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TIME LINE



	March-April 1948

	Twenty-two-year-old Robert F. Kennedy covers the Arab-Israeli conflict for the Boston Post.




	May 1948

	The new State of Israel is declared.




	June 1948

	The first of RFK’s four articles about the conflict in Palestine appears in the Boston Post.




	December 1956

	The Sirhan family secures sponsorship from two families belonging to the First Nazarene Church in Pasadena. The family arrives in the United States the following year, and Sirhan enrolls in public school.




	1958

	Bishara Sirhan, Sirhan’s father, abandons his family and returns to Jerusalem.




	November 1960

	John F. Kennedy is elected president of the United States. During the election campaign he states that friendship with Israel is not “a partisan matter. It is a national commitment.”




	March 1963

	Sirhan becomes a part-time student at Pasadena City College.




	November 1963

	JFK is assassinated.




	March 1964

	Sirhan secures employment at John Davies’s service station.




	May 1964

	Sirhan is dismissed from Pasadena City College for poor attendance.




	August 22, 1964

	After resigning his position as attorney general in the Johnson administration, RFK announces his candidacy for the Democratic senatorial nomination in New York. In a campaign speech RFK declares, “we will stand by Israel and come to her assistance” in the event of an attack.




	November 1964

	RFK is elected senator for New York. As senator, he stands by his brother’s commitment to Israel.




	October 1965

	Sirhan secures employment at Santa Anita Racetrack.




	March 31, 1966

	Sirhan quits his job at the Santa Anita Racetrack.




	June 2, 1966

	Sirhan secures employment at the Granja Vista del Rio Horse Farm.




	September 25, 1966

	Sirhan suffers head injuries in a fall from a horse. November 13, 1966 Sirhan is fired from his job at the horse ranch. He then secures employment at the Del Mar Racetrack but is fired after a few weeks.




	May 24-June 23, 1967

	RFK gives five pro-Israeli speeches and describes Israel as a “gallant democracy” equipped with “arms and courage.”




	September 24, 1967

	Sirhan secures employment at John Weidner’s health food store.




	March 7, 1968

	After an altercation with his boss, Sirhan is fired from his job at John Weidner’s health food store.




	March 16, 1968

	RFK declares his candidacy for president of the United States.




	April 10, 1968

	Sirhan tells Alvin Clark he is going to kill Robert Kennedy.




	May 15, 1968

	John Frankenheimer’s CBS television documentary The Story of Robert Kennedy is broadcast. A few days later Sirhan Sirhan learns from a radio broadcast on KFWB that RFK has committed himself to supplying Israel with fifty Phantom jets. (Note: Sirhan said he believed he watched the CBS television documentary on May 18 or 20, 1968)




	May 18, 1968

	Sirhan writes in his notebooks, “Robert Kennedy must be assassinated…. My determination to eliminate RFK is becoming more the more [sic] of an unshakable obsession.”




	May 20, 1968

	RFK, wearing a yarmulke, gives a speech at the Temple Isaiah in West Los Angeles in which he declares that the United States “must fully assist Israel—with arms if necessary.”




	May 24, 1968

	Sirhan attends a Kennedy rally at the Los Angeles Sports Arena.




	May 27, 1968

	At Temple Shalom in Portland, Oregon, RFK, wearing a yarmulke, declares that the United States must defend Israel against aggression “from whatever source.”




	June 1, 1968 12:50-3:00 p.m.

	Sirhan visits the Corona Police Department pistol range. On his way home from the range, he purchases two boxes of .22-caliber hollow-point bullets from the Lock, Stock ‘N Barrel Gun Shop in San Gabriel, California.




	June 2, 1968

	RFK takes his family to Disneyland and returns to the Ambassador Hotel at 7:00 p.m. Sirhan attends a Kennedy rally at the Ambassador Hotel and observes the senator standing on an outdoor terrace.




	June 3, 1968 8:00 p.m.

	RFK flies to San Diego after a ride through the African-American Los Angeles suburb of Watts and a rally in Venice.




	8:45 p.m.

	RFK arrives at the El Cortez Hotel in San Diego. Evidence suggests that Sirhan may have stalked RFK at the El Cortez Hotel.




	12:00 midnight

	RFK returns to Los Angeles.




	June 4, 1968 afternoon

	Sirhan fires his gun at the San Gabriel Valley Gun Club and then meets friends at the Pasadena City College campus before going to the Ambassador Hotel.




	7:15 p.m.

	RFK travels to the Ambassador Hotel for his victory rally after having spent the day with his family at the Malibu home of film director John Frankenheimer.




	9:00-9:30 p.m.

	Sirhan voices disdain for RFK at the Ambassador Hotel campaign victory party.




	10:30 p.m.

	Sirhan is observed in the Ambassador Hotel pantry area. He asks a hotel busboy if RFK will be coming through the pantry.




	11:00 p.m.

	Sirhan is asked to leave the anteroom behind the Embassy Ballroom stage.




	June 5, 1968 12:15 a.m.

	RFK concludes his victory speech and is led behind the stage to the kitchen pantry. Sirhan meets the Kennedy party in the pantry, where he fires eight shots. Kennedy and five others are wounded.




	1:44 a.m.

	Kennedy is pronounced dead at age forty-two. All other victims of the shooting survive their wounds.




	June 8, 1968

	Robert Kennedy is buried at Arlington National Cemetery, Arlington, Virginia.






INTRODUCTION

“What I think the [RFK] assassination did was to sour the whole public, and particularly the Democratic Party, on the election and on the political process. We’d had the Tet offensive—which was a political disaster in this country—and then you get McCarthy on the road, you get Bobby in the primaries, and you get Martin Luther King’s assassination, and the party is now torn in many ways, in disarray…I think this was just too much. It was like a mental breakdown for the American political community.”

—HUBERT HUMPHREY

The year 1968 was marked by death and heroes, war and peace, revolution, and uprisings in Czechoslovakia and France. The sequence of events had a disturbing effect on the American psyche—the intensity of emotions, whether in response to class or racial, ideological, or spiritual injustice, forever changed the way a generation thought about the direction of politics. Americans listened to protest music, protest speeches, and a never-ending debate about the old ways and the new. Over the previous eight years the country had endured continual tragedies—President John F. Kennedy’s assassination, the Cuban Missile Crisis, the murder of three civil rights workers in Mississippi, the murder of Malcolm X, and the riots in Watts, Harlem, Detroit, and various major cities across the land.

In 1968, however, the tragedies arrived one after another, month after month. It seemed as if the United States was coming apart at the seams. Never before had American television screens played out such a drama of change, producing an indelible collage of photographs, television footage, and images of people responding to death, violence, and protest. The drama began with the North Koreans’ capture of the U.S. spy ship Pueblo. The Pueblo’s capture was quickly followed by the Tet offensive, which shocked Americans into an awareness that victory in Vietnam was an illusion. In April President Lyndon B. Johnson’s announcement that he would not seek another term as president was quickly followed by the news that an assassin’s bullet had killed Martin Luther King. America was in turmoil as buildings across the land, torched by African Americans who rioted in the streets, erupted in flames. Throughout the year police officers confronted rebellious youth who protested against the injustices in American society and American involvement in a foreign conflict that was, essentially, a civil war with no end in sight.

But it was the tragic death of presidential candidate Robert F. Kennedy that finally persuaded many Americans that the grave problems their country confronted were insoluble. From the start of that terrible year, Americans had been looking for a political savior to disengage them from the racial, economic, and foreign predicaments; someone who could engender real change without bringing chaos to the system. They wanted someone like Franklin Delano Roosevelt, a president who rescued Americans from the Great Depression while keeping the fundamental capitalist and democratic system in place.

Following a prolonged period of indecisiveness, Senator Robert F. Kennedy put himself forward as the answer to America’s problems. In his brief campaign for the presidency he elevated the spirits of many who saw him as the only candidate who could unite the country. He was the most original politician of his time: he told his audiences uncomfortable truths and changed forever the way they judged their leaders. Although a fundamentally shy and genuinely self-deprecating man, Robert Kennedy believed he and he alone could provide solutions to the bitter battles fought through the 1960s—battles to end poverty, ensure equal rights, provide an enlightened foreign policy, and end civil disorder.

Kennedy’s supporters were euphoric when he secured victory in the final and most important primary state—California—at the end of his 1968 presidential primary campaign. The victory propelled him in front of his main rivals, Vice President Hubert H. Humphrey and Senator Eugene J. McCarthy, in the nation’s popularity polls. But the Democratic Party’s presidential nomination was another matter, and it would be a long uphill struggle to secure a majority of the Democratic National Convention delegates.

After Kennedy finished his victory speech on the night of the California primary election by thanking everyone who assisted in the campaign, he stepped down from the podium and walked through a kitchen pantry on his way to the Ambassador Hotel’s Colonial Room, where the nation’s press were waiting.

For most Americans over forty-five years old the images are still vivid—Robert Kennedy shaking hands with kitchen staff; Kennedy lying in a pool of his own blood, rosary beads pushed into his hands by a hotel worker; Kennedy’s unofficial bodyguards and friends grabbing the young Palestinian, Sirhan Sirhan, as he rapidly fired off his pistol shots before he could be subdued; the prostrate bodies of the other victims wounded by Sirhan’s indiscriminate shooting spree; the nation once again mourning the loss of an American hero dead before his time.

Kennedy’s followers believe he would have not only ended the war in Vietnam but also pursued a political agenda to decisively change American society, closing the gap between rich and poor, black and white. What Robert Kennedy might have done as president is one of history’s great unanswered questions.

Although the grief over Robert Kennedy’s death has subsided over the years, the suspicions about the circumstances of the assassination have grown. Opinion polls during the past thirty-five years have shown that a majority of Americans believe Kennedy’s assassination was part of a larger conspiracy. The list of possible culprits has grown as the years have passed to include organized crime, that wanted Kennedy dead because as U.S. attorney general he had cracked down on the Mafia; the military-industrial complex, that feared Kennedy would put an end to the Vietnam War; rogue elements of the CIA bent on revenge for the Kennedy brothers’ abandonment of the Bay of Pigs exiles during their 1961 invasion of Cuba; western ranchers upset with Robert Kennedy’s support for migrant farm workers; and the Ku Klux Klan (KKK) and the American Nazi Party, upset with Kennedy’s support for civil rights.

The RFK assassination conspiracy theories are rooted in witness testimony that a girl in a polka-dot dress, who had been standing near Sirhan, proclaimed after Kennedy had been hit, “We shot him!” In 1970 Robert Blair Kaiser published RFK Must Die, an account of Sirhan’s arrest and trial, which endorsed suspicions that the assassin had been part of a plot. Kaiser’s important contribution to the case was his study of Sirhan. He had an exclusive writer’s contract with Sirhan and saw the accused assassin two or three times a week while he was awaiting trial. In return for this privilege Kaiser gave about $32,000, about half what he received from magazines before the case ended, to Sirhan’s lawyers and served them as an investigator.

Kaiser believed there was more to Sirhan’s act than the American public knew. He was critical of the lawyers who failed to move the jury in 1969, the psychiatrists for their conflicting conclusions, and the Los Angeles police for not pursuing possible links between Sirhan and organized crime, the right wing, the left wing, and the terrorist organization, Al Fatah. Kaiser believed Sirhan had conspired with someone and had not acted alone. He advanced two possibilities: The first, initially proposed by novelist Truman Capote, posited that Sirhan had been an unwitting conspirator, hypnotized by others, as in Richard Condon’s The Manchurian Candidate. There was no hard evidence to support this theory. The second was that Sirhan, who studied the occult, managed to hypnotize himself, to program himself to kill Kennedy. This theory was the creation of Dr. Bernard Diamond, a respected and ingenious defense psychiatrist. He testified that Sirhan used mirrors to hypnotize himself and that the light and the mirrors at the Ambassador Hotel made him commit murder.

Several legislative and judicial panels from the early 1970s to the mid-1980s found serious problems with the original investigation, which had been carried out predominantly by the Los Angeles Police Department’s team of detectives headed by Robert Houghton. The LAPD team, managed day-to-day by Houghton appointee Captain Hugh Brown, was named Special Unit Senator (SUS) and was aided by a team of FBI investigators. Houghton wrote, “I was resolved to make certain that the investigation into the assassination would leave no questions unasked, no answers untested, no evidence unchecked, no possible conspiratorial doors unopened. Perhaps it was an unattainable goal, but it was THE goal.”1 While this statement is not proof that the SUS pulled out all stops to follow all of the leads that suggested conspiracy, it does show that the unit at least acted in good faith, despite the protestations of conspiracy writers who suspected the LAPD was part of a cover-up. As it happens, not all leads were followed, not all avenues pursued. The investigation was flawed. Critics presented witnesses who had allegedly observed a second gunman and pointed to anomalies in the ballistics evidence. They sufficiently established doubt about Sirhan’s guilt and a growing legion of supporters, including RFK aides, joined in the chorus of disapproval at the way the case had been investigated. The Los Angeles Police Department and District Attorney’s Office attempted to frustrate these challenges to the official version of the shooting with secrecy restrictions, bureaucratic maneuvers, silence, and counterattack. The way the LAPD acted did nothing except fuel a sense of injustice, which in turn eroded public trust.

The testimony and evidence presented during the trial was wrought with definite and disconcerting inconsistencies. A panel judicially appointed in 1975 found bullet markings from tests that were different from the markings on Sirhan’s gun. Dr. Thomas Noguchi, the Los Angeles coroner who autopsied Robert Kennedy’s body, concluded with certainty that Kennedy’s mortal wound in the head was made by a shot that came from behind the senator at a point only a few inches away, point-blank range. Yet witnesses said that Sirhan had been in front of Kennedy and not closer to him than a few feet. These glaring discrepancies led many to believe a second gunman had been positioned behind Kennedy.

The principal incongruity in the investigation turned on the number of shots fired. Sirhan’s .22-caliber revolver held eight bullets, and all were thought to have been discharged in a few moments of pandemonium. Three hit Kennedy and one passed through his jacket; the shot to the head was fatal. The remainder struck other members of Kennedy’s entourage, and a couple of shots hit the ceiling, one of which was lost in the ceiling interspace. But the photographs of the crime scene and the recollections of some of the police officers involved in the investigation immediately afterward identified two additional bullet holes or bullets lodged in the wooden frame of the pantry’s swinging doors, meaning ten shots could possibly have been fired and thus another gun—and another killer—must have been involved. There were also allegations that the assailant, Sirhan, had been hypnotized when he carried out the murder, and critics questioned why the LAPD destroyed the doorframes and other physical evidence following Sirhan’s trial.

The campaign for a comprehensive and thorough reinvestigation grew as writers continued to point out flaws in the original investigation. Although the SUS provided a mountain of evidence that pointed to the assassin’s guilt, respected investigators and journalists, like Theodore Charach, Vincent Bugliosi, Paul Schrade (a victim of the shooting who worked with conspiracy advocates to reopen the case), and Allard Lowenstein, were not satisfied and began to question whether Sirhan did indeed kill Kennedy. According to Bugliosi, “I think there [were] enough substantial unanswered questions in this case that the House Select Committee on Assassinations should have re-investigated this case in 1977 and 1978 along with the assassinations of John F. Kennedy and Martin Luther King.” Other writers attempted to prove that Sirhan had been part of a widespread conspiracy involving the LAPD, the government, and/or organized crime. The real assassins, they alleged, wanted to eliminate a dangerous and radical politician who had been willing and eager to challenge the powerful and sinister political forces that held control over the U.S. government.

In 1995 investigative reporter Dan Moldea, a former conspiracy advocate, published the results of his investigation into Kennedy’s murder in The Killing of Robert F. Kennedy: An Investigation of Motive, Means, and Opportunity. Moldea pored over the mountain of evidence in the case. He studied the forensic and ballistic reports and interviewed scores of witnesses, including many of the police officers involved who had not been interviewed previously. What he found suggested a botched investigation involving the mishandling of physical evidence, the failure to correctly interview some witnesses, the premature destruction of key pieces of physical evidence, and the lack of proper procedures in securing and investigating the crime scene. Earlier efforts to clear up the mystery suggested an accomplice, Thane Eugene Cesar, a part-time security guard who carried the only other pistol in the pantry that night. But Cesar was never a serious suspect. Moldea tracked him down and eventually persuaded him to take a polygraph test, which he passed. Moldea also questioned Sirhan in California’s Corcoran Prison and concluded that the assassin had been lying when he said he could not remember shooting Kennedy. Moldea’s research was truly a tour de force, and ultimately cleared up the many inconsistencies in the evidence and provided sufficient answers to establish what is likely the best understanding of what happened on the night of June 5, 1968.

The Killing of Robert Kennedy became the definitive book on the subject, as the national media proclaimed Moldea had finally provided answers to the many questions and mysteries that had plagued government investigations and private researchers for the past three decades. According to Christopher Lehmann-Haupt of the New York Times, Moldea’s book was “carefully reasoned … dramatic. … The author has brought order out of a chaotic tale and turned an appalling tatter of history into an emblem of our misshapen times.”2 Steve Waldman of Newsweek said, “If there had been a conspiracy to assassinate Robert F. Kennedy … Dan Moldea would have found it. … Moldea concluded he was wrong the first time—and that the sole killer of Robert Kennedy on June 5th, 1968, was a deranged Sirhan Sirhan… Moldea shows that simple (and sometimes hilarious) human error explain these suspicious coincidences.”3

Moldea’s book did not satisfy the conspiracy theorists, however, and Internet sites flowered as writers and researchers criticized his work, pointing out supposed flaws in his research. RFK researcher and author Philip Melanson rightly criticized Moldea for not competently inquiring into the allegations that Sirhan had been hypnotically manipulated. Sirhan Sirhan’s attorney, Larry Teeter, and Sirhan family friend Lynn Mangan also met Moldea’s conclusions with ridicule. Their research into the case provided critics with enough ammunition to infer that doubt still resided in Sirhan’s guilty conviction. In the late 1990s, Teeter and Mangan joined forces with Sirhan and Sirhan’s brother, Adel, in calling for an independent investigation and a new trial for the assassin.

In addition, Sirhan retracted his many statements admitting guilt and said that he did not kill Kennedy and that conspirators had “hypno-programmed” him. According to Teeter, the RFK assassination was a “sequel” to the JFK murder, and “There were good reasons for [the CIA/FBI/Pentagon] to have wanted Robert Kennedy eliminated. He wanted to end the war in Vietnam. He wanted to get to the bottom of his brother’s assassination. He wanted to break the power of the Teamsters Union. He wanted to end the wild adventurism of the CIA.” The “adventurism” Teeter spoke of included the notorious MK-ULTRA program, which was designed by the CIA to see if it was feasible to use drugs and hypnosis to create a “programmed assassin.” William Klaber in his 1993 documentary, The RFK Tapes, proposed that a California sex therapist and alleged CIA hypnosis expert, Dr. William Bryan Jr., programmed Sirhan. Bryan, a self-proclaimed eccentric character, once boasted to two of his favorite prostitutes that he, in fact, had hypnotized Sirhan and had worked on “top secret” CIA projects. Bryan’s most famous hypnotic subject was the notorious Boston Strangler, Albert DeSalvo, whose name appeared in Sirhan’s notebooks.

