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John F. Kennedy’s favorite book was Melbourne by David Cecil, the biography of William Lamb, Viscount Melbourne, who was prime minister of Great Britain for seven years, from 1834 to 1841, serving as the political mentor of Queen Victoria. The book was published in 1939 and this is part of Cecil’s description of the young William Lamb:

“To be a thinker one must believe in the value of disinterested thought. William’s education had destroyed his belief in this, along with all other absolute beliefs, and in doing so removed the motive force necessary to set his creative energy working. The spark that should have kindled his fire was unlit, with the result that he never felt moved to make the effort needed to discipline his intellectual processes, to organize his sporadic reflections into a coherent system of thought. He had studied a great many subjects, but none thoroughly; his ideas were original, but they were fragmentary, scattered, unmatured. This lack of system meant further that he never overhauled his mind to set its contents in order in the light of a considered standard of value—so that the precious and the worthless jostled each other in its confused recesses; side by side with fresh and vivid thoughts lurked contradictions, commonplaces and relics of the conventional prejudices of his rank and station. Even his scepticism was not consistent; though he doubted the value of virtue, he never doubted the value of being a gentleman. Like so many aristocratic persons he was an amateur.

“His amateurishness was increased by his hedonism. For it led him to pursue his thought only in so far as the process was pleasant. He shirked intellectual drudgery. Besides, the life he lived was all too full of distracting delights. If he felt bored reading and cogitating, there was always a party for him to go to where he could be perfectly happy without having to make an effort. Such temptations were particularly hard to resist for a man brought up in the easygoing, disorderly atmosphere of Melbourne House, where no one was ever forced to be methodical or conscientious and where there was always something entertaining going on. If virtue was hard to acquire there, pleasure came all too easily.”


PRESIDENT KENNEDY


Introduction

The Emperor, Ryszard Kapuscinski’s book about the fall of Emperor Haile Selassie of Ethiopia, begins with the writer searching through Addis Ababa for the men who once were Selassie’s court. Each tells his story of life around the King of Kings, from the man who took down every spoken word, the Minister of the Pen, to the high and rich officials whose lives could be made or broken by a glance or the hint of a frown in public from the man at the center of the world they knew.

It was a marvelous portrayal of life at court, the circle around power. Reading it, though, I found myself wondering what this all looked like to Selassie. What was it like at the center? Knowing little of emperors or Ethiopia, I began to think about what it was like to be the President of the United States. Though I had written books on three Presidents and had talked and corresponded with a fourth over the years, I realized that most of what I knew, or thought I knew, was basically the testimony of the men and women of White House courts, the circles around the power of each of those Presidents.

Eventually those thoughts focused on John F. Kennedy, the 35th President. I thought there were enough witnesses and enough records to try to reconstruct his world from his perspective. I was interested in what he knew and when he knew it and what he actually did—sometimes day by day, sometimes hour by hour, sometimes minute by minute. The timing was right, it seemed to me. Kennedy came to power at the end of an old era or the beginning of a new, which was important because his words and actions were recorded in new ways. The pulse of communication speeded up in his time. At the beginning, his presidency was recorded by stenographers and typists; secretaries listened in and took notes during telephone calls. There were things we never see anymore: carbon paper, stencils, mimeographs, vacuum tubes and flashbulbs. Three years later, there were transistors, television sets in almost every home and tape recorders and Xerox machines in offices. Because of jet airliners, Americans suddenly lived only six hours from Europe.

The timing also seemed right to me because of the availability of new information and insight. The end of the Cold War resulted in new sources of documents and interviews, particularly in Moscow. A central reality of Kennedy’s presidency was being the first modern Commander-in-Chief who came to office facing the possibility that a potential enemy had the military power to destroy the United States; the size of the Atlantic and the Pacific could not stop nuclear missiles launched from the Soviet Union. The Freedom of Information Act has opened new windows to the extraordinary events of those years—in Moscow and Washington, in Berlin, Birmingham, and Havana. Although far too much information is still hidden by government classification procedures and the defensiveness of the Kennedy family, it is now possible to separate fact from imagery in relations between Kennedy and the other significant men of power in the early 1960s, including former President Eisenhower, Premier Khrushchev, Charles de Gaulle, Harold Macmillan, Fidel Castro, Ngo Dinh Diem, Martin Luther King, Jr., and the President’s own men, particularly Robert Kennedy and Robert McNamara.

Looking back, it seemed to me that the most important thing about Kennedy was not a great political decision, though he made some, but his own political ambition. He did not wait his turn. He directly challenged the institution he wanted to control, the political system. After him, no one else wanted to wait either, and few institutions were rigid enough or flexible enough to survive impatient ambition-driven challenges. He believed (and proved) that the only qualification for the most powerful job in the world was wanting it. His power did not come from the top down nor from the bottom up. It was an ax driven by his own ambition into the middle of the system, biting to the center he wanted for himself. When he was asked early in 1960 why he thought he should be President, he answered: “I look around me at the others in the race, and I say to myself, well, if they think they can do it why not me? ‘Why not me?’ That’s the answer. And I think it’s enough.”

Kennedy’s public persona was generational. He was the first of the men who did the fighting during World War II to become Commander-in-Chief. When Lieutenant (junior grade) John Kennedy, U.S. Navy, came back a hero, he moved first into a position prepared for him by a rich father whose own ambitions had evolved into plans for his children. The son was elected commander of a new Veterans of Foreign Wars post, named for his brother, a pilot killed in action over Europe: the Joseph P. Kennedy, Jr., Post of Boston. A year later he was a candidate for Congress with streetcar posters that read: “The New Generation Offers a Leader.” By the end of the 1950s, the young veterans, the junior officers and enlisted men, 16 million of them, were in their thirties and forties. And they were frustrated. They had been expected to come back from their conquering roles, accept the cheers, and then act their age. Wait their turn.

Of all of them, it was Jack Kennedy who moved most boldly. The great shared experience of his generation was a major factor in neutralizing the fact that he was only the second Roman Catholic to run for President, and the first, New York Governor Al Smith, had been crushed in 1928. But the war had changed and was still changing America, a country almost one-third Catholic by then. One Nation Indivisible was an idea the United States needed to win: We’re-all-in-this-together was made visual in patriotic World War II movies showing tough Irish and Italian kids from Brooklyn fighting alongside all-American towheads from Iowa. Last names were not such a big deal anymore to the young men coming home, and there could be no better answer to innuendo that Catholicism was somehow un-American than the one Kennedy used: “No one asked me my religion in the South Pacific.”

Kennedy decided to run for President after the 1956 Democratic National Convention. Adlai Stevenson, the party’s nominee, had thrown open the race for Vice President, and Kennedy, a thirty-nine-year-old second-term senator, could not resist going for it. He came close, finally losing the balloting to Senator Estes Kefauver. “I know now that you don’t get far in public life until you become the total politician,” he said after twenty-four thrilling hours of competing for delegate votes. “That means you’ve got to deal, not just with voters, but with the party leaders, too. From now on I’m going to be the total politician.”

Three weeks after the convention, Dr. Janet Travell, who had been treating his back problems with massive injections of novocaine for the past five years, asked him: “You weren’t really disappointed when you lost the nomination, were you?”

“Yes, I was,” he answered. “But I learned that it should be as easy to get the nomination for President as it was for Vice President. Until then, I thought I would have to work first toward the vice presidency.”

