fifteen Rhodes scholars) than had been assembled by any president, including Franklin D. Roosevelt.

The close election results influenced the composition of the Kennedy administration: a plurality of only 112,881 ballots out of 68,832,818 total votes cast, which was the smallest victory margin (49.7 percent to 49.6 percent) in a century—“so thin as to be, in all reality, nonexistent,” wrote Teddy White. “The election of 1960,” White observed, was “totally devoid of cause or issue … nothing stirred Americans but the personalities of the candidates and the religion of one of them.” Only anxiety about Soviet military strength resonated with voters, and both Kennedy and Nixon exploited that fear by asserting their ability to get tough with Soviet premier Nikita Khrushchev.

As president-elect, Kennedy understood that doubts about his experience lingered (during his fourteen years in the House and Senate he had been “just a member of the pack” who seized no great issues). Now he needed eastern establishment gravitas. As early as October, he had told New York Times columnist Cyrus L. “Cy” Sulzberger that he would emulate Franklin Roosevelt and Harry Truman, installing Republicans in important positions “in the interests of national unity.” Kennedy relied heavily on the guidance of two of those Roosevelt-Truman Republicans, Robert Lovett and John McCloy, after they both rejected top cabinet positions for themselves. When Kennedy’s longtime aide Kenny O’Donnell, probably the most liberal voice on his immediate staff, questioned the wisdom of such inclusiveness, Kennedy replied, “If I string along exclusively with … Harvard liberals, they’ll fill Washington with wild-eyed ADA [Americans for Democratic Action] people. … I can use a few smart Republicans. … Anyway we need a Secretary of the Treasury who can call a few of those people on Wall Street by their first names.”
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Kennedy’s three GOP choices—Robert McNamara, McGeorge Bundy, and Douglas Dillon—passed muster with his council of wise men. McNamara and Bundy were only nominally Republicans. Both had voted for Kennedy, and McNamara belonged to the ACLU and the NAACP, while Bundy had been a visible supporter of Kennedy since early in the campaign. Only Dillon was a partisan, having served Eisenhower as under secretary of state and contributed $26,000 to Nixon’s campaign. But the three men fit the prerequisite Kennedy had mentioned to Sulzberger, with “basic thinking … close to his own.” All would rapidly move into Kennedy’s inner circle.

McNamara had been president of Ford Motor Company for only thirty-four days when Kennedy tapped him for secretary of defense in early December. McNamara was dazzled by Kennedy’s winning personality and nimble mind, marveling at the “range of issues which [JFK] had thought and worked out in his head.” Kennedy already knew that McNamara was a rare bird in the business elite—a wizard with numbers as well as a highbrow whose Ford colleagues once presented him with four volumes of Arnold J. Toynbee’s A Study of History. Uncomfortable with country club socializing, McNamara refused to live in the posh suburb of Grosse Pointe, choosing instead more distant Ann Arbor, where he belonged to two book groups with University of Michigan professors. In keeping with Kennedy-style vigor, McNamara was a fearless mountain climber as well.

According to Schlesinger, McNamara had “striking gifts” that appealed to Kennedy, including an “inquiring and incisive mind,” a “limitless capacity for work,” and a “personality which lacked pretense.” McNamara also projected the lanky athleticism of an outdoors-man that fit nicely with the New Frontier image. He was six feet tall, with a glossy pelt of dark hair brushed back from his forehead, and “the blotched pink complexion of one who has lain too long in a bathtub.” He wore rimless glasses that gave him an academic air, and his superficially austere manner masked a temperament of intense emotions that occasionally made him unexpectedly tearful.