Teeter’s claims that Sirhan had been hypnotized were supported by Dr. Herbert Spiegel, a New York psychiatrist who taught at Columbia University and was regarded as one of America’s leading experts on hypnosis. Spiegel said, “Sirhan, being an outstanding hypnotic subject, was probably programmed through hypnosis to shoot Senator Kennedy and to experience a genuine amnesia of the shooting.”4

The publication of three books criticizing Moldea’s work and the republication of Robert Blair Kaiser’s RFK Must Die in 1999 decisively placed the RFK assassination back on the agenda of unsolved crimes. In 1997 William Klaber and Philip Melanson published Shadow Play: The Murder of Robert F. Kennedy, the Trial of Sirhan Sirhan, and the Failure of American Justice, in which the authors insisted that the case had sufficient anomalies to infer that Sirhan was the unwitting patsy in a conspiracy and that his guilty verdict should be considered unsafe. The authors also believed Moldea did not provide a credible motive for Sirhan’s act. These conclusions were mirrored in James DiEugenio and Lisa Pease’s The Assassinations: Probe Magazine on JFK, MLK, RFK, and Malcolm X (2003) and ex-FBI agent William Turner’s Rearview Mirror: Looking Back at the FBI, the CIA and Other Tails (2001).

As will be made clear in this book, the conspiracy advocates’ claims to overturn Dan Moldea’s conclusions about Sirhan’s guilt remain speculative at best.

Although Moldea successfully addressed the issue of Sirhan’s guilt and the unlikelihood of a conspiracy, the issue of motive and the suspicions that Sirhan had been hypnotized remained problematic. Moldea believed Sirhan’s claim to have acted in response to America’s policy on the Middle East was merely an excuse. He wrote, “The problem here is that Sirhan—who claimed to be angry at Kennedy over his advocacy of sending the jets to Israel—had written about his ‘determination to eliminate RFK on May 18—two days before the television broadcast [implying RFK’s support for Israel] and eight days before the speech at Temple Nevah Shalom [advocating the sale of fifty Phantom jets to Israel].”5 Moldea concluded that Sirhan had acted for personal reasons: “Did Sirhan kill Robert Kennedy because of the Senator’s support for Israel? I don’t believe that for a second, and Sirhan certainly never mentioned anything about Kennedy’s position on the Middle East in his notebooks. … I believe that Sirhan’s motive had less to do with politics and more to do with his own personal problems. … He had become a desperate young man, somehow losing all hope. … I believe that Sirhan’s unilateral motive consisted of nothing more than his desire to prove to himself and those who knew him that he still had his nerve. He wanted everyone to know his name and be forced to recognize him. … To Sirhan, Kennedy had become a symbol of everything he wanted and didn’t think he would ever have a chance to get.”6 Moldea also believed that Sirhan’s self-confessed motive—that he was a champion of Palestinian rights—had been constructed following his arrest and had been planted in his mind by supporters of the Palestinian cause.

Moldea and others, especially those writers who claim that a “motiveless” Sirhan was used a “patsy” in the crime, have argued that since Sirhan had written down his resolve to kill RFK two days before the senator spoke of supplying bombers to Israel, the political motive was an “invention.” The chapters that follow, however, will show that there is no discrepancy here. Sirhan’s anti-Semitism was a part of his makeup. He had expressed extreme disdain for U.S. politicians who gave their support to Israel, especially following the 1967 Arab-Israeli war, and had thoughts about killing an American politician (President Johnson was among his potential victims) for a considerable period following the 1967 conflict. He began to focus his anger on RFK some months before the assassination (for reasons explained in later chapters) and expressed his desire to kill the senator shortly after Martin Luther King’s murder. Sirhan had some ambivalence toward RFK and at times saw him as a “savior for the poor and disadvantaged,” that is, people like himself. At the trial, however, he said that after watching a television documentary about RFK, broadcast on May 15, and discovering that the senator had been pro-Israel since 1948, he could have killed him “right then and there.” Kennedy’s promise to send bombers to Israel, if he were elected, only reinforced Sirhan’s prior determination and gave it new meaning.

Conspiracy authors concluded Sirhan’s motive was a moot point; he, unaware he had fired a pistol, which might have been loaded with blanks, had been a mere “patsy,” hypnotically programmed to either kill Kennedy or act as a diversion for the real killer. Philip Melanson told researcher Paul Nellen,

My theory about Sirhan’s involvement is that he was definitely firing a gun and therefore should have been convicted of some kind of attempted murder if in fact they couldn’t prove diminished responsibility. But I see Sirhan basically as a pawn in a conspiracy. My view is that while he was there shooting he didn’t mastermind a plot to kill RFK. He was not a conscious participant with others where he was recruited into a plot. I see him as someone who is/was manipulated through his mind largely, through hypnosis, to shoot, firing a gun, to be a distraction for others who assassinated RFK. Unfortunately, Sirhan doesn’t know enough about that to be able to provide leads or show leads on it for us and it is something that people other than Sirhan will have to try to figure out.7

And, according to both Melanson and Klaber, “equally baffling was that, although [Sirhan] had been cooperating in his interrogations … during his seven months in custody the defendant had been hard pressed to come up with a coherent explanation as to why he would commit such a crime.”8

I believe that both Moldea and the conspiracy writers have been wrong about Sirhan’s true motives. As far as the subject of mind control is concerned I have provided evidence that the idea that Sirhan had been programmed is spurious. And, while I do not disagree with the accounts of the assassination that give Sirhan’s motive a personal dimension, I have concluded that political factors played a larger role than has previously been stated. When Sirhan was arrested the media referred to him as a Jordanian citizen, and the source of his rage, bitterness, and anger at “Jews” was not explained in most news stories. In those days most Americans had no idea what a “Palestinian” was and even fewer understood their grievances. The 1967 Six Days’ War was barely a year old, and the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) had not yet begun its terrorist campaign of bombings and hijackings that eventually brought Yasser Arafat to the attention of the world. Commenting at the time of the murder, New York Times editorial columnist James Reston described Sirhan’s motive as “a wholly irrational act” devoid of political inspiration. The Boston Globe stated, “So now it develops that Sirhan Sirhan was a ‘mad man.’” 9

Sirhan tried to explain his motives at the time of his arrest when he cried out, “I can explain” and “I did it for my country.” But America either didn’t listen or failed to understand. As Yitzhak Rabin, Israel’s ambassador to the United States at the time said, “The American people were so dazed by what they perceived as the senseless act of a madman that they could not begin to fathom its political significance.”10 Had the assassination been carried out in a European country it would have no doubt been classified as a terrorist political act. The State Department was afraid that relations between the United States and Arab nations would deteriorate if the political aspects of the crime were highlighted. Taking their cue from the State Department, politicians in Congress avoided fanning the flames and downplayed the Arab/Israeli connection to the crime. The press followed suit. Without any lead from the American government, American commentators speculated that the questions surrounding the murder could be answered with psychoanalysis—or they tried to link RFK’s death with the suspicions surrounding the JFK assassination. Furthermore, the FBI was at a loss to explain why Sirhan shot Kennedy. According to William C. Sullivan, No. 3 man in the Bureau in 1968, “We did finally decide that Sirhan acted alone, but we never found out why. Although he was a fanatic for the Arab cause, we could never link Sirhan with any organization or to any other country. He never received a dime from anyone for what he did. We sometimes wondered whether someone representing the Soviets had suggested to Sirhan that Kennedy would take action against the Arab countries if he became president. But that was only a guess. … Investigating Sirhan was a frustrating job, for in the end we were never sure.”11

In fact for the next three decades RFK biographers espoused the idea that Sirhan’s act held no real political underpinning. Some referred to Sirhan as “a disturbed Jordanian immigrant,”12 “a mentally unstable, unemployed drifter,”13 and “a twenty-four-year-old Jordanian.”14 Others, like Arthur Schlesinger Jr., William Vanden Heuval, and Milton Gwirtzman, similarly failed to address Sirhan’s politics.

Sirhan might have been mentally unstable and angry at a society that had relegated him to the bottom of the heap, as Dan Moldea concludes, but there is sufficient evidence, originating years before the shooting, that Sirhan clearly saw himself, like today’s suicide bombers, as an Arab hero. The PLO and most Palestinians certainly judged him this way. In February 1973 the Palestinian terrorist organization, Black September, killed three American diplomats on Yasser Arafat’s orders. The terrorists had demanded Sirhan’s release but President Nixon refused to submit to their request. It seems clear that Sirhan’s fellow Palestinians became convinced, following RFK’s assassination, that high-profile violent acts would advance their cause. One month after the assassination, the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine hijacked an Israeli passenger jet. A year later the organization hijacked an American plane.

A wealth of evidence illustrates that Sirhan’s political explanations for the killing were not constructed, as some writers allege, to justify his act—this will be made clear in the pages that follow. Perhaps now, following the tragic events of September 11, 2001, we can arrive at a greater awareness of the nature of Sirhan’s act, an act that overlooked evidence in the case points to as a “terrorist” assault against a leading American target. The assassination might be the first act of the tragedy that culminated in 9/11.


1
THE AMBASSADOR HOTEL

“We think the Ambassador is of national significance as the assassination site of Robert Kennedy and as one of the most noted sites in Hollywood history. It’s one of the buildings that people across the country associate with Los Angeles.”

—LOS ANGELES CONSERVATORY EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR LINDA DISHMAN

The sprawling Ambassador Hotel on Wilshire Boulevard, with its red tiled roofs, graceful gardens, and 23.5 acres of velvet lawns, was one of the world’s most famous hotels. It was the meeting place for the rich and famous—movie stars, princes, eccentric millionaires, athletes, and politicians. For decades everybody who was anybody stopped at the Ambassador if they were visiting Los Angeles.

The Ambassador Hotel was built on land owned by dairy farmer Reuben Schmidt. Schmidt had sold the twenty-three-acre section of his land to Ella Crowell, who then sold it to the Los Angeles Pacific Railway Company for the purpose of constructing an interurban railway. The railway plans did not develop, and in 1919 both Crowell and the railway company sold their halves to a hotel company. The hotel was originally called “The California,” but its name was changed after millionaire, S. W. Straus, stepped in with much needed funding. The hotel then became a part of the Ambassador Hotels chain, which included properties in Atlantic City and New York. The hotel was distinguished by its “H”-shape plan, which allowed the sun to shine into every room, and also by its views of the Santa Monica Mountains. The panorama included mountains on two sides, the sea on the west, and the distant reaches of the sea and valley to the south and over the Palos Verdes Hills and the Channel Islands in the distance.

The Ambassador opened its doors to the public on New Year’s Day 1921, and its “grand opening” came on January 18, 1921. Three thousand local society leaders as well as politicians and visitors who traveled in for the party attended the opening. The hotel soon became the center of social life for the rich and famous. Up until the 1970s the stretch of Wilshire between McArthur Park and Western Avenue was as close as Los Angeles ever came to having its own 5th Avenue. The area included world-famous nightclubs and restaurants like the Brown Derby, Perino’s, the Windsor, and I Magnin.

The Ambassador Hotel had more than 500 rooms and bungalows and over 200 staff members. On April 21, 1921, the Ambassador’s Cocoanut Grove nightclub opened and quickly became the most renowned nightspot on the West Coast. The grove’s interior had palm trees adorned with stuffed monkeys and a blue ceiling painted with twinkling stars. From its opening until the 1960s the Ambassador was the place to be seen. The first Oscars were awarded in the Cocoanut in 1930—it was the third Academy Awards ceremony but the first featuring the golden statues. The hotel was used throughout the 1920s and ’30s for the Academy Awards, and in 1944 it hosted the first Golden Globe Awards.

Bing Crosby started his career at the Ambassador’s Cocoanut Grove. Mack Sennet discovered Crosby singing with a group called the Rhythm Boys. Famous columnist Walter Winchell, who announced on November 22, 1963, that President John F. Kennedy had been shot, lived in one of the Ambassador’s bungalows until his death in 1972. Hollywood star John Barrymore stayed at the hotel with his pet monkey Clementine. Gloria Swanson and newspaper tycoon William Randolph Hearst were also residents. Hearst lived there with his mistress, actress Marion Davies, taking up the entire east wing of the second floor. Movie producer and future billionaire Howard Hughes used to sit at a table in the back of the Cocoanut Grove and eat ice cream. Amelia Earhart’s flying club, which included aviators Jimmy Doolittle and Roscoe Turner, met at the hotel. Charles Lindbergh visited following his famous transatlantic flight of 1927.

At the Ambassador Richard Nixon wrote his famous “Checkers Speech,” and then, ten years later, he delivered an angry concession speech, directed mainly toward the press, for the California governorship there. Throughout its history the hotel’s patrons included not only Hollywood stars but also every president from Hoover to Nixon, explorer Rear Adm. Richard Byrd, and members of the British royal family. Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev and his wife stayed at the hotel during their 1959 visit to the United States.

During the 1970s and 1980s the hotel slowly but surely fell out of favor because it could not compete with newer hotels in the Beverly Hills area and also because the managers failed in its upkeep. Gradually it had become rundown; floor after floor was closed until it finally shut its doors to the public on January 3, 1989. Nearly sixty-eight years to the day from its opening, the Ambassador closed along with its timeless memories of Hollywood’s golden age. Its contents were auctioned off in the 1990s, and most of the hotel was demolished in 2006 in a controversial move by the Los Angeles Unified School District.

The Ambassador Hotel continued to play a part in American film culture even as it declined and even after its doors had been closed to the public. Before its closing it had frequently been used by moviemakers for interior and exterior film scenes. Directors were impressed with the Ambassador’s veneer walls, high ceilings, and general 1930s decor. The Graduate, starring Dustin Hoffman and Anne Bancroft, was filmed there. The Ambassador’s lobby, reception desk, and Palm Bar were all shown extensively as the young graduate conducted his love affair with Mrs. Robinson. Numerous directors and stars continued to film movies there after it closed. Among the films that used the Ambassador as a set in the 1990s are Hoffa, Forrest Gump, Pretty Woman, Apollo 13, and True Lies.1

The Ambassador Hotel, however, will always be associated with one of America’s darkest moments: the shooting of Senator Robert F. “Bobby” Kennedy, brother of assassinated president John F. Kennedy, on June 5, 1968. Kennedy’s murder was a significant turning point in the hotel’s history: it initiated the once-grand hotel’s decline. To many, a brighter American future was also destroyed when Kennedy died. Following the removal of Senator Kennedy from the presidential sweepstakes that year, the nation endured Nixon, Watergate, and another five years of war. Some might wonder how many names on the Vietnam War Memorial could be removed had the gunman who shot Bobby Kennedy failed in his efforts.

To disillusioned Democrats that spring of 1968, Robert F. Kennedy was a potential savior, a politician independent of the party bureaucracy who could articulate their anger and idealism. Although Kennedy was an “insider,” he understood the depth and urgency of the nation’s problems. Like Martin Luther King, who was murdered two months before him, Kennedy linked the tragedy in Vietnam with the struggles in the inner cities and the plight of the poor and disenfranchised and the generational struggles within American society.

RFK, as he was known to the American public, was a complicated man. He wore the tragedies of his brother’s death, his own dark internal struggles, and the empathy he felt for people who suffered on his sleeve. Although RFK’s personae very much fit in with the liberal and radical image popular during the mid-1960s, he was essentially a conservative. He believed in the rule of law, the work ethic, and family values, and he had worked on the staff of infamous Communist hunter Senator Joseph McCarthy in the early 1950s. Some of the policies RFK espoused, such as federalism, welfare reform, and individual liberty rather than state control, later became cornerstones of the conservative platform. However, RFK’s fundamental strength was his ability to understand how politics affected the human condition, and he appealed to minority groups, America’s youth, and middle-class and blue-collar workers alike.

Following his election to the Senate in November 1964, Robert Kennedy continued to fight for minority groups that he had championed as attorney general in his brother’s administration. During the last four years of his life, his passion to help became more intense. The celebrated Kennedy charisma added force to his every activity. He began to differentiate himself from his brother by advocating more radical programs to help the poor and the less powerful in American society and around the world. During his first two years in the Senate, he initiated a number of projects in New York of which even veteran legislators were proud. They included assistance to underprivileged and emotionally disturbed children, the establishment of a corporation to bring industry to Brooklyn slums, and the setting up of regional development councils for upstate New York. Nationally RFK spoke out for jobs, housing, and education. Whereas JFK’s call for action was disinterested and remote, according to Kennedy biographers Arthur Schlesinger and Ted Sorensen, RFK became personally involved in his work. He visited American Indian reservations and experienced firsthand the plight of the natives. On trips to places like the Mississippi Delta, inner-city ghettoes, and the homes and workplaces of California migrant workers, where poverty was endemic, he became enraged.

The possibility of violence and danger were ever-present during RFK’s 1968 presidential campaign. A number of Kennedy’s friends and relatives, still haunted by the loss of JFK, believed a run for the presidency was simply an invitation for danger. Not a week went by without one news story or another making reference to the tragic events in Dallas in 1963. Bomb threats and crank calls plagued the Kennedy campaign organization. In Salt Lake City, at the end of March, the police chief appeared in front of a campaign rally to announce that the police had received an anonymous call saying a bomb was about to go off at the rally. The police chief said everyone who stayed, stayed at their own risk. No one left the venue. Later RFK joked about the incident: “That’s what I call opening my campaign with a bang. I hope we are all able to see each other at the end of my speech. In case we don’t I just want you to know that I couldn’t have wanted to go with a greater group of fellows.”2 During campaign visits to cities and towns across America police officers were alerted to Kennedy’s presence. Newspaper and television reporters joked about being on a “death watch,” ready at any moment for a waiting gunman poised to claim the life of another charismatic leader.

Outside Gary, Indiana, in May, the open car in which Kennedy and his wife, Ethel, were riding suddenly pulled off the road in a scene eerily reminiscent of the November 1963 assassination. As it turned out, the car had stopped to allow RFK’s wife to put on a topcoat. In San Francisco’s Chinatown, on the last day of the California primary campaign, the sound of exploding firecrackers frightened Kennedy aides and reporters and paralyzed Ethel with fear. Many onlookers had mistaken the explosions for gunshots. The sound of balloons bursting caused similar moments of fright. Friends and campaign workers repeatedly expressed fears for RFK’s safety as the senator plunged into adoring crowds or stood up in cars surrounded and mobbed by excited supporters. During one incident, in Los Angeles on May 16, after a visit to Valley State College, RFK was hit by a stone hurled from a bridge. The stone left a mark on the senator’s cheek and landed in the car. Soon after, a mistaken newspaper report flashed around the world suggesting that RFK had been the target of an assassin.3

Kennedy’s fatalism was an eerie presence during the campaign and unnerved many of his aides and supporters. Time reporter Hays Gorey believed it hastened the senator’s “undoing.” Gorey talked to Kennedy about how exposed he was—the open car, people grasping for him. Gorey said RFK was “aware. But he knew no other way to campaign. He had to go to the people.” “If someone out there wants to get me badly enough he will,” Gorey quoted Kennedy as saying.4 Friends recalled that when RFK was asked about the dangers of plunging into crowds he shrugged them off saying, “It doesn’t bother me, the physical part of getting hurt. What happens beyond that …”5 Kennedy did not like talking about the danger he had learned to live with. His personal bodyguard, Bill Barry, was concerned about the senator’s safety at many campaign rallies and intended discussing the issue with him on their return to New York. Barry was particularly concerned about Kennedy’s desire to allow as many supporters as possible to be close to him.6

During the 1968 presidential primary campaign, Kennedy, looking not so much like a politician but a pop culture idol followed by excited fans, attracted friendly crowds everywhere he went. America had not seen such an outpouring of adulation for a politician since the John Kennedy days. Some believed that the American people gave their love to the martyred president’s brother in an effort at reaching catharsis. Others believed RFK was opportunistically exploiting his brother’s memory.