There was, he realized, no certain reward for such things as patience and loyal service, so he began the transformation to total politician by going to twenty-six states to campaign for the Stevenson-Kefauver ticket—and for himself. He courted the old pols and sought out young veterans of World War II, setting up a political network that responded to him above party. When Stevenson was defeated by President Eisenhower, Kennedy told an old friend, Charles Bartlett, the Washington correspondent of the Chattanooga Times: “Now, this is the time for me.”

“You have plenty of time. Why not wait?” said Bartlett.

“No, they will forget me. Others will come along.”

Kennedy stayed on the road, organizing friends from school and the war, using seed money from his father, Joseph P. Kennedy, who was worth $200 million or so. Getting national press attention was an essential part of the strategy, and the way to do that was to win a few primaries. He was not as interested in trying to collect bunches of delegates controlled by state political leaders as he was in appearing to be the inevitable nominee, impressing newspaper and magazine reporters and editors that he was the choice of Democrats outside Washington.

“Come out with me,” he said in late 1959, to Bartlett. “You’ll be surprised at the reaction I’m getting.”

After only three 1960 primary victories, in New Hampshire, Wisconsin, and West Virginia, over only one campaigning opponent, Minnesota Senator Hubert Humphrey, Kennedy had the nomination won. He needed only a Southern running mate not totally offensive to the North, and the blessing of Adlai Stevenson. But Stevenson would not bend to him, still hoping for another run in 1960. “A bitter old man with a little thing,” Kennedy said of him in private, describing what his party’s most dignified leader looked like coming out of a shower. Stevenson returned the feeling, though his language was more polite: “That young man! He never says ‘please’ and he never says, ‘I’m sorry.’”

Actually Kennedy understood manners and all the rules of appropriate behavior. But he did not necessarily believe they applied to him. His entreaties to Stevenson for support were polite and respectful. Up to a point. A few days before the 1960 convention, he asked Stevenson again. “No, I can’t do that,” Stevenson answered once more. Kennedy said, “Look, I have the votes for the nomination. If you don’t give me your support, I’ll have to shit all over you. I don’t want to do that but I can, and I will if I have to.”

For his running mate, he chose the one man who could do the most for him in November, Lyndon Johnson of Texas, the Majority Leader of the Senate. Many of his supporters were shocked and his campaign manager, Robert Kennedy, was enraged. So the total politician sowed confusion, putting out inside stories that he had never really wanted Johnson, or that he had thought Johnson would not accept an offer, or that the invitation had been meant as nothing but courteous ritual—whatever version they wanted to believe.

His Republican opponent, Vice President Richard Nixon, was only forty-seven years old himself, but he was an old man’s idea of a young man, eager to please his elders. Former Lieutenant (senior grade) Nixon’s Navy photo showed him standing stiff and unsmiling in full dress blues. Kennedy’s campaign photo showed him at the wheel of PT-109, the little patrol boat he commanded in the South Pacific. He was bare-chested and grinning, wearing a fatigue cap and sunglasses.

Something else worked for Kennedy, something new: the growing penetration of television into the life of the nation. It was a studio medium then, with bulky equipment and hot lights and heavy stage makeup. In a Chicago studio, Kennedy and Nixon debated on September 26, 1960. Whatever the words spoken that night, Kennedy seemed cooler, healthier, and wittier than Nixon. He looked as presidential as the man who had been Vice President for the past eight years.

There were only three themes in Kennedy’s general election campaign, as it was analyzed by Walter Lippmann, the most cerebral of the country’s syndicated columnists: “The military power of the United States is falling behind that of the Soviet Union: we are on the wrong end of a missile gap. The American economy is stagnating: we are falling behind the Soviet Union and behind the leading industrial nations of Western Europe in our rate of growth. The United States is failing to modernize itself: the public services, education, health, rebuilding of the cities, transportation, and the like, are not keeping up with a rapidly growing urbanized population.”

In hundreds of interviews with the men and women who were around John Kennedy, the story that I tend to remember first was told by Abram Chayes, a Harvard Law School professor who became counsel to the Department of State. He was waiting for the candidate at Washington National Airport one hot August afternoon in 1960, on board the Caroline, a twin-engined Convair that was the campaign plane. The two-year-old daughter for whom the plane was named was there along with a half dozen other small children, two pregnant women—Jacqueline Kennedy and Jean Kennedy Smith—and another professor, Walt Rostow, an economist from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology.

Kennedy arrived two hours late for the short flight to a weekend at Hyannis Port. The pilot cranked the propellers into action as soon as he saw Kennedy walk into the airport’s private North Terminal. Inside the plane, the passengers watched him at the pay telephones, making one more call, then another and another.

Finally, he came up the stairway to the plane, kissing his wife and sister then strapping them into the plane’s two beds, buckling the children into their seats with a flash of conversation for each, leaving lighted little faces in his busy wake. He did the same with the men, focusing on each for a moment. Then, surrounded by smiles and happy chatter, he settled in his seat, a large swivel chair in the center. The stewardess came back with a bowl of his favorite fish chowder, someone handed him the afternoon newspapers, and his barber began to cut his hair as the professors reported to him on their specialties and the issues of the day.

It was almost as if those around him were figures in tableaux, who came alive only when John Kennedy was in place at the center. He was an artist who painted with other people’s lives. He squeezed people like tubes of paint, gently or brutally, and the people around him—family, writers, drivers, ladies-in-waiting—were the indentured inhabitants serving his needs and desires.

On November 8, 1960, Kennedy received 34,226,731 votes to 34,108,157 for Nixon, winning an Electoral College majority of 303 to 219. Over the next three years, he often stuck a slip of paper into his pocket to remind himself of that tiny popular vote margin: 118,574 votes.

This book is a narrative of what President John F. Kennedy did at crucial points of his three years in power. What I searched for was what he knew or heard, said or read. In this account all of what he says, and is said to him, is taken from recordings, documents, journals, notes, and interviews. In the instances where someone’s thoughts are mentioned, it is because they told me what they had been thinking, or they told someone else at the time, or they recorded their thinking in journals or memoranda. In some cases, usually in tape-recorded meetings and telephone conversations, I have edited out “uhs,” repetitions, and confusing errors of grammar.

The two essential Kennedy books, A Thousand Days by Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., and Kennedy by Theodore Sorensen, were written within two years of the President’s assassination. Both of those eyewitness books see his presidency as a tale of personal growth, with Kennedy making early mistakes, learning from them to gain a sure control of the power of his position, and then to go on to later triumphs. The Kennedy I found certainly did not know what he was doing at the beginning, and in some ways never changed at all, particularly in a certain love for chaos, the kind that kept other men off-balance.

The man at the center was a gifted professional politician reacting to events he often neither foresaw nor understood, handling some well, others badly, but always ready with plausible explanations. He was intelligent, detached, curious, candid if not always honest, and he was careless and dangerously disorganized. He was also very impatient, addicted to excitement, living his life as if it were a race against boredom. He was a man of soaring charm who believed that one-on-one he would always prevail—a notion that betrayed him when he first confronted the premier of the Soviet Union.