He was a year older than Kennedy and had grown up in modest circumstances in California, the son of an Irish Catholic sales manager for a shoe company. He graduated Phi Beta Kappa from Berkeley, majoring in economics with minors in philosophy and mathematics, then earned an MBA from Harvard. After serving as a statistical analyst during World War II, McNamara joined a cadre of ten men called the “Whiz Kids” at Ford, where he rose rapidly through management. “The things that most men have to turn to books and reports for, Bob is carrying around right in his head,” said an unabashedly admiring Henry Ford II.
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McGeorge Bundy exuded similar self-assurance and braininess behind a deceptively cherubic face defined by pink cheeks, thinning sandy hair, and “a faintly quizzical expression.” The Bundys traced their roots back to the Pilgrims at Plymouth Rock, and his mother’s family included Cabots and Lowells. “Mac” was the third son of five children in a household that prized serious discourse and clever one-upsmanship. At Groton he was legendary for ostentatious displays of intellect, once delivering a lecture on the Duke of Marlborough from a blank sheet of paper.

Mac was the first student to matriculate at Yale with three perfect scores on his entrance examinations. The Yale literary magazine described him as “sly of wit and with a wicked gleam in his eyes.” He wrote a column for the Yale Daily News, where he earned a reputation for political iconoclasm. His commentaries on national and world affairs, combined with his Brahmin demeanor, prompted the nickname “Mahatma Bundy.”

By the time Bundy rose from a tenured professorship in American foreign policy at Harvard to become the university’s dean of the faculty at age thirty-four, he had made an impressive list of connections, including Henry Stimson, FDR’s secretary of war, Douglas Dillon, and Dean Acheson, Truman’s secretary of state. Bundy’s wife, Bostonian Mary Lothrop, was a relative of Ben Bradlee’s, and Bundy’s mother was close to Corinne Alsop, the mother of columnists Stewart and Joe. Bundy even had links to Kennedy. As a boy at the Dexter School in Brookline, he was two years behind JFK, and Bundy had been a wartime friend of Kathleen Kennedy, who asked him to serve as master of ceremonies on a quiz program she ran at an American Red Cross canteen in London. Bundy and Kennedy had renewed their acquaintance in 1957 when JFK was elected to Harvard’s Board of Overseers. As early as 1959, Kennedy decided Bundy should be in his administration. Before he settled on national security adviser, JFK even considered him for secretary of state.
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Douglas Dillon appealed to Kennedy because of his impressive portfolio of government experience. In addition to his service at Foggy Bottom, Dillon had been ambassador to France and was known as a committed internationalist with conservative economic views. Joe Kennedy may have been a longtime Democrat, but he told his son that “there weren’t any Democrats who knew about money,” recalled Charley Bartlett.

Although Dillon was eight years older than Kennedy, the two men had much in common. Both were sons of overbearing self-made men. Dillon’s paternal grandfather, a Polish Jew named Sam Lapowski, had emigrated to Milwaukee, where he set up a machine manufacturing business and changed his surname to Dillon, the maiden name of his French Catholic mother. Doug Dillon’s father, Clarence, preceded him at Harvard, and was rejected by the university’s exclusive “final” clubs, an indignity also suffered by Joe Kennedy as an Irish immigrant’s grandson. Similarly, both JFK and Doug Dillon were admitted to Spee, an important badge of acceptance at Harvard, although a cut below the Porcellian Club.

Clarence Dillon moved from small business to Wall Street and made a $190 million fortune as the head of the investment banking firm Dillon Read. He used his largess to travel widely in Europe, where he bought the winemaking estate Château Haut-Brion on 104 acres in Bordeaux that had been owned by Talleyrand. Douglas Dillon was born in Switzerland and graduated second in his class from Groton, by then a virtual spawning ground for bankers with a commitment to public service. Tall and shy, he suffered like Kennedy from repeated bouts of poor health when he was growing up, including a ruptured spinal disc that forced him to work standing at a tall desk. In World War II he saw combat as a navy officer on Black Cat bombers and withstood kamikaze attacks. After the war he became chairman of Dillon Read. With six residences in the United States and abroad, Dillon lived like a Renaissance prince, with Renoirs on his walls and the finest Haut-Brion claret on his table.

It was only after he turned to government service that Dillon finally escaped the firm grip of his father. Kennedy and Dillon first took each other’s measure at various Harvard gatherings and shared a “patrician reserve and almost British sense of understatement.” Through Kennedy’s membership on the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, he tapped Dillon’s State Department expertise on international problems such as aid to India. They also had a mutual friend in Ben Bradlee, who had served as Dillon’s press officer at the embassy in Paris.