On May 29 RFK led a motorcade into downtown Los Angeles. Police were assigned to observe the motorcade’s course to ensure the even flow of traffic. At one point in the motorcade, at Ninth and Santee Streets, the vehicles came to a halt as the crowd enveloped the Kennedy car and pulled the candidate from the vehicle. A traffic enforcement officer tried to assist RFK back to his vehicle, but Kennedy aides berated the officer for interfering. Later, Kennedy aide Fred Dutton “shouted obscenities” at several officers who were trying to manage the crowd of enthusiastic supporters. The police considered arresting Dutton but decided it would simply inflame an already difficult situation.7

At 3:00 p.m., Sunday, June 2, RFK, his wife, and four of their children arrived at Orange County Airport to begin the final two days of the California campaign. RFK and his entourage went to Bolsa Grande High School for a campaign rally, then visited Disneyland with their children around 6:00 p.m., returning to the Ambassador Hotel at 7:00. On Monday, June 3, Kennedy left Los Angeles International Airport and flew to San Francisco to give a brief speech at Fisherman’s Wharf and returned to Long Beach at 4:00 p.m. RFK gave a twenty-minute speech in Lincoln Park to a crowd that included a few hecklers, before his motorcade journeyed to the Watts area, where Kennedy stopped numerous times to give short campaign speeches from his car. Except for a drunken man who jumped on the hood of the senator’s car, the people Kennedy spoke to were enthusiastic and friendly. Hays Gorey quoted one observer as saying, “This is madness. Some nut with a gun could climb one of these trees and it would be all over.”8

At 5:30 p.m. the motorcade left Watts for the Venice area, where Kennedy again gave speeches from his car, exciting the crowds who poured out to see him. That evening Kennedy toured some of the poorest areas of Los Angeles. People surged against the convertible in waves. His official bodyguard, ex-FBI agent Bill Barry, became exhausted protecting the candidate. His unofficial bodyguards, Los Angeles Rams star Roosevelt “Rosey” Grier and Olympic decathlete Rafer Johnson, held Kennedy as he jumped on the trunk of his car. Kennedy suffered blisters from shaking so many hands. His bodyguards were buffeted by hordes of admirers. By the evening RFK was tired and emotionally drained, his face burned and his hair bleached by the sun of an open car. In public he personified youth and vigor. In private his friends saw he had been pushing himself to the limits while also risking death.

Kennedy knew that his efforts on the campaign trail were the only way he could persuade the American people to turn to him instead of his opponents. He had entered the race late and did not have the advantage of consolidating his support among those delegates who were appointed outside the primary election system. He needed the delegates in the primary contests if he was to secure the Democratic nomination at the convention to be held in Chicago that August. Following his electioneering, Kennedy, his wife, and six of his ten children went to the Malibu Beach home of their friend, movie director John Frankenheimer, who had spent 102 days working with Kennedy on his television ads during the campaign. Frankenheimer had directed the 1962 movie The Manchurian Candidate, which starred Frank Sinatra and Laurence Harvey. The movie’s plot centered on a captured American soldier who was brainwashed by the North Koreans and their Chinese allies to assassinate a presidential candidate.

The movie director and his wife gave up their bedroom for Bobby and Ethel to give them some escape from the frantic campaign. Later that evening Frankenheimer intended to have a dinner party and had invited Hollywood celebrities, including Roman and Sharon Polanski, to share the meal with RFK and Ethel. However, the candidate did not return until the wee hours of Tuesday morning and the dinner was cancelled.

At 8:00 p.m. on June 3, Kennedy and his entourage flew to San Diego for a campaign rally at the El Cortez Hotel. Because the candidate was exhausted and hoarse, he decided he couldn’t continue with his prepared speech, and the rally was cancelled. Kennedy—feeling sickly and nauseous, according to his driver Don Weston—returned to Los Angeles International Airport at 12:30 a.m. on June 4 and proceeded to John Frankenheimer’s house in Malibu.9

RFK slept late on Tuesday, June 4. Shortly after noon he went with his children to swim and play on the beach. He talked with them about the beauty of the Pacific coastline and about how pollution had scarred many parts of it; the beach reminded him of Cape Cod and of how he loved the place the Kennedys thought of as their home. The sun did not break through the clouds that morning and a chilly mist hung over the sea. Nonetheless, RFK plunged into the surf with his children. A large wave came in and crashed over two of them. RFK dived under and came up with David, whom he had pulled from an undertow and who now bore a bruise on his forehead. At Frankenheimer’s house, RFK told author and Kennedy family friend Romain Gary that he expected an attempt on his life “sooner or later” but not for any political belief, rather because of “contagion.”10

RFK and his children returned to the Frankenheimer swimming pool, but three-year-old Max wanted to bury coins in the sand, so he set off with his father. Returning to the pool the family continued their play. At approximately 3:00 p.m., RFK received news that a CBS poll had predicted his victory over McCarthy in the California primary—49 percent to 41 percent, a prediction that was spot on. The turnout at the polls in the Mexican-American districts had been large that day, boding well for Kennedy.

Wearing a blue pullover and flowered beach trunks, RFK spoke with Ethel about whether the result was good enough and whether South Dakota, which held its primary on the same day, had any early returns of voter preferences. He knew that victories in urban California and rural South Dakota would give him the momentum to persuade key politicians and Democratic Party delegates that he was the candidate who could win the presidency. Richard Goodwin and Fred Dutton joined Kennedy and discussed the impending victory. Tired, RFK left to take a short nap before going to the Ambassador for what now looked like a victory celebration. RFK had considered staying in Malibu but relented to go to the Ambassador when the press said they would not go out to Frankenheimer’s house to interview him.11

Around 7:15 p.m., Frankenheimer, with passengers Fred Dutton and RFK, headed for the Ambassador via Malibu Canyon along the Ventura Freeway, as crowds were beginning to assemble at the hotel. Frankenheimer took a wrong turn and ended up on the Harbor Freeway interchange. He quickly became upset and desperate to get out of heavy traffic. Kennedy told him, “Take it easy, John; life is too short.”12

Traffic clogged the Ambassador’s horseshoe driveway shortly after 6:00 p.m., as Kennedy supporters gathered at the hotel. RFK and senatorial candidates Alan Cranston and Max Rafferty had all booked the Ambassador for what they believed would be their celebratory parties. The hotel was also hosting several business meetings: the Bulova Watch Company, General Electric, and Pacific Telephone had booked rooms. Fifteen hundred guests occupied the Ambassador’s 516 rooms, leaving no vacancies. Four hundred regular employees were working that night and because of the crowds 244 had been hired as extra help. RFK’s entourage occupied eighty-eight rooms.13

The security arrangements at the Ambassador were sparse. The Los Angeles Police Department (LAPD), which later came under severe criticism for its policing of the victory rally, explained its policies of protection for political candidates in its summary report:

The Department assumes a position of neutrality toward personalities and political issues and the policy provides that the Department takes enforcement action wherever necessary. It further provides that Los Angeles Policemen are not assigned to public gatherings or crowd control situations for non-enforcement or extra-enforcement purposes. This includes the screening of visitors at events, acting as guards at private parties, or providing dignitaries with personnel for nonpolice purposes.14

According to police officer Daryl Gates, who later became Los Angeles chief of police,

Had we been [at the Ambassador that night] I have no doubt we would have pre-planned Kennedy’s route from the Embassy ballroom … to the Colonial Room … and we would have had enough officers on hand to protect him … but Kennedy’s people were adamant, if not abusive, in their demands that the police not even come close to the senator while he was in Los Angeles. … I think Bobby always had an affection for the LAPD because of the help we gave him [fighting organized crime]. But this was different. This was politics, Kennedy-style people politics. And in his bid for the presidency Kennedy had taken the side of the ‘peaceniks’ and the flower children—which, from a political standpoint was … very wise. … He wanted no uniforms around at all.15

Gates said that, in retrospect, the LAPD should have insisted on security for RFK. However, Gates was worried that, had the LAPD assigned plainclothes officers inside the Ambassador without RFK’s knowledge, Kennedy’s aides would have accused the police of spying.16

The LAPD deployed eight officers, in four cars near the hotel in anticipation of the large crowds. A Ramparts police car arrived at the Ambassador before the shooting in response to an earlier call about an illegally parked car.17 William Gardner, the head of hotel security, said he received no request to provide personal security for Robert Kennedy but he had anticipated security problems and hired eight guards in addition to the ten plainclothes hotel security staff. Gardner said that Kennedy had been a guest at the hotel on previous occasions during the 1968 campaign and that it was made clear to him that “the Senator did not want any uniformed security guards in his presence nor did he want any armed individuals as guards. Mr. Gardner said that this is one of the reasons why he did not have any guard assigned to escort the Senator through the hotel during the visit.”18 The total security force was eighteen guards, and six uniformed fire inspectors were assigned to the hotel for the evening to enforce fire and occupancy regulations.19 Rosey Grier and Rafer Johnson assisted Bill Barry with RFK’s personal security.

On the first floor, RFK aides James Lowe, Pierre Salinger, and Frank Mankiewicz checked newspaper credentials and issued press badges at a desk inside the foyer behind the Embassy Ballroom, where RFK planned to give his victory speech. Aide Judy Royer was in charge of the area behind the stage—the Embassy Ballroom anteroom and the kitchen/pantry; her responsibility was to keep the area clear of people who weren’t supposed to be there. In the fifth floor presidential suite, California Democratic Party boss Jesse Unruh and the California delegation were assembled.

Kennedy arrived at the hotel at approximately 8:15 p.m., and went immediately to his suite of rooms, 511 and 512. His aides, family, and friends joined him as he settled down to begin a night of campaign discussions, interviews with the media, and watching the voting returns on television with Fred Dutton; his brother-in-law and campaign manager Stephen Smith; Adam Walinsky; journalist Warren Rogers; Budd Schulberg; Charles Evers, brother of assassinated civil rights leader Medgar Evers; Rosey Grier and Rafer Johnson; and Bill Barry.

By 8:30 the Embassy Ballroom downstairs was reaching its occupancy limit. Officially, only people with Kennedy badges were allowed to enter, but there were many unsupervised routes to the room and guards had trouble restricting the flow of people into the ballroom. Many people were able to circumvent the guards by using the unguarded entrances. At 9:30 p.m., a fire department inspector ordered that the main doors be closed to all entry except on a one-in, one-out basis. This measure proved futile.20

The crowd was beginning to smell victory by 10:00 p.m. Upstairs, the corridor between the Royal and Presidential suites on the fifth floor was rapidly filling with television equipment, news reporters, and photographers. RFK had already completed four interviews: one on the fourth floor with NBC’s Sandy Vanocur, a family friend; two in the CBS/ABC fifth floor suite; and one for Metromedia in the Royal Suite, where he had invited the press for drinks. Plans were in place for a celebration party at The Factory, a downtown nightclub part-owned by Pierre Salinger and RFK’s brother-in-law Peter Lawford. The party was expected to draw the Hollywood elite.

CBS declared victory for RFK at 11:00 p.m., and the crowd in the ballroom responded enthusiastically. A mariachi band entered the room and moved toward the stage, where The Sounds of Our Times band was playing “This Man Is Your Man” to the tune of “This Land Is Your Land.” Millions watched the victory celebrations on television, and the crowd responded by singing, dancing, and cheering. Security guards blocked the entrance to the ballroom. People screamed at each other through the din. The crowd chanted, “We want Bobby! We want Bobby!” loud enough so that Jesse Unruh on the fifth floor could hear it. Unruh came down to calm the crowd and promised them RFK would be arriving soon. He sent his aide, Jack Crose, to tell the senator that the crowd was anxiously awaiting his arrival.

Meanwhile, Kennedy volunteer Susan Harris had befriended reporters Jon Akass and John Pilger. She delivered drinks to them and, to avoid the crowd in the ballroom, found a shortcut through the pantry. Returning to talk to the reporters she told them, “There’s a little guy in there [the pantry] who keeps looking at me kind of funny, just staring as if he’s waiting around for something.” She later identified “the little guy” as Sirhan Sirhan.21

The crowds were now convinced that their candidate would arrive at the Democratic Convention in Chicago in August with enough momentum to secure the party nomination for president. By winning both the California and South Dakota primaries, Kennedy had moved into a position to challenge Vice President Hubert H. Humphrey for the nomination. Eugene McCarthy, Kennedy’s other Democratic Party opponent in the primaries, now had little to no chance of winning. Kennedy’s victory in California gave him 174 delegate votes and his victory in South Dakota gave him another twenty-four votes. He now had 393½ convention votes to 258 for McCarthy and 561½ for Humphrey. Although Humphrey had the most delegate votes, many political commentators believed only Kennedy could provide the Democratic Party the leadership necessary to defeat the likely Republican candidate, Richard Nixon.

RFK, Frank Mankiewicz, Fred Dutton, Dick Tuck, and Bill Barry left RFK’s fifth floor suite at 11:45 p.m., to take a service lift to the kitchen area. They were followed by Rafer Johnson, Rosey Grier, union organizers Dolores Huerta and Paul Schrade, and Budd Schulberg. On the way to the lift Kennedy told a LIFE magazine reporter to meet him in the Colonial Room after his speech. A vice president of the Ambassador Hotel, Uno Timinson, led RFK and his entourage to the Embassy Ballroom. RFK told Mankiewicz he didn’t want to go through the crowd to get to the stage so Timinson showed the men to the freight lift. Reporter Constance Lawn ran down the stairs and through the kitchen. As she passed through the pantry, which was lit by three blue fluorescent tubes slotted in the ceiling, someone called out asking if RFK was coming that way. Lawn answered in the affirmative and also remembered catching a glimpse of a swarthy looking young man who she later identified as Sirhan Sirhan.22

John Frankenheimer was standing behind the stage watching the speech on a television monitor when Sirhan brushed past him. He felt a “shaking” inside himself. He was supposed to stand next to Robert Kennedy on the podium but instead went out to his car to wait for him. Frankenheimer said, “I was standing there in the archway feeling like someone in ‘The Manchurian Candidate.’ I can see Bobby’s face on a big television monitor … and I can see his back for real. As I stood there a figure went by me and it was as if there was electricity coming out of his body. I’ve never felt anything like it before or since. Of course, it was Sirhan Sirhan.”23

As he walked through the kitchen corridor Kennedy stopped to shake hands with a few cooks and waiters. Then he moved through the pantry double doors to the anteroom behind the Embassy Ballroom before walking up to the curtained stage at 12:02 a.m. The corridor he had walked through was a narrow lane with steam tables. Trellis fences with artificial leaves, which had been used to fence the dance band off from the floor, had been stacked up against them. As Kennedy reached the anteroom, he briefly stopped to sign a Kennedy campaign poster for supporter Michael Wayne. As RFK approached the lectern to give his victory speech, a roar of cheers swept the room and supporters chanted “We want Bobby!” Kennedy, unable to begin his speech until the cheers subsided, had to wait a minute after he arrived on the podium. Finally a hush descended on the ballroom, and RFK began to thank his friends and supporters for giving him the final and most important primary victory of the campaign. It was now approximately 12:13 a.m., on June 5, the first anniversary of what the Arab world called the Second Battle of Palestine and what the West referred to as the Six Days’ War.

Following his speech, RFK heard a voice say, “This way, Senator.”24 As he left the podium, radio news reporter Steve Bell shouted at him, “Senator, Senator, is there anything you would like to say to Senator McCarthy?” Kennedy turned, looked at Bell and gave an “Are you kidding?” look.25 According to the original plan, RFK was supposed to leave the Embassy Ballroom and go down a back stairwell to a room where another group of supporters was waiting. The plan was changed. Look journalist Warren Rogers had arranged a question and answer session with members of the print media. RFK’s advisers agreed to the session, saying that, because it was already so late, the East Coast reporters might miss their deadlines if Kennedy didn’t first meet with them in the Colonial Room, situated at the far end of the kitchen pantry. Kennedy made his way behind the stage to the anteroom, where he shook hands with waiters Martin Patrusky and Vincent DiPierro and supporter Robin Casden. The hotel’s assistant maitre d’, Karl Uecker, took the senator’s hand to guide him along the route to the Colonial Room.

Mel Stuart and Vilis Lapenieks had been filming RFK for a television special, “The Making of the President 1968.” Stuart and Lapenieks had been upstairs with Kennedy and filmed him coming down through the kitchen and out into the ballroom. If they had gone before him into the pantry, they would have been able to block any potential assassin.26

Kennedy had asked Bill Barry, who always led Kennedy through the crowds, to take Ethel back to the hotel room. Barry had entrusted Ethel to another aide and was fighting his way back through the crowd to join the senator. A surge of people surrounded RFK. Timothy Rich handed Kennedy an envelope of photos he had taken of the senator in April, hoping RFK would autograph one for him. RFK didn’t stop but proceeded through the double doors leading to the pantry.

RFK entered the pantry, where a line of kitchen workers stood on his left side. As Uecker led Kennedy by the right arm, Kennedy girls shouted, “We love you!” RFK proceeded to shake hands with kitchen employees. As Jesus Perez shook RFK’s hand, he said to the senator, “Señor Kennedy, mucho gusto!”27 Kennedy moved on to shake hands with some cooks and busboy Juan Romero. At that moment, a young man moved from the vicinity of the ice machine toward the steam table where Kennedy was shaking hands.

Concurrently, the young man brushed past photographer Virginia Guy, his gun chipping one of her teeth. He had pulled the pistol from the waistband of his jeans and begun firing rapidly at the senator.28 RFK was hit in the head and collapsed reaching out and grabbing security guard Thane Cesar’s clip-on tie. RFK fell on his back as the seventy-seven-strong crowd that surrounded the senator began to scream and panic, pushing and shoving one another as they tried to make sense of the chaos that followed the first shots. Bullets were sprayed around the room as Kennedy aides jumped on the assailant. Juan Romero bent down to Kennedy, who was laying in a small pool of blood seeping from the wound on the back of his head, and told the senator, “Come on, Mr. Kennedy, you can make it.” Kennedy replied, “Is everybody all right?” The first doctor on the scene was Dr. Abo, who gently moved in between Kennedy and a distraught Ethel, who had been led from the back of the crowd to her husband by Richard Tuck. Kennedy’s breathing was sparse. Groping to find a wound, Abo discovered a hole behind and below the right ear.

Earl Williman, an electrician at Desilu Studios, jumped onto the steam table and stomped on Sirhan’s hand, releasing the gun from his grip. As Bill Barry exhorted Grier to “Take him!” Sirhan retrieved the dropped gun and continued firing. Johnson grabbed the gun by the barrel; Grier held the butt. Incredibly Sirhan still had his finger on the trigger housing and eventually managed to squirm away from Grier. “That’s when I ran into him,” recalled Warren Rogers. Rogers was headed for the kitchen to escort Kennedy to the Colonial Room when he heard five shots. Rogers “pushed open the doors, ran smack into [the assailant]. I got him under his right leg, and he had the gun in his left hand. His face was against mine.”29 Finally, Johnson and Grier managed to pry the gun from Sirhan’s hand.