Kennedy was decisive, though he never made a decision until he had to, and then invariably he chose the most moderate of available options. His most consistent mistake in governing, as opposed to politics, was thinking that power could be hoarded for use at the right moment—but moments and conditions defied reason. He had little ideology beyond anti-Communism and faith in active, pragmatic government. And he had less emotion. What he had was an attitude, a way of taking on the world, substituting intelligence for ideas or idealism, questions for answers. What convictions he did have, on nuclear proliferation or civil rights or the use of military power, he was often willing to suspend, particularly if that avoided confrontation with Congress or the risk of being called soft. If some would call that cynicism, he would see it as irony. “Life is unfair,” he said, in the way the French said, C’est la vie. Irony was as close as he came to a view of life: things are never what they seem.

“No one ever knew John Kennedy, not all of him,” said Charlie Bartlett.

That was obviously the way Kennedy wanted it. All his relationships were bilateral. He was a compartmentalized man with much to hide, comfortable with secrets and lies. He needed them because that was part of the stimulation: things were rarely what they seemed. He called people when he wanted them, for what he wanted then. His children came at the clap of his hands and were swooped up and taken away at a nod to a nanny. After his election, he said his White House organization would look like a wheel with many spokes and himself at what he called “the vital center.”

“It was instinctive at first,” he said. “I had different identities, and this was a useful way of expressing each without compromising the others.”

There was an astonishing density of event during the Kennedy years. In October of 1962, the President was still grappling with the riots that began with the admission of the first Negro to the University of Mississippi when he was shown the aerial photographs that proved the Soviets were putting nuclear missiles into Cuba. In one forty-eight-hour period in June 1963, he gave the speech of his life trying to break the world’s nuclear siege, America was changed by a church bombing in Alabama, and the world was changed by a monk burning himself to death on a street in Saigon. On an August day when more than two hundred thousand Americans were marching for civil rights in Washington, Kennedy was giving the orders that led to the assassination of an annoying ally, the president of South Vietnam.

John F. Kennedy was one of only forty-two men who truly knew what it is like to be President. He was not prepared for it, but I doubt that anyone ever was or will be. The job is sui generis. The presidency is an act of faith.

On the morning after the new President’s first night in the White House, Charlie Bartlett asked him if he had slept in Abraham Lincoln’s bed, and Kennedy answered that he had: “I jumped in and just hung on!” He was still hanging on three years later.


Chapter 1

JANUARY 19, 1961

In the weeks between his election and inauguration as the thirty-fifth President of the United States, John F. Kennedy spent as much time as he could relaxing in the sun at his father’s house in Palm Beach, Florida. On the first Saturday night of December, at a casual dinner in the big kitchen with a few friends and members of his campaign staff, someone asked him whether he was nervous about his first meeting with President Dwight Eisenhower, the next Tuesday. Kennedy jumped up laughing. “Good morning, Mr. K-e-e-nnedy,” he said, imitating Eisenhower, who sometimes mispronounced his name. Then he swept an imaginary hat from his head, bowed, and said: “Good morning, Mr. Eeeee-senhower.”

Three days later, the forty-three-year-old President-elect, the youngest ever elected, was driven to the North Portico entrance of the White House to meet the seventy-one-year-old President, the oldest man ever elected. Kennedy opened the door of his limousine before it had even stopped and bounded up the six stairs alone, carrying his hat. He caught Eisenhower by surprise. The President, attended by a covey of aides, whipped off his own hat and started to reach out his hand, but Kennedy beat him to the handshake, too. “Good morning, Mr. President,” he said.

“Senator,” Eisenhower replied. The Marine Band struck up “The Stars and Stripes Forever.”

•   •   •



It was the first formal encounter between two men of surpassing charm from different generations. The cameras clicking furiously were focused on the two most famous smiles in the land. The general who had commanded all of the Allied troops in Europe during World War II was born in the nineteenth century. At Kennedy’s age, he was a major in the Army. His famous grin and calm public manner had convinced many of his countrymen that he was a nice guy and a lousy politician. Those who knew him well thought the opposite. Kennedy lived along a line where charm became power. Men and women fell in love with him. And politics, the career he had chosen, was a business that magnified charm and institutionalized seduction.

Kennedy and Eisenhower had a certain contempt for each other. Kennedy’s campaign attacks had been muted and indirect because of Ike’s popularity, but Eisenhower still took them personally. Privately, Kennedy called Ike “that old asshole,” the wisecracking Navy officer mocking the commander. Eisenhower, using words of his generation, had called Kennedy “that young whippersnapper” or “Little Boy Blue.”

The two men had met for the first time fifteen years earlier in Potsdam, Germany, at the end of World War II, but General Eisenhower did not remember being approached by an ex-lieutenant, junior grade, who was working as a special correspondent for the Hearst newspapers. And Senator Kennedy’s status in Washington before the 1960 election might be measured by the fact that he had never met with the President in eight years in the Senate.

Their meeting on December 6 was officially unofficial. No notes were taken and no aides sat in. The senator looked at the President’s bare desk as they sat down and asked him where he put his papers. Halfway through the question, he realized there were no papers. Eisenhower did not work that way. He did not like details and he preferred talking to reading.

They talked for more than an hour, mostly about national security and foreign affairs. Eisenhower realized quickly what was on Kennedy’s mind and he didn’t much like it. His questions were about the structure of decision making on national security and defense. It was clear to Ike that Kennedy thought his structure was too bureaucratic and slow—with too many debates and decisions outside the President’s reach and control. Eisenhower thought Kennedy was naive, but he was not about to say that, and so he began a long explanation of how and why he had built up what amounted to a military staff apparatus to collect and feed information methodically to the Commander-in-Chief and then coordinate and implement his decisions.

“No easy matters will ever come to you as President. If they are easy, they will be settled at a lower level,” Eisenhower told him. It was not an idea that appealed to Kennedy. He wanted to see it all.

“I did urge him to avoid any reorganization until he himself could become well acquainted with the problem,” Eisenhower dictated to his secretary later. But clearly Kennedy was not interested in organization charts, or in organization itself, for that matter. Ike’s bent toward order was exactly the kind of passive thinking he wanted to sweep away. He had no use for process, with its notemaking, minute taking, little boxes on charts showing the Planning Board and the Operations Coordinating Board. He did not think of himself as being on top of a chart; rather, he wanted to be in the center, the center of all the action.

The other matter the President wanted to discuss was “burden-sharing.” Alone and in a shorter session with Cabinet members that followed, Eisenhower told his successor that it was time to start bringing the troops home from Europe. “America is carrying far more than her share of free world defense,” he said. It was time for the other nations of NATO (the North Atlantic Treaty Organization) to take on more of the costs of their own defense. Their economies were more productive than ever in their histories and the costs of American deployment were creating a trade imbalance, draining gold from the United States Treasury. Americans, in uniform and out, were spending and buying more overseas than foreigners were spending here. Kennedy nodded. Eisenhower sounded just like his father, who had always drummed into him that nations are only as strong as their currencies.

At the end of the day, the two men had impressed each other in a grudging sort of way without really agreeing on much. Kennedy was surprised to find Eisenhower so knowledgeable, but that confirmed his conviction that Eisenhower’s problem was that he had not understood the real powers of the office. Ike, too, found Kennedy surprisingly well informed about many things, but being President was not one of them.

Kennedy told his brother Robert, who had waited in the limousine, that he knew now how Ike had become President; there was a surprising force to the man. Eisenhower wrote almost the same words about Kennedy in his diary that night, though he worried that he did not begin to understand the complexity of the job. It seemed to him that Kennedy thought the presidency was about getting the right people in a few jobs here and there.