Kennedy admired Dillon’s quiet style, quick mind, and nondoctrinaire approach to economic policies. “We both had rather rapid minds,” said Dillon, who noticed that Kennedy’s decisions “were well taken. He wasn’t pushed into doing things too rapidly.” Dillon was particularly impressed with Kennedy’s sense of history when he said during their initial meeting about the cabinet post, “Liberal governments have foundered on the reef of financial instability, and I will not let that happen to my government.”

More than any other appointee, Dillon brought credentials that helped solve some urgent problems inherited by Kennedy as he prepared to take power. The U.S. balance of payments was precarious; investors were depleting U.S. gold reserves, which threatened to weaken the dollar, at least in part due to fears of a free-spending Democratic administration. Kennedy believed Dillon’s appointment to Treasury would reassure the international financial community and stabilize the dollar.

“Kennedy was a deeply conservative fellow financially,” recalled Dillon. “His father had tremendous influence on his background thinking.” The preoccupation with the balance of payments was right out of Joe Kennedy’s playbook. According to Arthur Schlesinger, Joe Kennedy believed that “lack of confidence” would drain America of gold, attitudes that were stamped on JFK and remained a preoccupation throughout his presidency.
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Dillon’s selection predictably disheartened the liberal wing of the Democratic party. No one was more disappointed than John Kenneth Galbraith, who had counted on influencing presidential policies since Kennedy first consulted him as a young senator mulling how to vote on economics legislation.

Canadian-born Galbraith was difficult to miss, not only because of his six-foot-eight-inch height, but also because of his trenchant views on economics. He had a “pacifist father” who bred livestock and instilled in Galbraith an urge to help impoverished people “on the edge of despair” during the Depression. Galbraith earned a doctorate at Berkeley and worked briefly in the Roosevelt administration before joining the Harvard faculty, the beginning of a sixty-year association with the university. He was a disciple of John Maynard Keynes, sharing his belief that increases in government spending could stimulate growth and ease unemployment.

Galbraith was one of the most prominent liberals to line up behind Kennedy in the campaign’s Cambridge brain trust. He was the author of The Affluent Society, a harsh indictment of the impact of American advertising on consumer spending, and his ideas for the candidate ran at full throttle. “Along with people who like to hear themselves talk,” he wrote to Kennedy, “there are unquestionably some who are even more inordinately attracted by their own composition. I may well be entitled to a gold star membership in both groups.” Kennedy enjoyed Galbraith’s drollery and didn’t hesitate to fire back. When Galbraith objected that the New York Times described him as arrogant, Kennedy replied, “I don’t see why. Everybody else does.”

Kennedy’s election thrilled Galbraith, who proclaimed “a government of the rich by the clever for the poor.” There was talk that Galbraith might be named secretary of the Treasury or chairman of the Council of Economic Advisers. But Kennedy knew that Galbraith’s views were too extreme for either of those jobs. Cy Sulzberger predicted “suicides on Wall Street” if Galbraith were named Treasury secretary. “They think Galbraith is mad.” When Kennedy asked Lovett about Galbraith, the veteran investment banker deadpanned, “He’s a fine novelist.” (Ironically, Galbraith would publish The McLandress Dimension in 1963 under the pseudonym “Mark Epernay,” a novel that skewered the Kennedy State Department as a fount of clichés and bad ideas.)

Less than a week later, Kennedy tapped Galbraith as ambassador to India, a prestigious post where he could do the least damage to the American economy. But Galbraith would not be silenced. With a stream of colorful letters and regular visits back home, he would continue pushing his views. To Dillon, Galbraith would be like a mischievous phantom darting around the edges of the administration’s sober economic policies—a situation that Kennedy would find endlessly diverting.
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Galbraith’s Cambridge soulmate was Arthur Schlesinger. Together they were Kennedy’s biggest egghead trophies, since both had been highly visible supporters of Adlai Stevenson, the liberal standard-bearer and twice-failed Democratic candidate for president. Just as Kennedy needed Republicans after his election, so were the “kinetic Democrats” (Schlesinger’s term for progressive party activists) crucial to securing the nomination and energizing voters in the general election. Many liberals were wary of Joe and Bobby Kennedy’s association with Joe McCarthy. But the enduring misgiving centered on Jack. When the Senate censured McCarthy (67 to 22) for his abusive tactics in 1954, Jack was the only Democratic senator who failed to cast a vote.