Bullets struck five others in the crowd but none of the resulting wounds were fatal. Paul Schrade, forty-three, who had been standing behind Kennedy, was shot in the forehead; Irwin Stroll, seventeen, was shot in the left leg; ABC TV unit manager William Weisel, thirty, was shot in the abdomen; Ira Goldstein, nineteen, was hit in the right rear buttock; and Elizabeth Evans, forty-two, was struck by a bullet in the forehead. Eventually the assailant was subdued and taken to a nearby police station.

The shock of the second Kennedy assassination in five years had a profound effect on the American people; across the country the response was immediate. Congress called for approval of stiff gun control measures that Kennedy had favored. Senate Democratic leader Mike Mansfield proposed the creation of a special committee to find ways and means to cope with the growing violence across the United States. Presidential candidates Humphrey, Rockefeller, Nixon, and McCarthy halted their campaigns as word of the shooting spread. Senator Eugene McCarthy was at his headquarters in the Beverly Hilton at the time. At noon he arrived, appearing haggard, at the hospital where Kennedy was being treated. He was met by Kennedy aide Pierre Salinger and surrounded by the Secret Service agents ordered by President Johnson for all presidential candidates following the shooting.

Seventy-seven-year-old Rose Kennedy heard about her son’s accident after she awoke to attend 7:00 a.m. Mass at St. Xavier’s Church in Hyannis. Casually she turned on the television set and heard the words “Senator Kennedy lies in critical condition … shot in the brain.” Joseph Kennedy Sr., who was wheelchair-bound after having suffered a stroke in 1961, learned the news when he inadvertently overheard part of a conversation about the details of the shooting between his youngest son, Senator Edward M. Kennedy, and Rose. Richard Cardinal Cushing of Boston called and offered his sympathies.

Robert Kennedy died at 1:44 a.m., on June 6, an agonizingly long twenty-five hours and twenty-nine minutes after he had been wounded. He failed to rally from a three-hour operation that had sought to remove .22-caliber bullet fragments from his brain and died in a bare cubicle in the fifth-floor intensive care ward of the Good Samaritan Hospital. Curtains had been drawn around the glass and metal walls of the cubicle to give some privacy. Reverend Thomas Pecha administered Kennedy the last rites of the Roman Catholic Church. His last breath came as his family gathered around the bed. His wife Ethel; brother Edward Kennedy; JFK’s widow, Jackie Kennedy; sisters Jean Smith and Patricia Lawford; and brother-in-law Stephen Smith were all in the room with him. Close friends sat in the hospital’s paneled board of director’s room.

Outside the hospital Kennedy’s press secretary, Frank Mankiewicz, gave a short simple statement to the press: “Senator Robert F. Kennedy died at 1:44 a.m., today, June 6, 1968. He was 42 years old.”

As investigators and reporters learned about the tragedy shortly after it occurred, they discovered that the young Arab whom police had arrested for the shooting had been trying to explain his actions during the melee. A Newsweek reporter said Jesse Unruh had heard Sirhan shout, “I did it for my country!” Unruh accompanied police when they took the assailant to the police station. Unruh asked Sirhan, “Why him?” The young man replied, “It’s too late.”30


2
RFK AND ISRAEL

“Let us make it clear that we will never turn our backs on our steadfast friends in Israel, whose adherence to the democratic way must be admired by all friends of freedom.”

—JOHN F. KENNEDY, SPEECH AT EASTERN OREGON COLLEGE OF
EDUCATION, SEPTEMBER 11, 1959

“[If Israel is attacked] we will stand by Israel and come to her assistance.”

—ROBERT F. KENNEDY, 1964

“My father covered the war here in 1948, and he was always a great supporter of Israel, and for that support he died.”

—KATHLEEN KENNEDY TOWNSEND, DAUGHTER OF
SENATOR ROBERT F. KENNEDY

Cape Cod has been the center of Kennedy family life since 1925, when Joe and Rose Kennedy first rented a summer cottage there. Each year at Hyannis Port, Massachusetts, the Kennedy family gathered in the summer for an annual reunion, the beginning of the clan’s tradition. There the Kennedys spent summer days sailing the Victura, and later John F. Kennedy’s Marlin cruised in the port for three presidential summers between 1961 and 1963.

Robert Kennedy spent the summer of ’64 in Hyannis Port, still brooding over his brother’s assassination the previous autumn but fired with enthusiasm for his coming senatorial campaign in New York State. Kennedy planned to return to Hyannis Port in the summer of 1968, following his expected victory in the California presidential primary.

By 1926, when Hyannis Port was already being referred to as the leading summer resort of Cape Cod, financier and banker Joseph P. Kennedy and his wife Rose bought the old Malcolm Cottage, a rambling white clapboard house with green shutters located at the end of a lane near a private beach and Nantucket Sound. Refurbishment and remodeling doubled the house’s size to fourteen rooms and nine baths and provided a children’s playroom and a theater in the basement. The house still stands, a monument to the Kennedy family’s remarkable triumphs and tragedies.

Each morning during the summer months, Rose Kennedy attended Mass at St. Francis Xavier Church on South Street in Hyannis. A devout Catholic, she was deeply committed to her faith and passed this commitment on to her son Robert. Rose taught her children that God and religion should be a central part of their lives, while Joe sought to imbue them with ambition and purpose. As the Kennedy children grew into adulthood and began their independent lives, Hyannis Port remained the venue for family reunions.

As time passed Joe’s sons Jack, Bobby, and Ted and his daughter Jean acquired properties nearby. Bobby’s and Jack’s were adjacent to the original house. Although the group of houses was not gated, it became known as the “Kennedy Compound.” At the main house Joe and Rose learned that their oldest son, Joe Jr., had died in a bombing mission during World War II. And there they learned that their second son, Jack, president of the United States, had been assassinated. Finally, there they learned that their son Bobby had been assassinated in Los Angeles by a Palestinian fanatic angry at the presidential candidate’s support for Israel.

Robert Kennedy was born in Brookline, Massachusetts, an elite suburb of Boston, on November 20, 1925. His family seemed to have the good fortune Americans were admired and envied for. His father, Joseph Kennedy, had accumulated considerable wealth. His mother was the daughter of a man who had been twice elected mayor of Boston. Politics was in Bobby’s blood.

The only doors that had not opened for Joseph Kennedy were those to the homes of the exclusive Boston Brahmins, which consisted of old families like the Cabots and Lodges. The Kennedys were Irish and Roman Catholic, which made them doubly unacceptable to the proper Bostonians. Joseph Kennedy was determined to open the doors for his sons. He also wanted them to be secure enough financially that they would not have to enter the business world to make a living. He gave each of his children a trust fund and encouraged them to enter some kind of public service. For his sons that meant politics.

At first Robert, slight in build, shy, and uncoordinated, was considered the family runt. However, he more than compensated for these disadvantages by trying the hardest in sports and throwing himself into every enterprise he was engaged in. His father recognized that Robert was more like him than the others were. “Bobby,” as he was known within the family had a steely, tough character and was also fearless. These characteristics came to the fore when RFK, as he was known during his political career, managed his brother’s presidential campaign, battled for civil rights, and tackled the problem of organized crime.

Throughout his life, Robert Kennedy was a devout Catholic, and for a time, he considered the priesthood. His father did not encourage him to follow a religious vocation but urged him instead to seek a career in government service. When Robert was twelve, the family moved to England after Joe Kennedy was appointed ambassador to the Court of St. James as a reward for his help in getting Franklin D. Roosevelt elected president. While in London, Bobby, Jack, and the other children attended parties with the royal family. In 1940, when the family moved back to the United States, Bobby attended private schools, then spent a period of time in the U.S. Navy, stationed in the Caribbean. He went to Washington, D.C., in 1945 to persuade Navy Secretary James Forrestal to assign him to a destroyer named after his brother Joe. Demobbed, Robert worked on his brother Jack’s congressional campaign in 1946, then enrolled as a student at Harvard. He received his bachelor of arts degree in March 1948. Later in the year, he enrolled at the University of Virginia Law School and graduated with a juris doctorate in 1951. Prior to enrollment in law school, he spent time traveling abroad, including a stint as an accredited reporter for the Boston Post, an arrangement made possible by his father who wished his son to have some experience of the world at large.

Kennedy covered the Arab-Israeli war of 1948 for the Post. Twenty years later, the war between Arabs and Jews continued to rage and again Kennedy involved himself in the conflict. As James Reston wrote in the New York Times the day after RFK’s death, “In many ways the personal characteristics of Robert Kennedy were very much like the dominant characteristics of the American people. We are an ambitious, strenuous, combative, youthful, inconsistent, abrupt, moralistic, sports-loving, non-intellectual breed and he was all these things. He was an all or nothing man and he lost everything in the end…. He was prepared to choose between defeat at home and defeat in Vietnam, and between Israel and the Arabs, as few politicians and few Americans have, and this cost him not only the leadership of his party but his life.”1

Palestine and the United States

The conflict between Israel and its Arab minority and Arab neighbors became one of the most intractable international problems of the twentieth century. It was a problem that Western governments and American politicians could not ignore. From the time of his first visit to the Middle East as a war correspondent, RFK developed his knowledge and opinions about the conflict, decisively siding with the Israelis. Later, as a politician, he rejected the Arab argument that Israel was an illegitimate nation.

The first steps of the founding of Israel, a watershed event in Middle East-Western relations, began in the aftermath of World War I. Victors in the war, Britain and France were allowed to establish mandates over areas previously controlled by the newly defunct Ottoman Empire, an ally of the defeated Germany. While France was rewarded with Syria and Lebanon, Britain took control of Iraq, Jordan, and the poisoned chalice of Palestine, where Zionists, expecting the establishment of a Jewish homeland, had already begun settling.

After World War I, and for the rest of the first half of the twentieth century, Arabs and Jews struggled for control over Palestine. Violence became commonplace during the 1920s and 1930s, but the more pressing concerns of World War II brought it to a hiatus. European Jews, especially German Jews who were being persecuted by Hitler’s Third Reich, called for the establishment of a Jewish state within the borders of Palestine throughout the interwar period, but Britain and France were too concerned with Europe’s stability to concentrate on a small Middle Eastern colony.

The movement for the establishment of a Jewish homeland was called Zionism, and its religious roots lay in the Old Testament prophecies that the Jewish people should “return” to Zion, i.e., Jerusalem. Theodore Herzl, an Austro-Hungarian Jew, was the first to articulate the Zionist political agenda, in his book, The Jewish State, published in 1896. Initially many Zionists, especially Russian Jews seeking refuge from the tsar’s pogroms, were prepared to consider a number of proposed sites for the Jewish nation. However, as the religious elements of Zionism began to predominate in the post-World War I era, the movement sought to persuade Western nations that Palestine was their homeland.

As Jews began to immigrate to Palestine from Europe, violence erupted. Arabs resented the new Jewish settlements that grew during World War I. The British came down on the side of the Jews with the Balfour Declaration of 1917, which committed the British government to a “Jewish National Home.” The effort was two-pronged. Britain would support the institution of a Jewish state once enough Jews had entered Palestine, and Zionists would be responsible for trying to secure for Britain, rather than the United States, France, or another European state, the mandate for Palestine from the League of Nations. In a world of geopolitical bargains, Britain was aware that an Israeli state would be important in helping protect British imperial interests in the Middle East and the Suez Canal.

However, throughout the 1920s Jewish immigration into Palestine did not increase as Zionists had forecast. Not until Hitler began his program of solving “the Jewish problem” within Germany did immigration take off. By 1942 the Jewish population in Palestine had increased to 30 percent of the total population. To deal with the Arab population’s growing resentment, especially following the Arab Rebellion of 1936-1939, Britain sent more than one hundred thousand troops to keep the peace. Concomitant to this action, the British government began to curb Jewish immigration. However, Jewish opposition to this policy was muted because of the outbreak of World War II in 1939.

Following the outbreak of war, a number of Arab leaders expressed support for Hitler’s policy of exterminating Jews, believing that Hitler could deal with as many potential colonists as possible at the source. One of the Arab leaders, the Grand Mufti of Jerusalem, spent time in Berlin urging Hitler to quickly facilitate his plans for the Jews. The Grand Mufti was encouraged not by the Koran but by a tsarist forgery, “The Protocols of the Elders of Zion,” which provided “scientific proof” that the Jews were an inhuman and evil force in the world and influenced Arab leaders in propagating the idea that inhumanity was endemic to the Jewish race. According to Alan Dershowitz, “The Palestinian leadership, with the acquiescence of most of the Palestinian Arabs, actively supported and assisted the Holocaust and Nazi Germany and bears considerable moral, political … culpability for the murder of many Jews.”2

When the Labour Party came to power in the United Kingdom at the end of World War II, British government ministers decided to abide by the 1939 policy of curbing Jewish immigration to keep both sides happy. In response the Jewish settlers initiated a campaign of violent resistance and looked to the United States for support.

While President Roosevelt appeared to be sympathetic to the Jewish cause, his assurances to the Arabs that the United States would intervene to prevent bloodshed without consulting both parties caused uncertainty about his position. When Truman acceded to the presidency upon Roosevelt’s death, he made clear that his sympathies were with the Jews and that he accepted the Balfour Declaration. Truman believed the promise of a Jewish state was in keeping with President Woodrow Wilson’s principle of self-determination. The new president initiated several studies of the Palestine problem that supported his belief that, as a result of the Holocaust and the murder of six million Jews in German-occupied Europe, Jews were an oppressed people and also in need of a homeland. Throughout the Roosevelt and Truman administrations, the Departments of War and State, recognizing the possibility of a Soviet-Arab connection and the potential for restriction on oil supplies to the West, advised against U.S. intervention on the Jews’ behalf.

Britain and America, in a joint effort to find solutions to the Arab-Israeli problem established the “Anglo-American Committee of Enquiry.” In April 1946 the committee submitted recommendations that neither Arabs nor Jews dominate Palestine. It concluded that attempts to establish nationhood or independence would result in civil strife; that the United Nations should establish a trusteeship agreement aimed at bringing Jews and Arabs together; that full Jewish immigration into Palestine be allowed; and that two autonomous states with strong central governments be established to control Jerusalem, Bethlehem, and the Negev. However, Winston Churchill believed that the Arabs, who had sided with Hitler, were “owed … nothing in a postwar settlement.”3 As Dershowitz observed, “It is quite remarkable that the Palestinians were offered anything after the Second World War, considering the fact that their leadership actively sided with the losing Nazis. Supporting the losing side generally does not result in the offer of statehood. The Jews got the Balfour Declaration for supporting the right side in World War I. The Palestinians got a generous offer of partition after siding with Hitler.”4

Britain referred the problem to the United Nations in February 1947. The UN General Assembly voted 33 to 13 (with 10 abstentions) to partition Palestine into separate Jewish and Arab states. Jews were a substantial majority in those areas of Palestine partitioned by the UN for a Jewish state.5 During the half year preceding the British retreat, a civil war took place within the boundaries of Mandatory Palestine and the British were not willing to expend lives to stop it. The Jewish armed groups won this round of fighting with ease, which startled them almost as much as it startled the Arabs. They won because of their greater military capabilities and the vast infrastructural superiority they enjoyed.

When Britain announced it’s intention to withdraw from Palestine by May 15, 1948, Jewish organizations united to create their own state. Israeli leader, David Ben-Gurion, was ready to accept a partition of Palestine even though the resulting Israeli portion would be tiny. When he realized that Arab states would not recognize a Jewish state no matter what size, he announced a unilateral formation of an independent Jewish state. At midnight, on May 14, 1948, the provisional government of Israel proclaimed a new state of Israel. On that same date, the United States recognized the provisional Jewish government as the “de facto” authority of the Jewish state (de jure recognition was extended on January 13, 1949). The response from the Palestinians and Arab nations was immediate. The surrounding Arab states, within the Arab League, moved troops to the Palestine border.

With their actions, the Arab nations rejected the idea of a two state solution, the same policy proposed today. As JFK’s secretary of state, Dean Rusk, observed, “It is ironic that the Palestinians are now demanding an Arab state in Palestine; they could have had an Arab state in Palestine had they accepted the partition resolution in 1947, which provided for an Arab state in Palestine and for a Jewish state in Palestine. But they went to war to prevent any part of the partition resolution from taking effect, including the creation of the state of Israel.”6

The second round of fighting began with the May 15 invasion of Arab armies, which were bent on “exterminating the Jews.”7 Those armies were almost as ill-prepared for fighting as the Palestinians had been. Consequently they were roundly defeated. What remained of the UN-proposed Palestinian state after the fighting was quickly absorbed by Jordan and Egypt, without protest from the UN. Neither Arab nation wanted a Palestinian state.8

Despite continual claims that Israel’s victory in the 1948 war left over a million refugees, many argue that the facts are in disagreement. Arabs who left their homes during the fighting, critics say, include those whose relatives entered Israel from 1946 onward, and their numbers were closer to four hundred thousand. Most of the refugees took it upon themselves to flee despite Jewish assurances that they would not be harmed. Palestinian claims that they were removed at gunpoint are spurious, critics allege, citing research by the Arab-sponsored Institute for Palestinian Studies in Beirut, which found that “the majority of the Arab refugees in 1948 were not expelled and 68 percent left without ever seeing an Israeli soldier.”9

This view was held by the young congressman Jack Kennedy when he visited Israel in 1951 with his brother Bobby. Jack Kennedy believed the Arabs left on their “own accord.”10 Notwithstanding these facts Alan Dershowitz argues that it is impossible to reconstruct the precise dynamics of the 1948 war: “No one will ever know … whether most of the Arabs who left Israel were chased, left on their own … [or both].”11 What is certain, according to Dershowitz, is that “the story of Jewish displacement of local Palestinians was a fictional one.”12 Furthermore, Dershowitz argues, “Instead of integrating the refugees into the religiously, linguistically and culturally identical society, they were segregated into ghettoes called refugee camps … while being fed propaganda about their glorious return to the village down the road that had been their home for as little as two years.”13

Dershowitz is supported in his views by Jean Peters, a former State Department employee, who initially sympathized with the Palestinians’ plight but came to see the conflict in a different light following years of research. Peters argues that the conflict between Jews and Arabs is not the fate of the Palestinian Arabs but the product of an “institutionalized enmity,” a hatred of Jews brought down from generation to generation that makes the existence of a Jewish state intolerable. Peters argues that, following the 1948 war, the Palestinian Arabs were generally not absorbed by the racial and national entities they joined because Palestinian refugees kept alive a very visible grievance, i.e., masses of Palestinians in wretched refugee camps helped justify the uncompromising anti-Israeli stand of Arab countries. The Arab position was a smokescreen for the real Arab agenda: the elimination of Jews and the Jewish state. Peters quotes a former UN Relief and Works Agency official Ralph Galloway to the effect that the Arab states did not want to solve the refugee problem. They instead wanted to keep it as an open sore, as an affront to the UN, and as a weapon against Israel. As Arab-American journalist Joseph Farah observed, “You have to give the Arabs credit. This Palestinian fiction is the most effective propaganda campaign that the world has ever seen.”14 Farah also noted that, “There is no language known as Palestinian. There is no distinct Palestinian culture. There has never been a land known as Palestine governed by Palestinians. Palestinians are Arabs, indistinguishable from Jordanians, Syrians, Lebanese, Iraqis, etc. … Keep in mind that the Arabs control 99.9% of the Middle East lands. … Greed, pride, envy, covetousness. … No matter how many land concessions the Israelis make, it will never be enough.”15 Furthermore, what few westerners realized was that Palestinians were (and are to this day) hated throughout the Arab world.