He got it. Kennedy believed that problem solving meant getting the right man into the right place at the right time. If things went wrong, you put in someone else. His man for the transition from candidate to President was his personal lawyer, Clark Clifford, who had served on President Truman’s staff. In August, three months before the election, Kennedy had said to him, “I don’t want to wake up on November 9 and have to ask myself ‘What in the world do I do now?’”

But he did wake up as President-elect asking that question, surrounded by transition memos—literally surrounded, because he liked to work in bed—from Clifford, from college professors, from national security intellectuals and high-minded social reformers, from management consultants. Most of it was a waste of time: lists of three hundred appointments that could be delayed until after the inauguration were not worth much to a politician whose first priority was to begin a new campaign to win over some of the 34 million people who voted against him.

Kennedy had celebrated victory in his house at Hyannis Port with a joke about his wife and Toni Bradlee, the wife of a friend, Ben Bradlee, the Washington bureau chief of Newsweek magazine. Both women were pregnant. “Okay, girls, you can take out the pillows now. We won!” But he looked tired and subdued when he met with four hundred reporters in a National Guard Armory near Hyannis Port. “The New Frontier” the candidate had proclaimed during the campaign was approached rather timidly that morning. He announced that his first telephone calls as President-elect had been to the crustiest dons of Washington’s old frontiers: J. Edgar Hoover, director of the FBI, and Allen Dulles, director of the CIA. He had asked them both to stay on.

Then he had to lie. When a reporter asked about rumors that he had Addison’s disease, an adrenal gland failure often considered terminal, Kennedy replied without hesitation, “I never had Addison’s disease. In regard to my health, it was fully explained in a press statement in the middle of July, and my health is excellent.” The campaign statement was not true. Kennedy had received the last rites of the Catholic Church at least four times as an adult. He was something of a medical marvel, kept alive by complicated daily combinations of pills and injections.

The necessity to project an image of tirelessness during the campaign was a tremendous physical strain on Kennedy—and a personal triumph. But he was a wreck when it was over. Sometimes he was barely coherent in the month after the election. He spent most of November and December at the Palm Beach house his father had bought for $100,000 in 1933. There, and later at his house on N Street in Georgetown, he began to put together a government, beginning with Clifford’s simple memos, which read like high school texts and were basically lists from McKinsey and Company, the management consultants who had done an almost identical transition study for Eisenhower in 1952. “The occupants of 71 to 74 positions in the Executive Branch and agencies will vitally influence the President-elect’s power to govern,” one began. “The most important posts are State, Treasury, Defense, Justice, and the UN.”

Kennedy interviewed strangers for hours every day—falling asleep during an interview with a candidate for Secretary of Agriculture—trying to decide whether to give them some of the most powerful jobs in the world. “We can learn our jobs together,” he told one, Robert McNamara, who was president of the Ford Motor Company, when McNamara told him he didn’t know anything about government. “I don’t know how to be president, either.”

He had read about McNamara, who was a Republican, in Time magazine on December 2 and met him six days later. McNamara asked the first question: “Did you really write Profiles in Courage yourself?” Kennedy insisted he did and then offered McNamara his choice of two of the most important Cabinet seats, Treasury or Defense. McNamara came back a week later saying he preferred Defense, then handed Kennedy a letter detailing his conditions, which included the right of final approval of all appointments in his department.

Kennedy glanced at the paper, then handed it to Robert Kennedy, sitting beside him on the loveseat. “Looks okay,” his brother said.

“It’s a deal,” said John Kennedy. He repeated what he had said at their other meeting: “We’ll learn together.”

“Jesus Christ, this one wants that, that one wants this,” he grumbled as he shuffled notes on the way to play golf in Palm Beach. “Goddamn it, you can’t satisfy any of these people. I don’t know what I’m going to do about it all.”

His father, Joseph P. Kennedy, who was sitting in the front seat, turned around and said: “Jack, if you don’t want the job, you don’t have to take it. They’re still counting votes up in Cook County.”

By the second week in December, with newspapers needling him about the slow pace of announcements, Kennedy’s Georgetown living room looked like a doctor’s office, with men shuttling in and out every twenty minutes or so, while reporters and cameras waited outside in the cold.

He met his Secretary of State, Dean Rusk, who was the president of the Rockefeller Foundation, for the first time on the same day he met McNamara. One of Rusk’s qualifications was that he was not Adlai Stevenson. “Aren’t you going to choose Stevenson?” Rusk had asked him when Kennedy called. “No,” Kennedy replied. “Adlai might forget who’s the President and who’s the Secretary of State.”

He also passed over David K. E. Bruce, a former Ambassador to France and West Germany, because he thought that at sixty-two he was too old. The man he really wanted was Senator William Fulbright of Arkansas, the chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee. “It would be nice to have someone in the Cabinet I actually knew,” he told Robert Kennedy when Fulbright’s name was on the table, or the love-seat. But his brother thought the senator from Arkansas would be unacceptable to black African leaders (and perhaps to American Negroes) because he had signed the Southern Manifesto, an anti-civil rights declaration, in 1957.

When he came down to Washington for his interview, Rusk didn’t know that by process of elimination the big job was almost his already. He was surprised when Kennedy called him the next day with the offer.

“Wait a minute . . . ,” Rusk said. He began telling Kennedy the amount of his mortgage payments and that he had only a few thousand dollars in the bank, saying he could not afford to take a cut from his $60,000 Rockefeller Foundation salary to the $25,000 paid Cabinet members. Kennedy was taken aback. “All right,” he replied. “I’m going to Palm Beach tomorrow. You come down.” There were a couple of calls to Rockefeller brothers, beginning with Nelson Rockefeller, the governor of New York, and by the time Rusk arrived in Florida, the Rockefeller Foundation had provided a financial package to supplement Rusk’s government salary. When Rusk got to the Kennedy mansion, the Washington Post, lying at Kennedy’s feet, had a headline saying he would be Secretary of State. It had been leaked by Kennedy himself to Philip Graham, the paper’s publisher.

As Rusk sat there, Kennedy picked up a telephone and called Stevenson to ask him to be Ambassador to the United Nations. Rusk listened, dazzled, as Kennedy worked on Stevenson—flattering, stroking, prodding. As Kennedy described the job, Rusk thought there would be nothing left for him and the President to do. Finally, Stevenson said yes, he would serve under Rusk.

Kennedy chose Walter Heller of the University of Minnesota as chairman of the Council of Economic Advisers mostly because he was not from Harvard or Yale. There were too many Ivy Leaguers around him already. Heller had met Kennedy in October before he spoke to a Minneapolis rally. The candidate was running an hour late and was changing his shirt when Senator Hubert Humphrey brought Heller in.

“You’re an economist?” Kennedy asked. “Tell me, do you really think we can make this 5 percent growth rate in the platform?”

“It’ll be pretty tough,” said Heller, meaning it would take massive government stimulus. Kennedy asked three more questions: Is accelerated depreciation an effective way to increase investment? Why has the German economy grown so fast in the face of high interest rates? Can a tax cut be an effective stimulus? Heller had never seen anything like it. As soon as Kennedy began talking, the other dozen men in the room stopped, falling away, but still straining to hear what he was saying to the outsider.

The next time Heller saw Kennedy was in December, in the Georgetown living room. Kennedy nodded toward the dining room where C. Douglas Dillon, Eisenhower’s Undersecretary of State, was on the telephone. “I’ve asked him to be Secretary of the Treasury,” Kennedy told Heller. Dillon was calling to get Ike’s permission to join the enemy. Eisenhower tried to discourage him, telling him he was being used by liberals who would inevitably undermine sound money principles.