Schlesinger was willing to accept JFK’s flimsy excuse that he couldn’t join the voting because he was recuperating from his back surgery. (Even from afar, Kennedy knew enough about the case against McCarthy to cast a vote, and he was accustomed to having staff members vote on his behalf, sometimes when they were unfamiliar with his precise position.) To Schlesinger, Jack was nearly infallible. They were exact contemporaries who first became friendly in 1946 when Schlesinger was teaching history at Harvard and Kennedy had just been elected to Congress.

JFK instantly understood the value of this twenty-nine-year-old who had just won the Pulitzer Prize for The Age of Jackson. As Kennedy began asking Schlesinger for ideas and advice, the ambitious academic was captured by his charm, his “skeptical mind,” and “laconic tongue.” Schlesinger grew to admire the “inward and reflective quality” of JFK’s intelligence, and Kennedy used Schlesinger as a kind of liberal tuning fork whose perfect pitch enabled Kennedy to adjust his own position on the political scale as circumstances required.

Schlesinger was born in Ohio but lost all trace of the heartland (much like his friend Bill Walton) in the urbanity of Cambridge, where he grew up as the precocious son of Harvard’s celebrated social and cultural historian Arthur Meier Schlesinger. Slightly built and bespectacled, with a wicked wit and writerly flair, young Arthur distinguished himself as a student and then a teacher at Harvard, though he never received an advanced degree. His great passion was Franklin Roosevelt and the New Deal.

While Kennedy was more politically conservative than Schlesinger, the two men shared a strong sense of irony, a playful regard for the vagaries of the human condition, and an openness to people and experiences. During the campaign, Kennedy took impish pleasure when his academic allies were thrown in with hard-bitten political veterans, described by Time correspondent Hugh Sidey as “brawling Irishmen.” During a rally in Boston, Kennedy spotted Schlesinger and Galbraith in the crowd. Later, on the campaign plane, Kennedy asked Sidey, “Did you see Arthur and Ken trapped in the middle inhaling all the cigar smoke?” Said Sidey, “He enjoyed and respected them and their brains, but he understood the limits of intellectuals. He needed the stimulus but he needed the down to earth O’Donnells and O’Briens as well.”

One after another of Schlesinger’s suggested appointments for the Kennedy administration fell on deaf ears: Stevenson for secretary of state, former Connecticut governor Chester Bowles as ambassador to the United Nations, and Galbraith for Treasury. Recognizing Schlesinger’s frustration, Kennedy tried to mollify him. “We’ll have to go along with this for a year or so,” JFK told Schlesinger. “Then I would like to bring in some new people.” With that, Schlesinger began to grasp the dimensions of what he called Kennedy’s “profoundly realistic mind.”

Schlesinger’s wife, Marian, believed that her husband “would have loved to have had Mac Bundy’s job,” but settled for a more nebulous designation as “special assistant,” what Galbraith described as “a good address but no clear function.” The notion of an adviser with no definable responsibility initially disquieted Schlesinger. “I am not sure what I would be doing as Special Assistant,” he said. “Well,” cracked Kennedy, “I am not sure what I will be doing as President either.” Schlesinger took the job knowing, as he told Eleanor Roosevelt, “that no American historian has ever been privileged to watch the unfolding of public policy from this particular vantage point.”