As Dershowitz and Peters demonstrate, after Israel managed to secure its borders in the 1948 war, the Arab nations refused to recognize its legitimacy or sign a peace treaty. Jordan, Egypt, and Syria governed the remaining portions of Palestine until the Israelis took possession of them after the 1967 war—a war in which the goal of the Arab League was the “destruction of Israel and its inhabitants.”16

Between 1948 and 1967, Jordan and Egypt occupied the West Bank, the Gaza Strip, and the Old City of Jerusalem. The Palestinian Arabs never attempted to establish an independent state in the territory allotted to them by the 1947 United Nations Partition Plan. They cooperated with its unilateral annexation by Jordan, thereby becoming part of Jordan’s political system. During this time, Jews were driven from the Old City and denied access to holy sites.

The goal of Palestinian nationalism, according to pro-Palestinian academic Edward Said, “was based on driving all Israelis out.”17 Until 1967 virtually no Palestinian leader called for a Palestinian state, instead arguing that Palestine should be merged with Syria and Jordan.18 And Dershowitz said, “Accordingly, the Palestinians rejected the independent homeland proposed by [the UN] because it would have entailed a tiny Jewish homeland alongside it. The goal has always remained the same: eliminating the Jewish state and transferring the Jews out of the area.”19 Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) executive committee member Zahir Muhsein told journalists in 1977, “The Palestinian people do not exist. The creation of a Palestinian state is only a means for continuing our struggle against the state of Israel for our Arab unity. … Arab national interests demand that we posit the existence of a distinct ‘Palestinian people’ to oppose Zionism.”20

In 1964 the PLO was founded with the goal of “liberating Palestine in its entirety,” and later in the decade Yasser Arafat became its leader. Historian Efraim Karsh has persuasively argued that Arafat was less interested in the establishment of a Palestinian state that could coexist with Israel than with Israel’s destruction. Arafat pursued his policy of terrorism, argues Karsh, in an effort to destroy the Jewish state, and his organization has propagated these ideals from the beginning.21

Despite America’s continual support for Israel, U.S. leaders have usually defined American interests and tried to implement policies in the Middle East in a way most closely in accord with winning support from the widest possible group of Arabs and Muslims. U.S. policies from 1948 onward did not become “anti-Arab” or “anti-Muslim” but instead opposed radical Arab regimes against their moderate counterparts while throwing their support to Israel. U.S. leaders avoided antagonizing or insulting Arab regimes, and during the 1940s and ’50s American leaders wanted to play an anti-imperialist role in the Middle East. They opposed continued British and French rule in the region and voiced support for reform movements. For example, when Abdul Nasser took power in Egypt in 1952 the U.S. government welcomed the coup.

Still, the cold war between the United States and the Soviet Union had the greatest influence on policy toward the region. By the mid-1950s, the United States believed that Arab governments, especially in Egypt, which was drawn into the Soviet camp, were taking sides. Egypt was soon joined by Syria and Iraq. During the Eisenhower administration, the United States feared that the Iranian government was also being taken over by communists. However, this did not prevent Eisenhower from opposing the British, Israeli, and French plot to overthrow Nasser during the Suez Crisis of 1956. Eisenhower’s administration believed the action would antagonize Arab nations and push them further toward the Soviets. The American governments from the 1950s to the 1980s also supported some Arab countries that were under assault from other Arab nations that were allied with the Soviet Union.

Following JFK’s assassination, President Lyndon B. Johnson gave his support for Israel to such an extent that one adviser described him as having “Jewish corpuscles in his blood.”22 During the Johnson administration Palestinians became convinced that the United States had irrevocably committed itself to the Israeli state.

JFK and Israel

The United States at first tried to pursue a careful course designed to persuade Arab nations that it was in their interests to ally themselves with the West. By the 1960s, however, the Kennedy administration decisively positioned Israel as a leading ally of the United States. Kennedy did not start out his presidency with an emotional attachment to Israel. He had his differences with the new nation in part because Israeli leaders wanted to acquire nuclear weapons. He managed to get inspections teams into Israel’s Dimona Plant to see if they were producing bomb-grade fissile material and settled for a weak inspection arrangement. Israel secretly continued its efforts to build a bomb.

In the 1950s JFK argued in favor of independence for Algeria, and his 1957 speech criticizing the French government for suppressing the Algerian Nationalist Movement was favorably met in the Arab world. According to Warren Bass, Kennedy did not have any strong ties to the Jewish communities in his constituency when he was a congressman and senator, and it was unlikely that Jewish influence in the United States drove his decisions later in his presidency. The American Israel Public Affairs Committee and other pro-Israel groups in the United States did not have any real political influence at the time. It can be argued that both Eisenhower and Kennedy sought an alliance with Israel not to satisfy domestic political concerns but as an investment in Israel’s growing strength and political stability.23

As a potential presidential candidate, John Kennedy addressed the Middle East conflict in a speech given on March 17, 1958:

Quite apart from the values and hopes which the state of Israel enshrines—and the past injuries which it redeems—it twists reality to suggest that it is the democratic tendency of Israel which has interjected discord and dissension into the Near East. Even by the coldest calculations, the removal of Israel would not alter the basic crisis in the area. For, if there is any lesson which the melancholy events of the last two years or more taught us, it is that, though Arab states are generally united in opposition to Israel, their political unities do not rise above this negative position. The basic rivalries within the Arab world, the quarrels over boundaries, the tensions involved in lifting their economies from stagnation, the cross pressures of nationalism—all of these factors would still be there, even if there were no Israel.

In 1960 Kennedy said that friendship with Israel was not “a partisan matter. It is a national commitment.”24

As president, Kennedy adopted these sentiments toward Israel, but because American society was dominated by the cold war, his foreign policy centered on realities. In his search for allies around the world, allies that would counter Russia’s subversive efforts, he turned to the Middle East. At first he considered making alliances with Nasser’s Egypt, and the two leaders engaged in a rich personal correspondence.25 Kennedy was making chesslike moves to adequately arm the Israelis and maintain rapport with the Arabs, while keeping the Soviets out, the Suez Canal open, and the oil flowing. However, the rapprochement with Nasser was cut short by the Egyptian leader’s impulsive intervention in Yemen’s civil war, which led Kennedy to deploy fighter jets to Saudi Arabia as a warning to Nasser not to go too far in his efforts to promote Arab Nationalism. The Kennedy administration was also frustrated by the Palestinians’ refusal to recognize the Israeli state.26

In 1961 Kennedy sent an adviser on Jewish affairs, Myer Feldman, on a secret mission to Israel. Feldman told the Israelis that President Kennedy had pledged his support of the Sixth Fleet in the event of any Arab attack on their nation. Late in 1962 the president and the Israeli Foreign Minister, Golda Meir, held a meeting in Palm Beach and discussed a possible invasion of Israel by its Arab neighbors.27

JFK was the first president to sell major arms to the Israelis, a move which marked the origins of America’s strong alliance with the Jewish state. The U.S. sale of arms to Israel was a momentous event and may not have happened had JFK listened to advisers who advocated that the United States remain neutral, according to historian Warren Bass. (Some historians believe Eisenhower, fearful of an intensifying crisis in Jordan in 1958, reevaluated Israel’s strategic potential and was the first U.S. president to give wholehearted support to the Jewish state.) When RFK first met Deputy Defense Minister Shimon Peres during negotiations over the Hawk antiaircraft missile purchase, the memory of RFK’s first visit to Israel was the first topic of conversation.

Warren Bass maintains that JFK, for the brevity of his time in office, made a tremendous difference. The weapons systems he sold to Israel were defensive in nature, but they set a precedent. As Israeli prime minister Ben-Gurion foresaw at the time, the two nations eventually moved closer, once U.S. policy focused on which armaments to sell rather than whether or not to sell any at all. Before the end of Kennedy’s presidency, Israel had begun asking for F-104 fighters, tanks, and ground-to-ground missiles. The founding generation of Israeli leaders was eager to lessen reliance on France and Britain for arms in favor of the United States, which they considered a more reliable and more powerful ally. And, according to leading Israeli diplomat Mordechai Gazit, “When Kennedy met with Golda Meir he said, ‘Madame foreign minister, let me tell you, we have a special relationship with Israel.’ Since when did we have a special relationship? Only when he [JFK] opened his mouth at that meeting in December 1962. So the special relationship was born then and there. Then he said, ‘We will have the will and the capacity to come to Israel’s assistance, if attacked.’”28

However, the Kennedy administration was also successful in maintaining relations with the Arab states. According to Deputy Special Assistant to the President for National Security Affairs Robert Komer, “I think that Arab-Israeli relations, which are often characterized as one of the great failures of American foreign policy, are actually one of the greatest successes; we actually managed to carry water on both shoulders. We increased our aid to Israel, increased our aid to the Arabs, and maintained tolerable relations with both. That was pretty surprising; it was not easy.”29

RFK and the “Young and Tough Nation”

RFK’s father, Joseph Kennedy, arranged for his son to be accredited as a correspondent for the Boston Post and for Cardinal Spellman and James M. Landis to supply him with letters of introduction. RFK began his journey to the Middle East on the Queen Mary on March 5, 1948. George Terrien, RFK’s friend from college, accompanied him. After a few days in London they went to Cairo, where RFK became impressed by the strength of Arab nationalism. He wrote in his journal, “Everyone hates the British … who, they believed, kept them subjugated without advance in order to keep their own prominence. … No middle class at all. The lower class are absolutely peons. … Poor children have a terrible existence with flies crawling in their eyes and nose and it seems to bother them not one iota. … They know no better. … Beggars everywhere and all want American dollars. Will not take English hard currency. … Honking of horns incessant … men go around holding hands like mad.”30

In Cairo, an RKO Radio Pictures representative warned Kennedy not to journey to Palestine. Kennedy ignored the advice, and on March 26, Good Friday, he flew with his companion to Lydda Airport and traveled with a Jewish Defense League escort by armored car to Tel Aviv. Along the road the travelers were menaced by armed Arab guerrillas. Arriving in Tel Aviv, RFK and his friend were taken to Haganah headquarters in order for their credentials to be checked. Released, they took a walk around the city but were picked up by security police. “A large crowd gathered,” RFK wrote, “[we] were blindfolded and put in [a] car and again taken to headquarters to be interrogated by Security Police. Advised us to stay off streets unless with someone.”31

By choice Kennedy lived with Israeli soldiers, and once he narrowly escaped death when an Israeli tank convoy, on its way to Jerusalem, was attacked by Arabs. He turned down the chance to journey to Jerusalem with his hosts. Kennedy reached Jerusalem with the help of a different Israeli tank captain who offered him a lift. When he arrived in the city, he learned that Palestinian fighters had wiped out the convoy he had been traveling with earlier.32 In Jerusalem, he interviewed everyone he could find including Haganah soldiers who blamed the British for everything. RFK also spoke to a British soldier who was sympathetic to the Jewish cause. According to RFK, the Jewish soldier “admitted British had been responsible for much of the terrorism but said officers had tough time controlling men who had seen some of their buddies blown to hell.” RFK also interviewed members of the Jewish resistance group Irgun, a group that had recently bombed the King David Hotel in Jerusalem. He described Jerusalem as a city in which “firing is going on at all times. Still impressed by vehemence of all parties. More and more horrible stories pouring in. … Correspondents all very jumpy. As much shooting is going on … things very nervous.”33

As Robert Kennedy roved around Jerusalem, he could not have known that in the mixed Arab-Jewish neighborhood of Musrara lived a four-year-old boy named Sirhan Sirhan.

RFK and his friend left Jerusalem and visited a kibbutz to talk to kibbutzim, who spoke of their strong commitment to the coming Jewish state. Kennedy left the Middle East on April 15 but not before he had sent back reports to the newspaper in a series that was published on June 3-6. In his first report RFK gave an ambiguous and balanced view of the plight of both Jews and Arabs. He wrote, “It is an unfortunate fact that because there are such well-founded arguments on either side each grows more bitter toward the other.”34 His second report praised the Israelis for their unparalleled courage, determination, strength, and dedication to securing a homeland. The Jews in Palestine, he wrote, “have become an immensely proud and determined people. It is already a truly great modern example of the birth of a nation with the primary ingredients of dignity and self-respect. … The Jews who have been lucky enough to get to Palestine are hardy and tough … [have] an undying spirit that the Arabs, Iraqi, Syrians, Lebanese, Saudi Arabians, Egyptians and those from trans-Jordan can never have.”35

In his third article, RFK criticized the British role in Palestine:

Our government first decided that justice was on the Jewish side in their desire for a homeland, and then reversed its decision temporarily. Because of this action I believe we have burdened ourselves with a great responsibility in our own eyes and in the eyes of the world. We fail to live up to that responsibility if we knowingly support the British government who behind the skirts of their official position attempt to crush a cause with which they are not in accord. If the American people knew the facts, I am certain a more honest and forthright policy would be substituted for the benefit of all.36

In the original draft for his fourth article, RFK wrote that “hate” was the underlying cause of the problems in Palestine. But he was also optimistic that Jews and Arabs could work together after having observed them working side by side in the orange groves outside Tel Aviv. He believed that if a Jewish state could be formed it might be “the only stabilizing factor” in the Middle East.37 According to Kennedy biographer Margaret Laing, “The Jews had the qualities he admired most. And, as time passed, his emotional commitment to them was to grow.”38 Throughout his life Kennedy remained sympathetic to the Israeli cause.

Kennedy understood too well the problems that held the Palestinians back, problems that would be repeated time and again until the turn of the century. Although pro-Jewish he had sympathy for the Palestinians and commented on one occasion, “The people of the Arab world are largely illiterate, wracked by disease and poverty, without the education and organization to enrich their harsh desert lands … victims of irresponsible leadership.”39

Following his brother’s death, Robert Kennedy knew he could not work with the new president, Lyndon Johnson, so he resigned his position as attorney general. In early 1964 he considered running for governor or senator and accepted the offer of party activists to fight the election for senator from New York, a state that had 2.5 million Jews, 15 percent of the state’s population. Larger numbers of Jews were concentrated around New York City. No Democrat could win without their support, and Kennedy’s appeals for their help were sincere; he genuinely supported the Israeli state.

Prominent Jews like Abraham Ribicoff, who was in JFK’s cabinet; David Dubinsky, the trade union leader; and the humorist Henry Golden gave their support to RFK’s senatorial campaign. Other Jewish leaders, however, were suspicious of the candidate and thus cited his father’s alleged anti-Semitism and RFK’s close working relationship in the 1950s with Senator Joseph McCarthy, who was disliked by liberal Jews. During the campaign, RFK criticized Soviet treatment of Russian Jews, advocated more aid for Israel, and was photographed in a Jewish synagogue wearing a yarmulke. But he also tried to be balanced in his approach by advocating continued shipments of surplus food to Egypt. At one point in the campaign, he disavowed Arab support, a decision that firmly placed the Democratic politician in Israel’s corner.

On September 18, 1964, the New York Times reported, “the Democratic candidate recalled that as a newspaper correspondent he had become involved in Israel’s War of Independence. He said he had ridden a tank from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem when Jerusalem was besieged by the Arabs. Mr. Kennedy contended that he had been among the first to see that the Jews were going to defeat the Arabs in Palestine. … He said the United States should make it clear that in case Israel were attacked, ‘we will stand by Israel and come to her assistance.’ … He backed Israel’s plan to use Jordan river water in the Negev, and [said] that he favored a joint United States-Israel attempt to desalinize Mediterranean water for use in the desert.”40 In later speeches during his campaign, Kennedy told his audiences that Israel had received more American aid during his brother’s administration than at any other time and reminded his audiences he had participated in the administration’s decision to send Hawk missiles to Israel.

RFK ran against Republican Senator Kenneth Keating, who had also given his support to the state of Israel. The New York Times opposed Kennedy’s candidacy and a number of liberal-minded celebrities, including Gore Vidal, Paul Newman, and James Baldwin, threw their support behind Keating, conveniently forgetting the Republican senator’s conservative positions on wiretapping and opposition to U.S. Supreme Court civil liberties decisions. Those who opposed him accused Kennedy of being a carpetbagger. Kennedy dismissed this accusation, as he had been a resident of New York for part of his childhood. The backlash against Kennedy was unsuccessful, and New York voters, perhaps influenced by memories of his brother, elected him as their new senator in November 1964.41

In 1966 RFK’s brother, Senator Edward M. “Ted” Kennedy, chairman of the Special Senate Subcommittee on Refugees and Escapees, visited Palestinian refugee camps in Jordan and Lebanon. At the end of his visit, Ted called for the repatriation or compensation of Palestinian refugees who had fled Palestine from 1948 onward. Aware that his brother was taking a liberal line on the issue of Palestinian refugees, Robert Kennedy worked hard to maintain the trust of the Jewish community in New York State, a group he would need to solicit if he ran for president or reelection as senator.

In Senate speeches in 1965-67 Kennedy made numerous references to Israel, raising the issues of the Jewish state’s nuclear program and support for arms from America to maintain its military balance with the Arab states. He often quoted his brother who said that “friendship for Israel is not a partisan matter—it is a national commitment.”42

In October and November 1966 terrorist activity against Israel rose, with attacks originating in Syria and Jordan. There were also continued Syrian artillery attacks on kibbutzim in the area below the Golan Heights. In April 1967 Israel decided to respond by attacking, via air, the Syrian emplacements on the Golan Heights. On April 7 Israel shot down six Syrian aircraft in an air battle. Following the April attack, the Israeli government warned its neighbors that it would be forced to take further action unless terrorism from Syria was terminated. The Soviets then passed false intelligence information to the Egyptians, claiming that Israel was massing troops to strike at Syria. Israel denied these claims and UN ground observers confirmed the Israeli assertions. On May 18 Egypt requested that UN forces stationed on the Egyptian-Israeli border since the 1956 Suez Crisis be withdrawn. UN Secretary General U Thant complied, allowing the Egyptians to blockade the Straits of Tiran, effectively cutting off Israeli shipping access to the Port of Eilat.

On May 30 Egypt, Syria, Jordan, and Iraq signed mutual defense agreements designed to facilitate a combined attack on Israel. Israelis feared a second Holocaust and at first attempted to diffuse the crisis with diplomacy. When the United Nations failed to accomplish anything, it was clear that Israel would be forced to act. On the morning of June 5, the Israeli air force launched a preemptive attack against Arab airfields. Israel warned King Hussein to stay out of the war, but the king attempted to penetrate West Jerusalem. Jordanian troops opened a heavy artillery barrage on West Jerusalem and also targeted the center of the country. Israel counterattacked, surrounding the Old City of Jerusalem. On June 7 Israeli troops entered and secured the Old City, reunifying Jerusalem for the first time since 1948.