“I think Dillon will accept and I need you as a counterweight,” the President-elect told Heller. “He has conservative leanings, and I know your leanings are liberal.” Kennedy had that 5 percent growth he had promised on his mind, his promise to “Get the country moving again!” Heller’s mission was to figure out how to make it happen. Dillon’s mission would be to make sure Heller did not go too far and take Kennedy with him.

As he was leaving, Heller asked: “What about a tax cut?” Kennedy said he was not against it, but that he could not do it just after calling on Americans to sacrifice.

What he told Dillon a moment later was that he needed the confidence of the financial community, and Dillon as former chairman of Dillon, Read Company was a member of the highest standing. “I’ll put up Walter Heller because I have to for political reasons,” Kennedy told him. “But I will do nothing without your recommendation. I will always refer to you as my chief financial adviser.”

“How can you do this?” asked Kennedy’s next visitor, Democratic Senator Albert Gore, Sr., of Tennessee. Not only was Dillon a Republican, he had given $30,000 to Richard Nixon’s campaign. “If you want someone rich from Wall Street, pick Averell Harriman.”

“Too old,” said Kennedy.

Besides, he was trying to put together a bipartisan government, with Republicans as his shields on defense and economics. “Sound” was the image he wanted to project.

“Don’t worry about this,” he told Gore. Kennedy said he was going to appoint a liberal Harvard professor, Stanley Surrey, to be the assistant secretary in charge of tax policy.

“That’s not going to work,” said Gore, who had sat next to Kennedy in the Senate. “You’re going to be busy with a million things. Don’t you know that? Dillon will make the policy. Nobody’s going to listen to some assistant secretary.”

“Albert,” Kennedy said, “I got less than 50 percent of the vote. The first requirement of the Treasury job is acceptability to the financial community.”

Finally, he chose Minnesota Governor Orville Freeman for Secretary of Agriculture after a thirty-second, one-question interview in the downstairs bathroom of the Georgetown house. The question was: Would he accept an undersecretary from the South? Freeman said, “Yes.” Kennedy said, “All right, let’s go out,” and they walked out to the street for the announcement.

Working down a list of the most important sub-Cabinet jobs with Dean Rusk by his side, Kennedy called Paul Nitze, one of the brightest but least personable of the Wall Street lawyers who had become the intellectual scouts of the Cold War.

“Paul, I have a friend of yours sitting next to me, and he has agreed to become my Secretary of State. He would like you to be his Undersecretary for Economic Affairs. ... I would like you to become either my National Security Adviser or Deputy Secretary of Defense.”

“How long do I have to make up my mind?” Nitze asked.

“Thirty seconds.”

“I choose Deputy Secretary of Defense.”

“Fine, thank you, Paul.”

But McNamara held Kennedy to their deal, and vetoed Nitze. Then McNamara called Nitze again and asked whether he would step down a level, to an Assistant Secretary of Defense. Stung, Nitze called the private Palm Beach number Kennedy had given him. A woman answered and came back in a minute to say: “Mr. Kennedy doesn’t wish to speak with you.”

The next day, Kennedy let The New York Times know “on background”—meaning the paper could use the information but not his name—that Franklin D. Roosevelt, Jr., would be appointed Secretary of the Navy. The leak was intended for an audience of one. But McNamara, who was the one-man audience, was too new at the game to get the message. He wondered how the Times had got it so wrong. He did not know FDR, Jr. He had no intention of naming him to anything.

“Bob?” The call came a few days later. “Jack Kennedy. I was wondering if you saw that story in the Times about Frank Roosevelt? Have you talked to him?”

“No.”

“Do you know how I won the West Virginia primary? What he did for me there?” Kennedy had thought he might lose in West Virginia, and probably be knocked out of the race, until Franklin Roosevelt’s son had come down to campaign for him. It was as if the son of God had come to give the Protestants permission to vote for this Catholic.

“I understand,” McNamara said. “But I hear he’s a drunk and a womanizer.”

“Maybe,” Kennedy said, “you could just talk to him.”

McNamara telephoned Roosevelt in New York and flew up for lunch. He was barely back in his Washington hotel room when the telephone rang. “How did it go?” asked Kennedy.

“Good. Fine,” McNamara said. “But I can’t appoint him.”

“Why not?”

“He’s a drunk and a womanizer.”

Kennedy sighed. “I guess I’ll have to take care of him some other way,” he said.

On December 15, Kennedy told Robert Kennedy to come to Georgetown for breakfast. They had discussed a Cabinet job, perhaps Attorney General, or maybe a place in the sub-Cabinet, in the Defense Department with McNamara, but Robert had decided to go back to Massachusetts, perhaps to run for governor. “No,” John Kennedy said at breakfast. “You will be Attorney General.

“I need you ... I believe McNamara will make a great contribution, but I don’t know him,” he went on. “Dean Rusk ... the truth of the matter is I’ve had no contact with him. I need someone I know to talk to in this government.” It was true, though John Kennedy hadn’t wanted his brother in the Cabinet until his father had insisted: “I want Bobby there. It’s the only thing I’m asking for and I want it.”

“So, that’s it, General,” he said, standing up. “Let’s go.” They went out onto the N Street stoop.

“Nine strangers and a brother for a Cabinet,” said Fred Dutton, one of Kennedy’s talent scouts.

On January 19, 1961, the eve of the inauguration, Kennedy and Eisenhower met for a second time. They were alone for forty-five minutes, and Ike talked about being President. He began with the black vinyl satchel, “the Football,” which contained nuclear options, commands, and codes, officially called “Presidential Emergency Action Documents.” It was carried by military officers who handed it off to each other in eight-hour shifts, like quarterbacks and halfbacks. The President carried a laminated plastic card in his wallet to identify himself to electronic systems and begin choosing among deadly options outlined in the thirty thick looseleaf pages in the Football. In a couple of minutes, he could activate the command links to junior officers in the squadrons of bombers always in the air and on alert, to the missile silos under the Great Plains and in European fields, to the submarines under the Atlantic and Pacific. Then, those lieutenants could turn the keys and push the buttons to blow up the world, or the part of the world marked in red on National Security Council maps: the Soviet Union and China and their Communist allies.

“Watch this,” Eisenhower said, picking up a telephone and ordering: “Opal Drill Three!” They were standing by the French doors behind the President’s desk. Three minutes later a Marine helicopter settled on the lawn behind the Oval Office. Kennedy loved it.

“I’ve shown my friend here how to get out in a hurry,” the President said as they walked into the Cabinet Room for an official working session with the old and new secretaries of State, Defense, and Treasury. Eisenhower and Kennedy sat side by side at the head of the table. Secretary of State Christian Herter sat next to Rusk on one side, and Secretary of Defense Thomas Gates was next to McNamara on the other. Next to them, Secretary of the Treasury Robert Anderson sat with Dillon. On the other side, Eisenhower’s transition chief, General Wilton Persons, sat with Clark Clifford.

The agenda was as formal as the arrangement of the chairs. Kennedy had requested discussion in four categories: “(1.) Trouble Spots—Berlin, Far East (Communist China and Formosa), Cuba; (2.) The National Security Set-up—including how the Pentagon is working; (3.) Organization of the White House; (4.) President’s Confidential Comments regarding Macmillan, De Gaulle, Adenauer.”