“In Jack’s mind he must have perceived that Arthur was someone to evaluate his presidency,” said William vanden Heuvel, who worked as an aide to Bobby Kennedy. “To give an inside role like that shows an aspect of Kennedy’s self-confidence.” As Kennedy himself explained it to O’Donnell, “I’ll write my own official history of the Kennedy administration, but Arthur will probably write one of his own, and it will be better for us if he’s in the White House, seeing what goes on, instead of reading about us in the New York Times and Time magazine up in his office in the Widener Library at Harvard.”
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Schlesinger’s most burdensome task, one that originated early in the presidential campaign and continued in the White House, was as the middleman between Kennedy and Adlai Stevenson. “Adlai was not in the inner circle,” said Schlesinger, “but Jack Kennedy always wanted to know what Adlai thought.” Schlesinger never tired of insisting how compatible Kennedy and Stevenson should have been despite their seventeen-year age difference. Both had graduated from Choate, and Stevenson was a Princeton man. Their homes, Schlesinger observed, had the “same mood and tempo,” they attracted “the same kind of irrelevant European visitors,” had “the same gay humor” and “style of gossip,” as well as “the same free and wide-ranging conversation about a variety of subjects” and “the same quick transition from the serious to the frivolous.”

Despite such natural affinities, Kennedy and Stevenson were forever uneasy with each other: the slightly plump, balding elder statesman and the dashing usurper. In Kennedy’s presence, Stevenson stiffened, and “became sort of prissy and overzealous,” Schlesinger recalled. Kennedy “never saw Stevenson at his best … pungent, astute and beguiling.” Behind Stevenson’s back, Kennedy dismissed him as unmanly and weak. When criticizing the State Department, JFK once said, “They’re not queer, but well, sort of like Adlai.” Stevenson saw “a certain amount of arrogance in Jack Kennedy” that he found distasteful, according to Stevenson’s sister Elizabeth Ives.

Neither Kennedy nor Stevenson forgot the slights they inflicted on each other during the presidential campaign. Kennedy lobbied hard through intermediaries, particularly Schlesinger, for Stevenson’s support before the convention. As an inducement, Kennedy dangled the possibility of secretary of state, the job Stevenson coveted next to the presidency. “Had [Adlai] come out for Kennedy … he could have had anything he wanted,” said Schlesinger. Four years earlier, Stevenson had encouraged Kennedy to make a bid for the vice presidential slot. Although Kennedy had lost narrowly, his prominence at the 1956 convention, followed by extensive campaigning, had set the stage for his own presidential bid.

But in 1960 Stevenson remained stubbornly neutral. He felt that he had provided the intellectual framework for Kennedy, who had used Stevenson’s people and ideas to develop his own campaign. Stevenson still hoped for a draft by his diehard supporters, led by Eleanor Roosevelt. (Kennedy regarded the Stevenson followers with an amused curiosity, remarking to Charley Bartlett, “I don’t have a cult. Why does Adlai have a cult?”) Kennedy’s youth and inexperience also gave Stevenson doubts. “I do not feel he’s the right man for the job,” Stevenson told British journalist Barbara Ward. “I do not really think he is up to it.”

At the convention, Bobby Kennedy pressed Stevenson hard to nominate Jack. “You’ve got twenty-four hours,” Joe Kennedy snarled to Stevenson aide Bill Blair. Not only did Stevenson refuse, he visited the convention hall on the eve of the balloting, provoking a “wild demonstration” that incensed Kennedy, who concluded that Stevenson had “behaved indecisively and stupidly.”

Still, Stevenson pined to be secretary of state, and Schlesinger kept pressing his friend’s case. But Kennedy didn’t want a man with his own following that could form a separate power base. JFK was eager to run his own foreign policy, so he selected Dean Rusk, a Georgia poor boy turned Rhodes scholar known for his reliability and lucidity but lacking force and imagination.

The best offer Kennedy could make was ambassador to the United Nations, which he elevated to cabinet status to soothe Stevenson’s injured pride. Stevenson initially rejected the overture, and complained that it was a “second-rate job,” which irritated his friends as much as it did Kennedy. “You must never again say to anyone … that Jack gave you this appointment to ‘get rid of you,”’ Agnes Meyer, the wife of the Washington Post owner, wrote to Stevenson. “From now on you must play ball.” Stevenson begrudgingly accepted the job, but his resentment remained, leaving Schlesinger resigned to his fate as intermediary for the next three years: “on the phone between the two of them, trying to translate one to the other.”
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