During the period of crisis and following the Six Days’ War, May-June 1967, RFK suggested that America supply Israel with “whatever food or economic assistance she requires … to repair the ravages of war within her borders.” He spoke of Israel as “a tiny outpost of Western culture and ideals … a gallant democracy [possessing] arms and courage.” He mentioned the verbal guarantees President Kennedy had given to Meir and Ben-Gurion and wanted these secret guarantees revealed in order to place the U.S. commitment to Israel on more official footing.

In 1967 he also discussed the problems in the Arab nations whose people were “largely wracked by disease and poverty, without education and organization to enrich their harsh lands.” While he was aware of the exploitation that Western nations had engaged in, Kennedy also blamed irresponsible Arab leaders who had used the oil wealth of Arab nations to construct palaces, purchase Cadillacs, and indoctrinate their peoples to turn against the West.43

In January 1968 Kennedy made pro-Israeli statements, reported by the New York Times, in which he recommended arms sales to Israel. On January 8 he said, “The US should supply Israel with whatever weapons it needed to offset whatever Russia was supplying the Arabs so that Israel ‘can protect itself.’” He specifically included the fifty Phantom jets the Israelis had requested.44

Shortly before he announced his intention to run for president, Kennedy proposed a five-point peace plan at a United Jewish Appeal dinner. All the points were consistent with Israel’s own positions on the issues. Shortly after Kennedy announced his intention to run for president, on March 16, 1968, messages were sent to Israeli leaders through an intermediary saying, “Israel could not have a better friend than the Senator.”45 The intermediary also told Israeli leaders that Kennedy was contemplating a visit to their country later in the year.46 The American Israel Public Affairs Committee invited the leading presidential contestants, including Republicans Nixon and Rockefeller and Democrats Humphrey, McCarthy, and Kennedy, to debate Middle Eastern problems. All of the candidates expressed support for Israel, both militarily and economically, and called for Arab-Israeli negotiations.

During the primary campaigns, Kennedy continued giving his expressed support to Israel, competing with his rival Senator McCarthy in emphasizing that America’s Jewish community could depend on him to support the embattled nation. In fact he admitted to one of his aides that he had pandered to voters who continued to regard him as an anti-Semite.47 Kennedy knew he had to sway two important constituencies to win the final round of the 1968 Democratic primaries: the Mexican Americans and the Jews. He had the support of the Hispanic communities, but the Jews were still uncommitted. They were vitally important because a higher percentage of them voted in primary elections than any other ethnic group.

RFK especially needed the support of the Jewish community in Los Angeles. In his attempt to win one of the primary campaigns’ largest blocks of delegates to the Chicago Democratic Convention, he visited Los Angeles on May 20 and spoke at the Temple Isaiah wearing a yarmulke. He advocated assistance to Israel “with arms if necessary.”48

On June 1, in his televised debate with Senator McCarthy, Kennedy said, “I do think we have some commitments around the globe. I think we have a commitment to Israel, for instance, that has to be kept. But what I don’t think is that we can be the policemen of the world.”49 Both McCarthy and Kennedy said that the United States should send Phantom jets to Israel, but McCarthy was in favor of replacing only the eighteen jets that Israel lost in the 1967 war on a one-to-one basis. Kennedy advocated sending fifty jets. On June 1 he had also spoken at the Temple Isaiah, again wearing a yarmulke and again giving his support for the sale of fifty Phantom jets to Israel. The speech was carried over the radio on station KFWB and was heard by Pasadena resident, Mary Sirhan, who reported it to her son, Sirhan.

However, more important than any of the pro-Israeli comments Kennedy made during the primary campaigns was the speech he gave at Temple Nevel Shalom in Portland, Oregon, on May 26. A photo of RFK giving his speech to the congregation appeared across two columns at the top of page three of the May 27 edition of The Independent, a Pasadena newspaper. In the accompanying photo RFK is again seen wearing a yarmulke. The caption reads, “Bobby Says Shalom.” In this speech, Kennedy went further than the other candidates in support of Israel by stating the United States “must defend Israel against aggression from whatever source. Our obligations to Israel, unlike our obligations towards other countries, are clear and imperative. Israel is the very opposite of Vietnam. Israel’s government is democratic, effective, free of corruption, its people united in its support. The Soviets have sent supersonic fighters to the Arabs. Soviet planes and pilots they have trained are on Arab soil. Forty Soviet warships are in the Mediterranean, and their advisers are in Arab nations. … The U.S. should without delay sell Israel the fifty Phantom jets she has so long been promised.” RFK called for ending U.S. economic aid to Arab countries, which was used in support of aggression against Israel.50

The Sirhan family members were avid readers of The Independent. In the May 26 edition of the newspaper, columnist David Lawrence had argued, in an article entitled “Paradoxical Bob,” that RFK had taken a contradictory position in his approaches to the Israel and Vietnam problems. Lawrence pointed out that RFK paradoxically supported disengagement in Vietnam and engagement and commitment in Israel:

Presidential candidates are out to get votes, and some of them do not realize their own inconsistencies. Just the other day, Senator Robert F. Kennedy of New York made a speech in Los Angeles which certainly was received with favor by Protestant, Catholic and Jewish groups which have been staunchly supporting the cause of Israel against Egypt and the Arab countries. … Lots of people … think the situation in the Middle East is not nearly as dangerous as the situation in South-East Asia. Also there are many members of Congress who feel that it is proper for the United States to render military support to Israel in the Middle East, it is just as necessary to protect the countries of South-East Asia against aggression. … A large number of people in this country are deeply concerned with the events in the Middle East, particularly with the fate of Israel. Hence the political candidates see a big advantage in proclaiming their support of American intervention in the Middle East.

Sirhan Sirhan, a young Palestinian immigrant, had this clipping in his pocket when he was arrested for Robert Kennedy’s murder.


3
SIRHAN AND PALESTINE

“I and the public know
What all schoolchildren learn
Those to whom evil is done
Do evil in return”

—W. H. AUDEN

Jerusalem

Sirhan Sirhan, whose name means “one whose attention is wandering,” was born on March 19, 1944, in Jerusalem, the capital of Palestine per a 1922 British mandate. At the time of his birth, his parents, Bishara and Mary Sirhan, Christian Arabs, lived in the new city, which later became part of the new state of Israel.

Bishara’s ancestors were originally from Taibeh, a small town with a Greek Orthodox and Roman Catholic population built on several hills about thirty miles north of Jerusalem. Three stone Orthodox and Roman Catholic churches stand on three of the hills. On a clear day the Jordan Valley and the Dead Sea are clearly visible. Bishara’s father owned land in Taibeh that was rich with olive trees and wheat fields. He bought it from savings he accumulated while working in South America. The family was not popular with the townspeople, partly because they always kept to themselves and also because Bishara’s father was a moneylender.1 In June 1968 Bishara’s eighty-nine-year-old mother was still alive.

Bishara Sirhan married Mary in 1930. He was a mechanic working for the British government in Palestine, repairing water pipelines—pipelines that were blown up by the Palestinian Arab population during the campaign of rebellion between 1936 and 1939. By the time of the 1948 war, Bishara had attained the position of foreman and held testimonials as a good worker. He built his own house and did his best to look after his family.2

During the 1930s and 1940s the Sirhan family increased to six children—five boys and a girl, Aida. At the time of Bobby Kennedy’s assassination, Sharif was thirty-eight, Saidallah thirty-six, Adel thirty-three, Sirhan twenty-four, and Munir was the youngest at nineteen. Mary gave birth to thirteen children, but six of her babies died shortly after birth or in early childhood. The Sirhans’ daughter Aida survived into adulthood but died in 1965.3

Sirhan’s father, Bishara, was a small man with a strong-boned face. At the time of Robert Kennedy’s assassination he was fifty-two, but he looked much older. At the time of the 1948 war the family lived in the Musrara Quarter outside the walled city in a rented, traditionally Arab three-story house—Number 82, Rehov Shivtev Yisrael. The house was situated near the Damascus Gate, in an area that, before 1948, had a mixed Arab-Jew population. It had a red-tiled roof, a courtyard, elegant arched windows set in thick stone walls, and a garden of eucalyptus trees. Water was drawn from a cistern, but the house had electricity. The Sirhans lived on the ground floor apartment for seven years.

St. Paul’s Street was one of the many streets in Jerusalem that divided the Jewish and Arab sections of the city. The sections were separated by barbed wire. A British radio station was positioned above the Sirhan home. During the 1948 war, a Jewish organization took over the house in a raid on the station. The family retreated to the basement in fear.

The Sirhans were thrifty and lived modestly comfortable lives. Young Sirhan lived in Jerusalem until he was four years old. The family was forced to flee the city when fighting broke out. During one violent incident, the Jewish group, Irgun, bombed the Damascus Gate. Eleven Arabs and two British policemen were killed in the attack. Sirhan and his father, who were about to go through the gate when the bomb exploded, narrowly escaped injury. According to Bishara,

I was going to the store to buy coffee and a few other things for the house and took Sirhan with me. We were just about to go into the Gate when I heard people shouting. I looked back and saw something black being thrown out of a car. It began to roll down the slope and then it exploded with a great bang. I picked up Sirhan and ran into the gate and then to the left. He seemed to have fainted. I was mad with anger. I laid Sirhan down on a shelf. He wasn’t hurt anywhere but his eyes were shut. I rubbed his face and his hands. After a few minutes his eyes opened and I asked him, ‘Sirhan, do you feel any pain?’ And he answered, ‘No, Daddy.’ I kept on rubbing his hands and his body. Then he got up and asked, ‘Why do the Jews do this thing? Don’t they believe in Christ?’4

The violent incident had a psychological effect on the young Sirhan. After the bombing, he remained in bed for two days and stayed in the house for two weeks. According to his parents the four-year-old witnessed five other separate incidents of violence and death during the rest of the family’s stay in Musrara. After one incident, Mary said, Sirhan “was pale for some time. Wouldn’t move for some time. Couldn’t move. Fainted. After a truck full of dynamite exploded near our home Sirhan wouldn’t go out of the house for days. … Sometimes he would talk in his sleep. … One night, living in Old Jerusalem, I felt him and he was cold like a stick. More than any of his brothers, he had less blood and more fear.” Mary also said Sirhan would go into trancelike states.5 Later, when he was eight years old, Sirhan witnessed the death of his brother Munir (after whom the Sirhans’ youngest child was named) when a runaway Army truck, trying to avoid a sniper, struck the child in St. Paul’s Street.6 Sirhan remembered an Arab military checkpoint at Jerusalem’s Zion Gate and an Arab soldier there who let him look through binoculars at the Jewish part of the city. The Arab soldier told Sirhan that all the land he could see belonged to them.7 Following the shooting of Robert Kennedy, psychiatrist Dr. George Y. Abe discovered that Sirhan suffered from a number of neuroses as a child—he wet his bed, bit his nails, was fearful of walking into a dark room, and felt shy and sensitive about his body.8 Sirhan, in later years, said that neither of his parents expressed affection for him through hugs and kisses.9 A boyhood friend of Sirhan’s, Ziad Hashimeh, said Sirhan grew up in the midst of murder, filth, and terror. He was continually beaten by his father and affected by scenes of warfare on his doorstep.

At the end of the 1948 war, Jerusalem was split in two. The Arabs had been expelled from the western quarter and the Jews had been expelled from the eastern side. Because of the fighting and the growing hatred and animosity between the Jewish and Arab populations, the family fled east. For a few weeks the Sirhans lived in the Greek Orthodox Convent of St. Nicholas, which had been converted to accommodate hundreds of Arab refugees. The space was used as a school and hospital. Later the Sirhans were allotted a rundown house at the corner of Suq el Husroor and Al Malak Street inside the city. They lived in one room measuring 15 feet by 30 feet until they immigrated to America in 1957. They had the bare essentials of life, a tiny kerosene stove, and a small stipend from UN welfare workers. According to Mary Sirhan, “We tried to [go back to the house] but how can we? We didn’t have it. We didn’t have … They drove us from our homes. They drove us out of our land which we called home. We didn’t have anything, where to go or what to do, where to eat, where to sleep.”10 The family was reduced to the misery of refugee status.

For most of the nine years between 1948 and 1957, Bishara was unemployed; he found a few small jobs and received financial assistance from relief organizations. The family was registered as refugees with the United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees (UNRWA). Mary Sirhan ran a crèche and Sunday school. The Sirhans’ house did not have electricity, and they collected water from a cistern. A total of fifty people lived in the two-story house.

The young Sirhan, together with his brothers and sister, played in the streets outside his home. A favorite game was “aseer,” a form of tag using a ball. Sometimes the children would rent a bicycle, as the family was too poor to purchase one. According to accounts of those who knew the family at the time, Sirhan preferred reading to outdoor activities. His parents were anxious that violence could erupt in the streets at any time, and they may have discouraged their son from playing outdoors.11

A Christian Palestinian, Sirhan was taught at the Martin Luther School, which was attached to the Lutheran Church of the Savior, which stood facing the door leading to the courtyard of the Church of the Holy Sepulcher. The majority of the school’s students were Palestinian Arabs. Sirhan was taught by Arab teachers who instilled in him the principles of the Palestinian cause. They promoted Palestinian nationalism and made continual references to the great Arab warrior, Saladin, who had expelled the foreign crusaders from Jerusalem. Teachers tried to inspire the children in their care to fight for the Palestinian cause.12 At the tender age of seven, Sirhan was intrigued by the assassination of King Abdullah of Jordan at the Aksa Mosque, a ten-minute walk from the Sirhan home. King Abdullah had been murdered because militants viewed him as a traitor to the Palestinian cause. According to his father, Sirhan “was very much interested in this event.”13

As the children grew, strains developed between Bishara Sirhan and his two elder sons, Saidallah and Sharif. According to neighbors who knew the family in Jerusalem, the older boys were aloof, displayed weak characters, and took money from the family finances to spend on themselves. They also took out debts in their father’s name. In response Bishara threw the boys out of the family home. The elder sons maintained contact with their mother, who frequently sent them food and money. After a while Bishara reconciled with his sons but did not allow them back in the family home. The two older boys remained in Jerusalem when the family immigrated to America.14

A neighbor in Jerusalem said that Bishara beat Sirhan frequently, sometimes with his hands and sometimes with a stick. According to Ziad Hashimeh, who was the same age as Sirhan and was a close friend, Bishara Sirhan beat his wife Mary and also struck Sirhan, “on the back … everywhere.”15

In December 1956 the Sirhan family secured the sponsorship of missionary Haldor Lillenas, who had met Bishara while visiting Israel. Bishara asked Lillenas to help his family immigrate to the United States. Lillenas agreed and organized assistance from the U.S. government for the family. According to Bishara, the family decided to move to America because it was “a wonderful country where one could always find work and make money. … One day I saw one of my friends talking to a foreigner. I stopped to greet him and he introduced me to the person he was talking to. From his accent I knew he was an American so I said to him directly, ‘You are an American, I want to go to your country, will you sponsor my family?’ And the American said that he would try to help and later he did arrange to sponsor us.”16 The Sirhans were sponsored by two families belonging to the First Nazarene Church in Pasadena. When the family secured sponsorship, Sirhan was two months away from his thirteenth birthday.

Although the family saw the move as beneficial, Sirhan became sullen and ran away from home. Even at this young age he knew, having listened to broadcasts by the Voice of America on the radio and gauging the anti-Arab sentiment, the United States was the enemy of the Arabs.17 According to Sirhan, “I didn’t want to leave; I wanted to stay in my own country with my own people. I know that the US was against the Arabs and was friendly with Israel, and a friend of my enemy is my enemy. I knew about US policy because I did a lot of listening on the radio to the Voice of America.”18

The young Sirhan was gone all day and spent his time in a park in Ramallah, fifteen miles north of Jerusalem. When he returned to the family home later that evening his father was angry, prepared to mete out punishment. However, Adel Sirhan stepped in and asked his father to show forgiveness. Over a meal of tabbouleh, a cold mixture of cucumbers, tomatoes, and grain, the family united in their desire for a new life in America and an escape from the Arab-Israeli conflict.19

Pasadena

The Sirhans journeyed to the United States, first from Amman to Beirut and then by ship to Naples and on to New York. They traveled by train across America to Pasadena. On arrival in the United States, Sirhan was treated for a minor parasitic condition of the small intestine. The family entered the country with “permanent resident status” and remained citizens of Jordan. Saidallah, who remained in Jerusalem when the family emigrated, was the only member of the family to apply for citizenship after his arrival in the United States in 1960. At first Sirhan was not impressed with his new life, but he was hopeful that his position as one of an “oppressed” minority would improve. The twelve year old asked his mother if by becoming a U.S. citizen he would get blonde hair and blue eyes.20 From an early age he referred to himself as a “Palestinian Arab” even though he was, technically, a Jordanian citizen.21

Although Pasadena was a separate city, it was, essentially, part of the Los Angeles conurbation. Apart from a dozen or so skyscrapers in central Los Angeles, the area consisted of car-jammed freeways and single-story houses, stores, and businesses. The residential areas were clean and pleasant but monotonous in their grid-like patterns. When the Sirhans arrived in Pasadena, they stayed with their sponsor, Haldor Lillenas, and they maintained contact with their sponsoring organization, the First Nazarene Church, for a year after their arrival. In 1958 they were attracted to the First Baptist Church run by Dr. Charles Bell. Only Mary and Munir attended services regularly, however. Eventually, the family was housed in a modest apartment on Lake Avenue.

By 1958 Bishara had had enough of the United States. He found it difficult to fit in, disliked the culture, and thought American society was immoral. The socio-political divide was too much for him. He became disturbed that American women had so much independence and was afraid his wife, Mary, was adopting their ways. The couple also clashed frequently, as they had in Jerusalem. They were temperamentally unsuited to one another. Bishara was especially concerned because his position as paterfamilias, head of the family, had been eroded by the newly acquired Western attitudes his wife and sons displayed. About six months after the family’s arrival in Pasadena, Mary and her sons began to challenge Bishara’s authority. Bishara was also upset because his wife had maintained contact with the two elder boys in Jerusalem, further undermining his authority.

Following a family feud whereby Mary sided with her sons, Bishara asked his wife to choose between him and the children. She chose the children and Bishara left, taking the family savings of approximately $500. The young Sirhan Sirhan felt “no sense of loss” when his father abandoned the family.22 Bishara traveled to New York, where he worked as a maintenance mechanic. After his mother became ill, he returned to Jerusalem. Following his arrival in Jordan, he wrote to his wife demanding that she and the children join him in East Jerusalem. However, Mary Sirhan had grown accustomed to the freedom American women enjoyed. The Reverend Haldor Lillenas sided with Mary and wrote to the Department of Immigration, describing Bishara Sirhan as an “undesirable alien,” suggesting he be refused reentry into the United States.23 However, Bishara made another two trips to New York to work before he returned home to Jerusalem for good and settled in his ancestral village, Taibeh. In all he spent five years in the United States with no contact with his family in Pasadena.24 Mary Sirhan, embarrassed by her husband’s departure, lied about his leaving, telling neighbors and friends that Bishara had left to care for his aged mother in Jerusalem.