Eisenhower’s talking paper on Cuba had been written by Robert Hurwitch, the State Department’s Cuba desk officer, who had also prepared Kennedy’s paper. Following instructions from his once and future bosses, Hurwitch handed a one-page memo to Eisenhower and a two-page version to Kennedy.

As Eisenhower began to speak, Kennedy interrupted. He was looking over at Persons, who was writing furiously. “Mr. President,” he said, “I did not understand that notes were to be taken at this meeting.”

Eisenhower cocked his head toward Persons, who remarked, “Everything a President says is recorded. This is historical record.”

Kennedy glanced at Clifford, who pulled a pencil from his pocket and began taking notes on the back of his copy of the meeting agenda, continuing on the back of press statements prepared before the session began.

“Thailand is a valuable ally,” Clifford wrote as Eisenhower began, “because Communist-dominated Laos would expose T’s borders. Military training under French is poor. Would be a good idea to get U.S. military instructors in there. [Thailand] . . . Morale not good in Democratic forces, Ike says Communist forces always appear to have better morale—Commie philosophy inspires them to be dedicated. If a political settlement cannot be arranged then we must intervene. (Herter).”

“If Laos should fall to the Communists,” Eisenhower said, glancing at his papers, “then it would be a question of time until South Vietnam, Cambodia, Thailand and Burma would collapse. The United States would accept this task with our allies, if we could persuade them, and alone if we could not, our unilateral intervention would be our last desperate hope.

“This is one of the problems I’m leaving you that I’m not happy about,” he said, looking directly at Kennedy. “We may have to fight.”

“How long would it take to put a division into Laos?” Kennedy asked.

Eisenhower looked to Gates. “Twelve to seventeen days,” answered the Defense Secretary. That was from the United States, but there were U.S. troops that could be moved in more quickly from bases in Japan and Okinawa or the Philippines.

“This is the cork in the bottle of the Far East,” Eisenhower said; “if Laos is lost to the free world, in the long run we will lose all of Southeast Asia. . . . You are going to have to put troops in Laos. With other nations if possible—but alone if necessary.”

“If the situation was so critical,” Kennedy asked, “why didn’t you decide to do something?”

“I would have, but I did not feel I could commit troops with a new administration coming to power.”

Kennedy asked the President whether he would prefer a coalition government including Communists in Laos or military intervention by SEATO (the South-East Asia Treaty Organization), which had been put together by the United States as a Pacific mutual defense alliance in the manner of NATO. Eisenhower and Herter double-teamed him. Eisenhower said coalitions never worked; the Communists always ended up in control. Herter added that SEATO would not work either. Thailand, the Philippines, and Pakistan might be willing to join with U.S. troops in Laos, but the British and the French, who were also SEATO members, had already made it clear that they would quit that alliance before sending troops to Asia.

“What do you recommend as the next step to be taken?” Kennedy asked.

The most desirable solution, Herter said, would be a coalition government without Communists, but he did not think that was possible. “The government’s armed forces—our side—has [sic] been unwilling to fight, despite our logistical support. . . . The Thais, the Philippines, the Pakistanis, who are counting on SEATO for their own self-defense against Communist aggression, are concerned that SEATO is a paper tiger ... I can’t see any alternative for us but to honor our obligation.”

Eisenhower then said he was sure the Thais, the Filipinos, and the Pakistanis would join in the fight. But he doubted anyone else would.

“What about China?” Kennedy asked. The President said he thought the Chinese would be cautious about the possibility of provoking a major war. Kennedy had the uncomfortable impression that Ike was enjoying this.

“It’s a high-stakes poker game,” Eisenhower said. “There’s no easy solution.”

McNamara asked only one question. He wanted an appraisal of the United States’ limited war requirements versus limited war capabilities.

Eisenhower and Gates handed him a National Security Council study that had been completed two weeks earlier. It listed five places the United States might be drawn into war at some level: Laos, Korea, Formosa, Iran, and Berlin.

“We can handle one limited war, a Korean war situation,” Gates said. “But not two. And any number of small wars. Small wars are no problem.”

Eisenhower looked dubious. He said he did not like the phrase “limited war.” “In other words,” he said, “when do you go after the head of the snake instead of the tail?”

In answer to a list of questions from Rusk about “trouble spots,” Herter began with Berlin. He said more and more refugees were fleeing from East Germany to West Berlin every day, and sooner or later the Communists had to do something to stop that.

When Herter went back to Laos, Eisenhower interrupted to offer his opinion about the country next door, South Vietnam. There was no similar danger there, but there was always a possibility of a coup overthrowing the country’s anti-Communist leader, Ngo Dinh Diem.

“Should we support guerrilla operations in Cuba?” Kennedy asked.

“To the utmost,” said Eisenhower.

The President-elect had been briefed twice by the CIA on the training of anti-Castro guerrillas in Guatemala. He had the impression that the operations would involve infiltration of small sabotage teams. Eisenhower said there were no final plans.

“We cannot let the present government there go on,” Eisenhower said. Treasury Secretary Robert Anderson offered his own perspective: “Large amounts of United States capital now planned for investment in Latin America are waiting to see whether or not we can cope with the Cuban situation.”

Kennedy asked about atomic weapons in other countries.

“Israel and India,” Herter replied. The Israelis had a nuclear reactor capable of producing ninety kilograms of weapons-quality plutonium by 1963. He advised Kennedy to demand inspection and control before there were atomic bombs in the Middle East. In India, he said, the Russians were helping build a reactor.

The meeting ended before noon, twenty-four hours before John Kennedy would take the oath as President. As they got up, eight of the ten men in the room moved away from the two at the center. The outgoing President picked that moment to tell his successor quietly that whatever was said during the campaign about Soviet missile and nuclear strength (he obviously meant Kennedy’s “missile gap” charges), the United States had a strategic edge because of nuclear-firing submarines along the coasts of the Soviet Union: “You have an invulnerable asset in Polaris. It is invulnerable.”

John Kennedy was considered a pretty cool fellow, the most detached and rational of politicians. But he was amazed at Eisenhower’s calmness as he talked of nuclear submarines, war, and disaster. “Equanimity” was the word Kennedy used later, talking to Robert Kennedy about the meeting. He thought there was something frightening about Eisenhower. There was also something politically intimidating about succeeding a man of such great popularity. The new President was determined never to cross his predecessor. Ike’s approval was not necessary, but his public disapproval would be devastating.

Eisenhower knew that, of course, and now he reminded Kennedy. “I’m going to try to support you every way I can on foreign policy,” he said. “But there is one point on which I would oppose you strongly—the seating of Communist China in the U.N. and bilateral recognition.”

That took care of that. Kennedy thought it was stupid not to have diplomatic relations with the Communist government in China. But relations with Eisenhower were a more compelling concern.

It was snowing as Kennedy left the White House, a visitor for the last time.


Chapter 2

JANUARY 20, 1961

“Ask not what your country can do for you—ask what you can do for your country,” said John F. Kennedy. Then he paused, took another bite of bacon, and reached for his coffee.

This was the second morning rehearsal of his Inaugural Address. The first time had been in the bathtub, with his words echoing off the tiles. Then it was on to the bacon and eggs. January 20, 1961, was quite a day for this American Catholic—three strips of bacon on a Friday morning. Because of the inauguration of the first Catholic President of the United States, the pope had given Roman Catholics in the Washington area a special dispensation from the Church’s stricture against eating meat on Fridays.