Sirhan, who became known to his friends as “Sol,” entered the sixth grade at Longfellow Grammar School in the spring of 1957. He was placed two grades below his actual age. His teacher was Mrs. Floyd Fraley, who later could not remember anything outstanding about her pupil except for his double-barreled name. Comments on his school record for January-June 1957 describe him as “trying hard” to overcome his language difficulties and “showing improvement.” He was also described as “co-operative, well-mannered and well-liked.” He achieved a C +, a barely above-average score, in his tests.25

In the autumn of 1957 Sirhan transferred to Marshall Junior High School in Pasadena for one year until September 1958 when he moved to Eliot Junior High School. The transfer was made when Sirhan’s mother bought the house at Lake Avenue. Sirhan maintained his C+ average grades and secured a newspaper delivery route for the Pasadena Independent Star-News. At thirteen Sirhan took the Pintner Test for General Ability and achieved a test level of eight years and eight months. He took the Terman-McNemar Test when he was fourteen years and ten months and achieved a test level of twelve years and eight months mental level. His scores for verbal reasoning, abstract reasoning, and the ability to see objects in three-dimensions were very low. When he was seventeen, he took the Stanford Binet IQ Test and scored 89—slightly below average.26 He had not yet expressed any radical political or nationalistic views when he entered junior high school, but he continued to describe himself as a “Palestinian Arab.” Most of the people he came in contact with during this period in his life described him as “polite” and “normal.”27

Sirhan spent two years at Eliot Junior High School, and during this period he left impressions with his teachers and fellow students. Samuel Soghomonian, Sirhan’s English and social studies teacher, described him as a boy who was bullied because he was “dark complected” and “a foreigner.” Soghomonian was Armenian, which led him to empathize with the young Palestinian. A fellow classmate described Sirhan as always arguing with his teachers and “attention-seeking.” Some reported that the young Palestinian began to criticize the United States and become more outspoken about his Arab origins during this time.28

In 1960 Saidallah and Sharif joined the Sirhan family in Pasadena. Munir and Sirhan were in school. Mary had secured a position as a housekeeper for the Westminster Presbyterian Church on Lake Avenue for five mornings per week and also worked in the nursery. Their only sister Aida worked as a secretary and Adel had part-time work as a painter. Sharif secured work in accountancy having had experience working as an accountant for Mobil Oil in Amman, Jordan. The family pooled their money.29 However, central to their lives was the hope that the family could one day return to live in “Palestine,” in particular, Jerusalem.30

In September 1960 Sirhan enrolled at John Muir High School, a large establishment housing three thousand students with a mixture of socioeconomic backgrounds representing the Pasadena population. Although Sirhan was not bright, his behavior and attitude in school gave his teachers the impression that he was a slightly above-average student.31 He seemed intelligent and articulate because he had a verbal IQ of 109, an above-average score—but his reasoning level was far below at 82.32

Seeing students from wealthy backgrounds socializing among themselves had an impact on Sirhan, an impact long recognized by educators who have understood how school populations, differentiated by social class, material possessions, and social groupings can cause resentment and bitterness. Sirhan began to recognize that, for him at least, America was a society of the haves and have-nots. He identified with the have-nots and characterized the haves as students with blonde hair and blue eyes. Sirhan was beginning to identify himself along racial lines.33 At this time he was described by friends and fellow students as “taciturn,” “surly,” “hard to get to know,” “withdrawn and alone” but also “pleasant and well-mannered.”34 He dreamed of getting an important job in Jordan after he studied at a university in America.35

At John Muir High, Sirhan became interested in learning Russian and German. At first he wanted to be a doctor, but then he decided that life as a diplomat in the foreign service was his ultimate goal.36 He became enamored of the military, joined the California Cadet Corps (138 Battalion, B Company), and, for three years, attended the corps’ meetings and drill practice. His CCC courses involved firearm safety and target shooting.37 He told author Dan Moldea, “I was familiar with guns because of my Cadet Corps training in high school, which was a state-sponsored program. I’ve fired M-16’s, M-14’s, .45’s, .22’s. I could tear a gun apart and put it back together. We used to have competitions.”38 On completion of his high school education, Sirhan showed signs that his Arab heritage remained an important part of his life. On graduation he signed his name in Arabic, and he was fascinated with the famous Arab singer Umm Kulthum, a supporter of Egyptian president Abdul Nasser. Kulthum’s songs registered with Sirhan on two levels. In times of crisis she sang songs with a patriotic theme, but she also sang about unrequited or lost love.

Sirhan made friends with two students, Walter Crowe and Tom Good. Sirhan had known Crowe since Crowe was eleven or twelve because they had both delivered newspapers. Crowe remained friends with Sirhan two years into college, at which point they drifted apart. Crowe transferred to the University of California-Los Angeles and finished there with a degree in history. Sirhan went to work at the racetracks. In March 1968, upon prompting by his mother, Crowe called Sirhan, and they met at Bob’s Big Boy restaurant near Pasadena State College. After dinner they went to topless bars. In an initial interview with the FBI, Crowe said Sirhan “was never violent,” but later he told the Bureau the truth: Sirhan was moody and had expressed violent hatred for Israel.39 The friends saw themselves as antiestablishment intellectuals who took positions on issues that were the antithesis of those adopted by the majority. Crowe gave Sirhan C.Wright Mills’s The Power Elite and books by Paul Goodman and Albert Camus, authors who argued that Western society was bourgeois and corrupt. Sirhan described these books as “Terrific. …It opens your mind. What a contrast to the bourgeois stuff around here.”40 Later Crowe said it had been difficult rebuilding their friendship; he believed Sirhan resented Crowe’s superior education.

By 1963 the Sirhans had settled into their new home at 696 East Howard Street, a modest frame cottage with a large magnolia tree in the front yard. The house had a value of $15,000 in 1968 and was in a “white” neighborhood. Further east the area along Howard Street became racially mixed, and then, eventually, it became a black neighborhood. The family was not house proud: the area around 696 East Howard was untidy, and the backyard was overgrown with weeds. Rubbish collected near the garage. The neighbors described the family as “aloof” and “superior” in their attitudes.41 One neighbor described Sirhan as “just a funny sort of a person. He made you feel uncomfortable when he was around … never talked to you.”42

The Sirhans resisted acculturation. At home they spoke Arabic and they listened to taped Arab music, especially the music of Umm Kulthum, all day long. They read Arab newspapers and observed Arab customs. Despite his all-English education Sirhan’s mother tongue remained Arabic, although Sirhan claimed to think in English.43 All of Sirhan’s brothers described themselves not as “Christian Arabs” but as “Palestinian Arabs.”44 The brothers also strongly disapproved of their sister Aida’s marriage to a non-Arab.45

There is very little evidence that Sirhan was successful in wooing girls when he was developing as a young man, despite his claims to the contrary. A police report indicated that he was so shy he used to drive around a girl’s home for days at a time without stopping to say hello.46 Sirhan told Robert Kaiser that his first sexual experience was with a girl who visited the gas station where he worked. She arrived late at night, and Sirhan used to take her to the back of the gas station. As he finished work at four in the morning, he bought her breakfast. Later, he said, he made love to her in his 1949 Cadillac at a drive-in showing a Burt Lancaster movie. Sirhan confessed he had not experienced “sex with love” too much, only sex for sex’s sake. He said he used to pick up girls at Sunset Boulevard, and he remembered a particular “conquest” the night before his sister Aida died.47

The family had their share of problems and trouble with the authorities. Adel and Munir lived at home along with Sirhan and their mother. Sharif and Saidallah had their own homes but visited the Sirhan family home frequently. Mary Sirhan, now a single parent, had little or no effective control over her sons and often asked Arab-American friends to intervene in disputes. The sons felt no inclination to obey her, as was Arab custom. Gradually, a wall built up between the mother and her sons.48

The Pasadena police were called to the Sirhan home on August 4, 1963, when an argument erupted between the nineteen-year-old Sirhan and his mother. Sirhan approached Officer R. D. Cannow while he was sitting in his police car and told the officer he was afraid to return home. Cannow took Sirhan home and another argument occurred. Cannow advised Sirhan to leave the house for a cooling off period, and no further action was taken by the Pasadena police.49

Mary’s daughter, Aida, like her mother and brothers, adopted American mores. Aida was a small woman with a pleasant disposition. She moved to Palm Springs in 1963 to take a job as an accountant at a candy store. There she met and married Herbert Mennell. Knowing the family would disapprove of her marriage to an “outsider,” she kept the marriage secret from her brothers. Mary likely knew about the marriage but never brought the subject up in conversation. Aida returned to Pasadena when she developed leukemia, and her illness grew progressively worse. Sirhan helped nurse his sister in her last days. Not until the funeral did the family meet Aida’s husband.50

Sirhan’s oldest brother, Saidallah, was a surly and bitter young man and a virulent anti-Israeli who claimed the Jewish state “did not exist.” He made no effort to seek American citizenship and was self-conscious about his English skills, which were poor compared to those of his brothers. He liked Middle Eastern music and the music of Ravi Shankar and played the oud, an instrument of the lute family. In 1962 he was arrested for drunk driving and also for “drunkenness and disturbances.”51 By 1963 Saidallah had become a problem for the family. He was unsettled in America, drank too much, and argued with his brothers. He went to work for Michael Ganguin Incorporated in Pasadena as a machinist in April 1966. Saidallah was arrested for disturbing the peace and drunkenness on August 17, 1966.52 On November 1, 1968, Saidallah went to his mother’s house to ask for money. He told her he knew she had received some funds from several Arab church groups. Mary Sirhan denied she had received the money, but Saidallah refused to leave the house, insisting she give him some money. He threatened to hit her.53

During a confrontation with Sirhan, Saidallah threatened his younger brother with a can opener. The threat of violence was so serious that Sirhan called the police. According to the official police report, “It was learned that [Sirhan] is at the stage where he does not want advice or will not listen to his elders, and when spoken to, he flies off the handle and an argument starts. The complainant [Sirhan] would not listen to the undersigned … and kept arguing with his family.” Sirhan’s mother wanted him out of the house for a short period so things could settle down. The police advised Sirhan to escape the household for a while, and he went to live with William Beveridge, who had hired Sirhan as a gardening assistant. For a short time Sirhan lived in Beveridge’s camper at the rear of the gardener’s house.54

Following RFK’s assassination, Saidallah took every opportunity to cash in on the family connection to the murder. In fact, the whole family expected to benefit financially from the tragedy. They expected to get $100,000 from a deal that involved selling Sirhan’s story to a major media outlet. Robert Kaiser asked Adel Sirhan why the family expected to make money off Sirhan’s misdeed. Adel replied, “Look, as long as there is money to be made.”55

Saidallah invented stories in hopes of selling them for “big money.” He said that once a Life magazine reporter and photographer sent two men to his apartment to beat him up and that sinister-looking people followed him and tried to shoot him as he drove his car north on the Pasadena Freeway. In response to his claims, the police examined his car and discovered a number of discrepancies in his story concerning the trajectories of the bullets allegedly fired into the vehicle. The police gave Saidallah a lie-detector test; his answers to the important questions were “unsatisfactory.”56

During the period before Sirhan’s trial, Saidallah was hit by a car and was in the hospital with serious injuries. When asked about his brother’s accident, Sirhan said he felt nothing. At the hospital, while visiting Saidallah, Sirhan’s brother Sharif became violent with one of the nurses and the police were called. On hearing the story of Sharif’s troubles, Sirhan complained that the incident might have harmed his image in the eyes of the American public.57

As the hospital incident indicates, Saidallah was not the only brother to display violent, criminal behavior. Sharif, the accountant, once dated a student from Pasadena City College (PCC), and for him at least the relationship was serious. The girl ended the relationship because she felt Sharif and his brothers were “sexist.”58 Upset at the end of the affair, Sharif became desperate and made threatening phone calls to the girl. He also made two attempts to cut the fuel lines in the girl’s car and an attempt at tampering with the car’s brakes. Sharif was put under surveillance by Pasadena police and, following his third attempt at sabotaging the girl’s car, was arrested on December 18, 1963, for attempted murder.

On reading about his arrest in a Pasadena newspaper, Sharif, who had been released on bail, became angry and arrogant. He believed the newspaper had no right to describe him as an “attempted murderer.” Sharif’s behavior at the time was eerily similar to his brother Sirhan’s five years later when he was arrested for the murder of Senator Kennedy. Sharif did not accept nor believe he had attempted to murder his ex-girlfriend, and the prosecutors believed he was a seriously disturbed young man, a belief that undoubtedly allowed Sharif to escape imprisonment. He was sentenced to one year’s probation and ordered to seek psychiatric treatment.59 Sharif’s crime also had repercussions on his employment and his family. He was fired as an accountant for the Baptist Convention, and his brothers were ridiculed by neighbors. Still, the family united behind Sharif. In a response that she repeated following Sirhan’s crime five years later, Mary Sirhan became blind to her son’s guilt, blamed the local pastor Dr. Bell for Sharif’s dismissal, and stopped attending the church.60 After RFK’s assassination, she expressed the view that her son Sirhan had committed a patriotic act.61

Following his arrest for attempted murder, Sharif’s life took a downturn. He could not find further employment, began to borrow money from friends, and spent his time gambling at the racetrack. Sharif’s love of the racetrack probably prompted Sirhan’s earlier efforts to become a jockey. During Sirhan’s trial for the Kennedy assassination, Sharif threatened Sirhan’s lawyer Russell Parsons and defense investigator Michael McCowan. McCowan knocked Sharif unconscious, believing that his client’s brother had been tampering with his car. Sharif also caused trouble for the family by telling Sirhan’s lawyers that Sirhan had told his brother Adel, a few days before June 4, that he (Sirhan) would soon become famous. Adel denied that this had happened.62 Following the assassination, Sharif told investigators that he had not spoken to his brother, Sirhan, in five years.63 In 1973 he was convicted in a federal court of writing a letter threatening Israeli prime minister Golda Meir.64

The Sirhans’ youngest son, Munir, known as “Joe,” also had a troubled history and conflicts with the law. He was a disciplinary problem in school, and as early as 1959 a neighbor complained to the police about Munir’s malicious mischief. In November 1963 Munir was involved in a high-speed pursuit with the California Highway Patrol. In 1964 he was involved in a juvenile investigation of a “sex and homosexual party.”65 On April 8, 1966, he became a suspect in a “marijuana possession and sales case” after the police were tipped off by informant John O’Hanian. Munir ran away from home and was arrested for vagrancy in Flagstaff, Arizona, on May 26. Returning home, he began smoking marijuana and was arrested on June 10, 1966, for selling the drug to a state narcotics agent. He was tried as an adult and convicted on October 13, 1966. On December 1 of that year, he was placed on five years’ probation with the first year to be served in county jail. However, he served only nine months, and on May 15, 1967, his conviction was set aside when the judge revealed that Munir had been a juvenile at the time of the crime.66 In June 1968 Munir worked at Nash’s Department Store in Pasadena as a sales assistant.

Adel was different from the other brothers. He had a quiet nature, loved music, made picture frames, and was seen as a polite, gentlemanly character around Pasadena. Adel was also a musician who played the oud at various Arab clubs around the Los Angeles area. When working, he earned up to $150 per week. When not working as a musician, he turned to picture framing. The family trait of gambling did not bypass Adel, although his game of choice was poker. He was no more successful than his brothers and frequently borrowed money to pay off his debts.67 Adel, by temperament, had been best placed to settle in to American society. According to The Fez supper club’s Arab-American owner, Lou Shelby, “The two elder sons were fairly pragmatic and not too idealistic. They were beginning to adjust to America and of them, Adel was best adjusted to the conflicting cultures. It’s true they retained their old nationality but Adel, at least, allowed his Jordanian passport to lapse, and I had quite a job getting it renewed in a hurry when he had an engagement in Mexico.”68

Following high school, Sirhan enrolled at PCC, an impersonal institution with thousands of students. He began to attend regular meetings of the Organization of Arab Students. Fellow members recalled his virulent Arab nationalism and hatred for Jews.69 After March 1963 he became a part-time student and held down a number of part-time jobs. The entire length of his stay at PCC was only one year and five months. In his fourth and last semester, he earned five F grades. He was dismissed on May 18, 1964, for poor attendance, but Sirhan begged the college authorities to keep him on, arguing he had missed classes because of his sister Aida’s illness. The authorities were unrelenting.70 Sirhan lied about his dismissal from college, telling one acquaintance that he had been asked to leave because he was having an affair with a math teacher.71

In March 1964 Sirhan found work at John Davies’s service station in Pasadena. He attended the gas pumps and cleaned the station and the restrooms. He worked the night shift from 8:00 p.m. to 4:00 a.m., and when Davies decided to close down at midnight, Sirhan worked 4:00 p.m. to midnight. According to Davies, his new employee was always polite, courteous, and hardworking. Sirhan worked at the service station for ten months but left because he felt one of his managers was too severe in his criticisms.72 Sirhan moved to another service station nearby, this one managed by Ivan Milicic, but soon left after a win on the horses at Santa Anita Racetrack.73

Sirhan’s next job was as an assistant to gardener William Beveridge, but he was fired for not tending to his duties on an estate. By mid-1965, following two years of low-income meager jobs, Sirhan set his sites on becoming a jockey and secured employment at Santa Anita Racetrack as a stable hand. The stewards at Santa Anita said Sirhan, twenty-two, was too old and, at five feet five inches and 120 pounds, too big to be a jockey, but Sirhan believed he could eventually master the skills and reflexes of a jockey. According to Adel, “[Sirhan] always went to the heart of everything. If he got interested in something, he read everything he could get his hands on.”74 The job Sirhan had with Gordon Bowsher was not to his liking, however. He began by mucking out and grooming the horses. He did manage to get his “hot-walker” license, which allowed him to walk horses to cool them off following a race.

Sirhan eventually grew tired of the job at the stables, which held no future for him. He set his sights on a position available at a horse-breeding ranch in Corona. According to Sirhan, “At Corona they bred horses. I had seen a note on the bulletin board at Santa Anita, offering a position as an exercise boy. I responded and met Frank Donnarauma, who was the trainer. … I didn’t know that ‘Frank Donnaraumer’ was an alias. … I didn’t know anything about criminals.”75 Conspiracy advocates later claimed that Sirhan was connected to organized crime through Donnarauma. (Note: Robert Blair Kaiser spells the name as “Donnarauma”; Sirhan spells the name as “Donaruma”; Moldea spells it “Donnarumma.”)

Sirhan was excited to have a job working on a ranch, the Granja Vista del Rio Thoroughbred Horse Farm. He later told NBC News that he “loved it. … That was the most enjoyable experience of my life … horses. … They’re easy to be with. I love to be with them.”76 Bert C. Altfillisch, the owner, hired Sirhan on June 2, 1966, and told him he would be doing “everything,” including working as an exercise boy.77 Sirhan produced his hot-walker license from the California Horse Racing Board, and he told Altfillisch he had five months experience at the Santa Anita Racetrack. As Corona was too far from Pasadena to commute, Sirhan found lodgings at the Highlander Motel, where one of the lodgers, Van Antwerp, offered him a couch for the night after Sirhan failed to locate the manager.