An hour later, Kennedy stepped out into the eight inches of snow that had fallen overnight to go to mass at Holy Trinity Church near Georgetown University. His way was cleared by soldiers who had been shoveling snow all night into seven hundred Army trucks. Kennedy had been up pretty late himself, coming home at 4:00 A.M. after moving from celebration to celebration, his limousine guided through the streets by running Secret Service men waving flashlights. Bundled-up people were grouped around fires on the great Mall from the White House to the Lincoln Memorial. “Turn the lights on in here,” he said on the way to one party early in the evening, “so they can see Jackie.” She had gone home before he went on to “The Gala,” a variety show put on by Frank Sinatra at the city’s Armory. The stars of the show, Ethel Merman, Jimmy Durante, Gene Kelly, and others, had trouble making it there from their hotels and it had lasted until almost 3:00 A.M., when Kennedy went on to Paul Young’s restaurant for a late dinner hosted by his father.

“Have you ever seen so many attractive people in one room?” Kennedy had said as he walked into the restaurant with his friend, Paul Fay, Jr., an ensign on Lieutenant Kennedy’s boat, PT-109, twenty years before. His assignment for this night and the next day and night was to escort a twenty-eight-year-old actress named Angie Dickinson, with whom Kennedy slipped away to private rooms a couple of times during the ceremonies.

After mass that Friday morning, Kennedy picked up his wife and together they went to the White House at eleven o’clock to meet President and Mrs. Eisenhower for coffee. Kennedy and Eisenhower rode together up Pennsylvania Avenue to the Capitol. Their relationship was slightly awkward, and Kennedy chatted a little nervously about The Longest Day, a book on D-Day, the Allied invasion of Europe in 1944. Eisenhower said he knew about the book but hadn’t read any of it. Kennedy was surprised. But of course Ike had been there, commanding the operation.

There were twenty thousand people on the East Plaza of the Capitol. It had not been easy for most of them to get there, even with the Army working through the night. The temperature was ten degrees below freezing, exceptionally cold for Washington. The sky was a bright and clear blue, and the sun reflected everywhere off the new snow.

The day’s Washington Star caught the generational mood in its humor column, “Potomac Fever”: “Ike leaves office as popular as ever. People like the way he keeps the White House free of the taint of government. . . . President Kennedy swears to uphold the Constitution. From now on, no Kennedy will serve more than two terms, waiting his turn until his older brother is through.”

There were indeed sixteen Kennedys among the one hundred and five men and women on the platform. Most of them were there by title, beginning with President Eisenhower, former President Truman, Vice President Nixon, and the Chief Justice of the Supreme Court, Earl Warren, who would administer the oath of office. The only outsiders were Marian Anderson, who would sing “The Star-Spangled Banner,” and Robert Frost, the eighty-six-year-old New England poet, who had trouble reading in the white glare of the day, so he set aside the new poem he had composed for the occasion and recited one he had written in 1942 called “The Gift Outright”: “Such as we were we gave ourselves outright... To the land vaguely realizing westward . . .”

Just below the podium, in Reserved Section 1-A, were six hundred and thirty-five places set aside by Kennedy himself for his oldest friends, political and personal. It was a warren of Kennedy connections and secrets. Most of the men and women in 1-A did not know each other; all the lines led only to the man at the center. There were seats for Ted Sorensen, who had drafted the speech, and for Mayor Richard Daley, who it was said had drafted the Chicago voters who elected Kennedy; for George Meany of the AFL-CIO and Walter Reuther of the United Auto Workers, honored for their commitment to party and candidate. Angie Dickinson sat next to “Red” Fay. Behind them was a New York physician named Max Jacobson. Dr. Jacobson had begun to travel with Kennedy after he had helped him prepare for the television debates with Richard Nixon by injecting him with mixes of vitamins, painkillers, human placenta, and amphetamines. Doctors came and went around Kennedy. In a lifetime of medical torment, Kennedy was more promiscuous with physicians and drugs than he was with women.

The momentary confusion caused by Robert Frost’s problems ended Kennedy’s worry that the poet might steal the show. “He’s a master of words. I have to be sure he doesn’t upstage me,” Kennedy had said to his Interior Secretary, Stewart Udall, when Udall had told him that Frost wanted to speak. “They’ll remember what he said and not what I said. Maybe we can have him just recite a poem.”

Then it was his time. Kennedy took off his overcoat and set down his silk topper. He stood before Chief Justice Warren to take the oath of office, looking spectacularly young, ruining the more mature image he had wanted to project and had thought formal dress would give him. His words made small clouds in the cold air.

“Let the word go forth from this time and place, to friend and foe alike, that the torch has been passed to a new generation of Americans. . . .

“Let every nation know, whether it wishes us well or ill, that we shall pay any price, bear any burden, meet any hardship, support any friend, oppose any foe to assure the survival and success of liberty. . . .

“Now the trumpet summons us again—not as a call to bear arms, though arms we need—not a call to battle, though embattled we are—but a call to bear the burden of a long twilight struggle year in and year out. . . . And so, my fellow Americans: ask not what your country can do for you—ask what you can do for your country. . . .”

“A long twilight struggle.” The speech was about the Cold War, the ideological, political, economic, and overt and covert military contest for control of most of the world. The victors of World War II, the United States and other Western powers and the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, had become adversaries, then enemies within three years of its end. Victory had deteriorated into struggle between the ideas and forces of the West, democracy and free-market capitalism, led by the Americans, and the forces of the East, communism and totalitarianism, socialism and central planning, led by the Soviets.

But it was also a speech meant to inspire an anxious country, a call to national action in the manner of the man Kennedy most admired, Winston Churchill. America was not weak, far from it, but for the first time in almost two centuries, a serious adversary could reach Americans across the great shining seas that protected the United States. The Soviets had tested their first thermonuclear weapon, a hydrogen bomb, in 1953, and then, in 1957, had startled the world by successfully orbiting a satellite in space. Sputnik they called it, a high-flying, visible, and beeping symbol of Soviet achievement and power. Obviously, the country with the rockets to put that into space had the capability to deliver nuclear warheads into the heart of America. That was the fear button that Kennedy had pushed in the campaign, declaring that the Soviets not only had nuclear capability, but that they had more missile capacity than the United States did. That was the “missile gap” he had exploited even after he had been given classified military information indicating there was no such thing.

The Communists were preaching the historical inevitability of their cause. Much of the world listened and many listeners believed. Some leaders of the forty new countries in Asia and Africa, created from the colonies of the old European powers—nineteen new flags were raised at the United Nations in 1960 alone—were choosing Moscow’s guidance over Washington’s. Many thought socialist systems simply worked better. Some calculated that Soviet police techniques, applied in their countries, could keep them in power longer than American-style elections, free speech, and assembly.

As Kennedy took office, the economic growth rate of the Soviet economy was estimated at 6 to 10 percent a year, compared with 2 or 3 percent in the United States. After eight years of Republican tight-money policies aimed at keeping inflation below 2 percent, American unemployment was at 7 percent and the country had gone into recession early in 1960. “We have to get this country moving again” was Kennedy’s most common campaign line, in response to the boasting of the Soviet leader, Nikita Khrushchev, who had proclaimed: “We will bury you! . . . Your grandchildren will live under Communism.”