At the Huddle, a poolroom in Corona, Sirhan made friends by purchasing drinks for a group of men while he waited to play pool. One of the men in the group was Terry Welch, a fellow employee at Granja Vista who described Sirhan as a man “who wanted to know everything. He read everything. He could talk about everything like an expert: art, music, electronics, law, the manufacturing of glass, metal. You name it, he knew about it. He was like a geisha girl.”78 Welch further described Sirhan as neat, clean, and intelligent. He also said that Sirhan was an avid reader of law and frequently discussed cases that he had read about in the newspapers.79

Sirhan was not the mild-mannered, obsequious young man that conspiracy writers like to portray, although he could adopt this personae if it suited his purposes. Munir Sirhan said his brother was stubborn and had tantrums.80 William A. Spaniard, a twenty-four-year-old Pasadena acquaintance of Sirhan, said the young Palestinian was “a taciturn individual.”81 Not only did Sirhan frequently display a quick temper, but he also was considerably adept at forcefully putting his arguments forward and stubbornly standing his ground. He said he was always “a good listener, but I’m very hard to persuade.”82 At the Granja Vista del Rio Ranch Sirhan put himself forward as the spokesperson for an exercise boy strike. The exercise boys complained they were overworked and took their complaint to Altfillisch. Sirhan’s aborted education at PCC stood him in good stead as he articulated the exercise boys’ grievances. Altfillisch was impressed by Sirhan’s “big words” but refused to give in to the employees’ demands.83

Sirhan also became enamored with a girl, Peggy Osterkamp, who he saw at the ranch. Sirhan said she looked “beautiful on a horse.”84 He made no effort to ingratiate himself with her apart from casual greetings. Investigators believed the beautiful Osterkamp would never have been interested in a short and unattractive man like Sirhan. However, he was so taken with her he wrote her name in his notebooks and in one entry identified her as “Peggy Sirhan.” There is evidence that in the days before the shooting Sirhan traveled to Corona where Osterkamp lived. He told his lawyers he had gone there every day—including the Saturday and Sunday before the assassination—since he had his car fixed.

At the Granja Vista, Sirhan received an injury to his head that, according to his family, affected his personality. After the injury, his family said, he became increasingly moody, possibly indicating brain damage, which would be a mitigating factor in the crime he committed two years later.

On a foggy day, September 25, 1966, Sirhan led his horse, Hy-Vera, for a workout. The fog had the same effect on a horse as a blindfold. One trainer, Millard Sheets, was frightened enough to withdraw his horse from the workout. Another, Lynn Wheeler, complained it was just too foggy. But trainer Larry Heinnemann told the owners, who had come all the way from Los Angeles to see their horses run, that the fog had lifted sufficiently to take the chance. At first the horses began to jog very slowly, almost a canter. Then the riders brought them into a gallop. As Sirhan took the lead the fog returned. Suddenly the owners heard a crash and a scream. When they arrived at the scene of the accident, Sirhan was semiconscious and blood trickled from his ear. He was covered in mud and blood, and he thought he had gone blind. After fifteen minutes an ambulance arrived and took Sirhan to Corona Community Hospital, where he was treated by Dr. Richard A. Nelson.

According to Nelson, “Sirhan questioned all of the medical applications and all the medicines administered to him and appeared unduly frightened of the various treatments. He was one of the most reluctant patients I ever had.”85 Dr. Paul Deeb, head radiologist, reported that X rays of Sirhan’s head were “negative” as to “concussion, fracture, or serious internal injury.”86 Sirhan suffered two deep wounds over his left eye and under his chin, which required stitches. He was discharged the following day. A few weeks later, on October 8, he fell off his horse a second time and received a slighter injury that also required treatment at a hospital.

Sirhan was examined twice after the accidents, on November 8 and December 20, 1966, by Dr. Milton Miller, a Corona ophthalmologist. Dr. Miller said that his examination showed there were no abnormalities, and he believed Sirhan had been exaggerating his injuries. When Miller refused Sirhan a letter supporting his claim for compensation, Sirhan telephoned the doctor and threatened him.87 On July 10, 1967, Sirhan filed a claim and it was adjudicated on October 2, 1967, and February 7, 1968. Sirhan’s doctor, Dr. Maurice Nugent, and the insurance company’s doctor, Albert Tashma, an ophthalmologist, reported that Sirhan had 20/15 vision and did not have “any permanent disability as a result of the accident.”88 However, a consultant neurosurgeon said that a complaint of head injuries could not be accurately checked and advised that the adjudicator err on the side of caution. Sirhan was awarded $2,000 and bitterly complained that the award was too small.89 He also believed the claim had been delayed because he had mistakenly retained the services of a Jewish lawyer and because he was an “Arab.”90

Sirhan worked at the ranch until November 13, 1966, when he was fired. Altfillisch lost confidence in Sirhan after the would-be jockey, whose skills were less than competent, had his accident. Sirhan’s last pay check was on December 6, 1966. Altfillisch believed that the young rider had a lot of ambition but that the accident made him lose his nerve. Sirhan’s ambitions to be a jockey were now lost. He became bitter and bent on vengeance. Blaming Altfillisch for his problems, he wrote in his notebooks, “I believe I can affect the death of Bert C. Altfillisch.”91

After Sirhan left the Granja Vista Del Rio, he went to work for owner-trainer Bob Wheeler at the Del Mar Race Track, starting on November 16, 1966. He lasted only a few weeks. Sirhan failed to qualify as a rider. He was fired after he argued with the foreman, Larry Peters. Peters had seen Sirhan kick a horse in the belly, and when he remonstrated with Sirhan, he was taken aback at the young employee’s vitriol. Peters said Sirhan’s temper was unusually violent when he was told he would never be a jockey.92

Following the loss of his racetrack job and facing the prospect of a life of unskilled and lowly employment, Sirhan became bitter and angry. He believed he was fit for better employment. Christian Ek, a twenty-three-year-old Swede who was a classmate of Sirhan, said, “[He] dreamed of being something big in Jordan after his studies in the United States.”93 Holding unrealistic expectations, he waited for a professional-type job, made excuses in rejecting work he felt was unfit for him, and spent the next nine months unemployed. According to friends Patricia and John Strathman, Sirhan became “depressed” and fascinated with “magic.” He told them he could see “mystical bodies.” The Strathmans became embarrassed at Sirhan’s obvious fantasies.94

Sirhan was asked numerous times by friends and acquaintances why he had not applied for American citizenship. He always replied that he was an “Arab” and felt there was no freedom in the United States. He also resisted American citizenship because of U.S. support of Israel.95 Sirhan came to believe that he could have more freedom in Russia and China and that stories of refugees fleeing from those countries were products of American propaganda. When it came to political discussions, Sirhan adopted a closed-minded attitude. No one could convince him his arguments were wrong, and he always dug his heels in if the conversation became polemical.

In January 1967, despondent that his career ambitions had faded away, Sirhan began drinking. He was introduced to the Tom Collins at The Fez. During the following months, his life centered around going to the racetrack and dabbling in mysticism. He frequently visited Broughton’s Used Book Store near Colorado on Lake Street and began reading books on Rosicrucian philosophy. The sect had originated in Europe during the upheavals of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Rosicrucians claimed to have acquired the ancient secrets of Middle Eastern mathematics, medicine, and alchemy. Over time they inculcated their members with the belief they could create gold and medicines that could cure every disease. As the movement grew the Rosicrucians abandoned many of their medieval practices in favor of more modern ideas about the power of the mind. In the early 1900s an occultist named H. Spencer Lewis founded a Rosicrucian order in San Jose, California. For a modest fee a member of the order would receive a membership card, the secret password, instructions on how to execute a secret handshake, and a promise that the applicant would develop greater will power, an improved memory, and the ability to influence others. Members also learned about cosmic powers and reincarnation. Sirhan sent in his $20 fee and misleadingly stated on his application form that he had been a student of psychology, philosophy, and metaphysics for three years.96

Sirhan’s mother began to worry that her son spent too much time in his room. He had become so fascinated with the ideas propagated by the Rosicrucians that he began to practice some of their theories, including “white magic,” by, for example, staring intently at lit candles, trying to develop his mental powers. Sirhan used a hypnotic technique that had been around for centuries: he began with relaxation to make his central nervous system passive and then regulated the heartbeat, inducing intense concentration. The kind of trance he used varied in depth, and experts argue that it is impossible to enter a deep trance state using this method. Believing strongly in the power of thought projection, Sirhan even tried to influence the performance of horses at the racetrack. Two incidents convinced Sirhan he had succeeded: once he believed he had made his mother get out of her bed in the middle of the night to go to the bathroom and once he believed he had made a horse fall down. Sirhan became enamored of this newly found way of improving his failing life. According to Sirhan, he “always asked the question … ‘What is this life about? What is this reality, this world?’ I always wanted to know what was behind it.”97

During this period of unemployment, Sirhan frequently visited the Pasadena Public Library on Catalina Street, especially during the summer of 1967 when he read everything he could get his hands on about the Six Days’ War. He avidly read B’nai B’rith Messenger keeping track of “Zionist intentions.”98 Angry and bitter at the Arab defeat, Sirhan frequently railed against the pro-Israeli television news and the “bias” of magazines like Time, Newsweek, and U.S. News and World Report.99 The war had an intense effect on him. Sirhan had seen photographs of Israeli soldiers triumphantly taking control of the Suez Canal. Later he remarked, “If I had seen those guys personally, I would have blasted them. … I would have killed them.”100 His anger against Israel provoked him to write in his notebooks, “2 June 1967, 12.30pm—A Declaration of war against American Humanity when in the course of human events it has become necessary for me to equalize and seek revenge for all the inhuman treatments committed against me by the American people.” Another entry declared, “Long Live Nasser. … Long live the Arab Dream.”

In July 1967 Sirhan went to the Pasadena City College, the institution he had recently left, to look at job vacancies. A retail stock clerk position paying $135 a week looked attractive, and he visited the placement bureau to apply for the job. It was the first attempt Sirhan had made to find a job since he was fired in December 1966. According to the PCC employment counselor, Jeanne Herrick, “When he handed me the application, he hadn’t filled it out.… He wouldn’t put his work experience. The job he was asking for, he had no qualifications for. It said a man five foot ten inches tall and he was five foot two. … He wouldn’t give me any further information … so I tried to tell him that we had to have further information. … He was a foreign student.… He [had to] have a permit from Dean Lewis.” Angry, Sirhan went to see Lewis to complain about Herrick. When Herrick proceeded to interview Sirhan again, with Dr. Lewis present, Sirhan began to lie about the first interview. Herrick said, “He said I told him that he should go back to his own country, he didn’t have any right here, and he ought to go back where he came from. … He was extremely touchy.”101

After requesting and then tearing up his second application, Sirhan “came back, all alone,” according to Herrick, “at the very end and leaned way over the desk and shook his finger in my face, and said, ‘Now, this will teach you to underestimate jockeys.’”102 Over the following weekend Sirhan seethed at the perceived injustice meted out to him, and he returned to the college demanding to see the president. The president’s secretary told Sirhan that he could see the vice president instead as the president was at a meeting. Placated by the vice president, Sirhan calmed down and filled out a new application. He did not get the job.

To his mother, Sirhan seemed to be a friendless young man.103 Marilyn Hunt, a cocktail waitress at the Hi-Life Bar in Pasadena said she saw him a number of times over the year preceding the assassination and he always seemed to sit very quietly alone at the bar.104 Sirhan also frequented Shap’s Bar, where he placed his horseracing bets. One of his few ventures outside the house was playing Chinese checkers with two elderly ladies, Anna Sylvan and Olive Blackslee, who lived down the street. Mary Sirhan began to encourage him to look for work and eventually secured a job for him, at a health food store at 1380 North Lake Avenue, which belonged to John Henry Weidner, a Seventh-Day Adventist who was always willing to help downtrodden people like the Sirhans. The store described itself in its advertising as “Pasadena’s largest natural foods center—Certified raw milk, fertile eggs, unsulphured dried fruits, live food juices, fresh organically grown fruits and vegetables.” Weidner was a former captain in the Dutch Army, and during World War II he had organized resistance to the Nazi occupation. His organization received Jews, airmen, and many others who were victims of the Nazis.

Sirhan worked with Weidner from September 1967 to March 1968. According to Weidner,

His mother presented him to me as “Sol.” … His sister was a customer in my store, and I became friends with her—I became close to the mother. I am a 7th Day Adventist … so sometimes when we had a special meeting at the church I invited her, and she came several times, and she had no car, so I took her from the home to the church—sometimes in the evening, sometimes on Sunday morning … so we became quite close, and at the same time, even before I became so much close, her boy, Munir, came to my store … I gave a job, and I think he worked for one week. … One night in the car, she say, “Can you find something for Sirhan? He’s without work actually.” So I told her he could see me, starting 17th September, he could come every Sunday.

On November 19 Weidner hired Sirhan full time. Sirhan worked in the stockroom, waited on customers and delivered orders.105 According to Weidner, “he had to take orders … but he found it hard to take my orders and he didn’t like to have things explained to him. His attitude seemed to be ‘I’m as good as you are.’”106 Sirhan’s Arab pride also caused difficulties. He would not wear an apron, believing it was a garment worn only by women, and he also felt shame that his mother had asked for the job at Weidner’s.

Sirhan discussed politics, religion, and philosophy with his boss. One of Weidner’s assistants said Sirhan was “a fanatic when it comes to a discussion of religion or politics.”107 According to Weidner, Sirhan believed he was “an Arab … till the end.” Weidner quoted Sirhan as saying, “They [the Jews] have stolen my country. They have no right to be there. It belongs to Jordan and they have taken it.” Weidner said Sirhan believed “The Jewish people were dominating, they had a lot of wealth, a lot of power, and he say [sic] there is no freedom in America. … He always had the attitude of resenting authority. … He could be very nervous and arrogant. … He was thinking alone … knowing his hate of the Jews … and knowing his complex of inferiority, seeing in Kennedy a man who has a big name, rich, successful life, happy—now Sirhan, you have got to do something big.”108 Weidner engaged Sirhan in many discussions about the problems of the Middle East. According to Weidner, “he hated the Jews because of their power and their material wealth, they had taken his country from his people who were now refugees. Because of Israel, he said, his family had become refugees, and he described to my wife how he himself had seen a Jewish soldier cutting the breast off an Arab woman in Jerusalem.” He told Weidner, “There is no God. Look at what God has done for the Arabs! And for the Palestinians! How can we believe in God?”109

It was Sirhan’s “touchiness,” arrogance, and feelings of inadequacy and inferiority that caused friction between the employer and employee. Weidner said he sometimes “felt that [Sirhan] had turned against the whole American way of life, and that he was an anarchist in revolt against our society. And yet he had beliefs and principles. Personal honor and his self-respect were important to him. And second only to that he esteemed patriotism. He had strong patriotic feelings for his country [Palestine]. Yes, I would say he loved his country.”110

Following a mistake in a delivery order, Weidner remonstrated with Sirhan. Sirhan insisted Weidner’s poor communication skills were to blame for the error. He fled the store in a rage but returned later to put in his two weeks’ notice. The following two weeks were fraught with conflict between the two men. Finally, on March 7, Weidner told Sirhan he had to listen to him without complaint or leave the store immediately. Sirhan refused, sat down, and demanded Weidner give him a further two weeks’ salary because he was being fired. Sirhan threatened to take his case to a labor tribunal. Weidner was forced to call the police, and when they arrived Officer R. E. Reinek questioned Sirhan about his citizenship. Sirhan exploded, insisting they had no right to question him on that subject. He showed them his immigration card and said, “I am a Palestinian.”111 Officer Reinek told Sirhan to leave the store and no further action was taken by the Pasadena Police Department. On April 24, 1968, Sirhan took Weidner to a labor board, but the board decided in Weidner’s favor.

During Sirhan’s long period of unemployment, from March until his arrest in June 1968, he busied himself by looking after the garden at 696 East Howard, cooking, making repairs around the house, and fixing small mechanical problems on his beloved De Soto car. Sirhan paid $410 for the pink and white 1958 vehicle. He raised the money through odd jobs. During this period of unemployment, on one of his visits to the Santa Anita Racetrack, he expressed hatred for Robert Kennedy. John Shear, an assistant to trainer Gordon Bowsher, was visited at his barn by a young man who called himself “Sol.” “He didn’t know anything about horses, but he said he was willing to learn and to help out in any way he could,” Shear said. One morning at the barn, shortly after Sol had been hired, a coworker was reading aloud a newspaper account of Robert Kennedy recommending the allocation of arms to Israel. “Sol just went crazy,” Shear said. “He was normally very quiet, but he just went into a rage when he heard the story.” After the assassination Shear immediately went to the security people at the track, who subsequently informed law enforcement officials.112

On Easter 1968, Adel’s boss Lou Shelby visited the Sirhans. He had known Adel for seven years, but it was the first opportunity he had had to talk to his younger brother. According to Shelby,

We had a really big argument on Middle East politics. … We switched back and forth between Arabic and English. Sirhan’s outlook was completely Arab nationalist—the Arabs were in the right and had made no mistakes. I tried to reason with him and to point out that one could be in the right but still make mistakes. But he was adamant. According to him, America was to blame for the Arabs’ misfortunes—because of the power of Zionism in this country. The only Arab leader he really admired was Nasser and he thought Nasser’s policies were right. The Arabs had to build themselves up and fight Israel, that was the only way. The only outside friend the Arabs had was Russia, but, according to Sirhan, Russia had not proved a good enough friend during last June’s fighting [the Six Days’ War].113

In April 1968 Sirhan became fascinated with the circumstances surrounding the assassination of Martin Luther King. He had been at the racetrack the day King was shot, and he remembered a horse, Pink Pigeon, was racing that day. He said an African American, who had been holding a portable radio, approached him crying and shouting, “They shot him! They shot him!” Sirhan heard someone ask, “They shot who?” And the reply was, “Brother Martin Luther King.”114 Sirhan was empathetic to the plight of African Americans and believed the only way they could attain equal rights was through violence.115

On April 5 Sirhan received his insurance check for $1,705 from the Argonaut Insurance Company. As he already had $200 saved, he thought he might purchase a Mustang car if he could win some money at the racetrack. Within a week he had lost a few hundred dollars at Hollywood Park.116 Thereafter his “investments” worsened, and he was left with only a few hundred dollars. Luck also seemed to escape Sirhan in the months leading up to the assassination of Robert Kennedy. As he fixed a bent axle on his De Soto, the jack he was using slipped and bruised his shoulder. Thinking he had mended the car correctly, he took it for a test run on the San Bernadino Freeway. But the back wheels seized up bringing the car to a halt. Sirhan was experiencing one bit of bad fortune after another. He was out of work. He had lost most of his money. And he had no luck with girls.

On May 15, 1968, according to Godfrey Jansen, Sirhan watched a CBS documentary, “The Story of Robert Kennedy,” on television. He took notice halfway through the program when the narrator told of how Kennedy had visited Palestine as a war correspondent in 1948. The narrator continued, “Living with Israeli troops, seeing war and death at close hand for the first time … seeing the Jordan River red with blood of Jews and Arabs … he wrote his dispatches and came to his decision.” The program ended there with an Israeli flag waving in the breeze. “Bob Kennedy decided his future lay in the affairs of men and nations.” The program, paid for by the Kennedy for President Committee, did not overtly say RFK supported Israel. But in Sirhan’s mind the Israeli flag said it all.
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