The foreign policy Kennedy was inheriting from Eisenhower, and from Truman before him, had two essentially unquestioned central goals: containing communism and preventing world war. Truman had mandated the first goal, ringing the borders of the Communist sphere with U.S. military power and alliances. Soviet science had triggered the second, bringing fear of devastation to Americans for the first time.

Kennedy believed in that consensus. Preparing for his second meeting with Eisenhower, he had studied a long report by the RAND Corporation, a think tank associated with the Air Force, entitled “Political Implications of Posture Choices.” He had underlined just one sentence: “Political history does not support that it is more dangerous to be strong than to be weak, more dangerous to threaten than to betray fear, more dangerous to be as ‘provocative’ as an Adenauer or a De Gaulle than to be as conciliatory as a Macmillan.”

In his inaugural speech that judgment became: “We dare not tempt them with weakness. For only when our arms are sufficient beyond doubt can we be certain beyond doubt that they will never be employed. . . .” He had concluded that Eisenhower’s doctrine of “Massive Retaliation”—that Communist attack on U.S. installations or allies anywhere in the world would be met by American nuclear attack on the Soviets—could not prevent or deter smaller Communist thrusts around the world. The old orders of colonialism and military dictatorship were breaking up in Latin America and Asia and Africa—and local Communists were often significant factors in those emerging countries. The United States, Kennedy was declaring, needed more capability, must be ready to move quickly in small wars, too—needed new military options, to contain communism without blowing up the world, something like “Flexible Response,” the doctrine articulated by former Army Chief of Staff General Maxwell Taylor, whose career had been blocked by Eisenhower.

“The torch has been passed to a new generation,” Kennedy said at his inaugural, “born in this century, tempered by war, disciplined by a hard and bitter peace . . . granted the role of defending freedom in its hour of maximum danger.” His slogan for his first campaign, for Congress, in 1946, “The New Generation Offers a Leader”—had evolved into “The New Frontier.” The 16 million young men who had gone to war in the 1940s were taking over from the generals and the admirals, and this was their new adventure. They could finish the job of remaking the world in America’s image.

In Section 1-A, a former Army Air Corps lieutenant named Harris Wofford, now a law professor at Notre Dame and a civil rights adviser to the new President, was sitting directly below Kennedy. He was thrilled by the speech, but he was still listening for two words.

Wofford was a practicing idealist who had shocked his Southern family, old Tennessee aristocracy, by going to a Negro college. He was too stiff and too earnest, boring actually, following Gandhi rather than Churchill, to get close to the man he was now serving. He had left his job as staff director of the U.S. Civil Rights Commission two years before to work for Kennedy. He had edited a book of Kennedy speeches, written a few new ones, and had spent a lot of time calming down Eleanor Roosevelt liberals and Negroes who wanted Kennedy to take public stands on civil rights that would match his private assurances. Wofford was straining to hear the new President say something about civil rights.

“You can’t do this,” he had told Kennedy the day before, when he had seen the final draft of the Inaugural Address. That day, January 19, twenty-three Negro students had sat down and demanded to be served at the segregated lunch counters of the two biggest department stores in Richmond, Virginia, one hundred miles to the south. There was not a single word on civil rights in the speech, not a single word on economics or on any domestic concern at all. “There’s an equal rights struggle here at home, too,” Wofford had said. “You have to say something about it. You have to.”

“Okay,” Kennedy said, and wrote in two words, so that one sentence ended, “. . . unwilling to witness or permit the slow undoing of those human rights to which this nation has always been committed and to which we are committed today at home and around the world.”

That was it. Two words about home in a speech about the world. That was one of thirty-one changes Kennedy had made in the speech in the last few hours. For his own conclusion, Kennedy edited Abraham Lincoln, who had ended his Inaugural Address: “In your hands, my dissatisfied fellow countrymen, and not in mine, is the momentous issue of civil war.”

“Let us begin,” concluded Kennedy. “In your hands, my fellow citizens, more than mine, will rest the final success or failure of our course.”

Within an hour, the new President’s men were rushing into the White House. The place was empty. There was not a single piece of paper on a desk, in a cabinet or in a drawer. There was not a picture on the wall or a book on the shelves in the Oval Office. The United States is born anew with each President. Pierre Salinger, the thirty-five-year-old press secretary, was one Kennedy assistant able to walk into an office, because his space was already defined by rows of typewriters, teletypes, mimeograph machines, klieg lights, and the other paraphernalia of modern communications. But the desks and file cabinets he inherited were as empty as the rest. “It’s a place without history,” Salinger thought as he looked around.

When Kennedy got there, he satisfied his curiosity about something. He walked through with his brother, Edward, and his brother-in-law, Stephen Smith, turning over chairs and other furniture. “Look at this. Reproductions,” he said again and again. “Sears, Roebuck stuff.”

Back outside, he was soon bored reviewing the inaugural parade. He called over one of his new military aides, Army Major General Chester Clifton, and said, “There must be more we can do up here. Why don’t you think of something?”

“Yes sir,” Clifton said. “You’ve got your whole Cabinet and the Joint Chiefs of Staff. Why don’t I bring them up one at a time to stand with you and review some of the sections of the parade?”

“That’s a great idea, General. . .” Then Kennedy saw there were no Negroes in the detachment of marching cadets from the Coast Guard Academy. “Call the commandant and tell him I don’t ever want to see that happen again,” he said to Richard Goodwin, a young speechwriter from the campaign. Goodwin picked up a phone and did just that, thinking, “With just a telephone like this we can change the world!”

Inside the White House, some of Kennedy’s men were reading the first official paper he sent them, a forty-page transcript of a secret speech by Soviet Premier Khrushchev that he had just read himself the day before. The speech, given to leaders of Communist governments and parties from around the world in Moscow on January 6, seemed to be a guide to the patient expansion of communism by supporting guerrilla insurgencies, limited warfare under the umbrella of nuclear stalemate. This is part of what Kennedy read and passed on:

For New Victories of the World Communist Movement

Our time, whose main content is the transition from capitalism to socialism initiated by the Great October Socialist Revolution, is a time of struggle between the two opposing social systems, a time of socialist revolutions and national-liberation revolutions, a time of the breakdown of imperialism, of the abolition of the colonial system ... the balance of forces in the world has changed radically in favor of socialism. . . .

Now about national-liberation wars. Recent examples of wars of this kind are the armed struggle waged by the people of VietNam and the present war of the Algerian people, which is now in its seventh year. These wars, which began as uprisings of colonial peoples against their oppressors, developed into guerrilla wars. . . .

What is the Marxist attitude to such uprisings? It is most favourable. . . . The Communists support just wars of this kind whole-heartedly and without reservations. . . .

In recent years the initiative in world affairs has belonged to the Soviet Union and the other socialist countries. . . . The positions of the U.S.A., Britain and France have proved to be especially vulnerable in West Berlin. . . . They cannot fail to realize that sooner or later the occupation regime in that city will end. . . . Should they balk, we shall take resolute measures. We shall then sign a peace treaty with the German Democratic Republic to end the occupation regime in West Berlin, and thereby remove the thorn from the heart of Europe. Comrades, we live in a splendid time. . . . Men of the future, Communists of the next generation, will envy us.

President Kennedy had attached a memo to the copies he sent to members of the National Security Council: “Read, mark, learn and inwardly digest. . . . Our actions, our steps should be tailored to meet these kinds of problems.”

For the moment, though, they were tomorrow’s problems. Tonight was for the inaugural balls. John and Jacqueline Kennedy went from one to another. He sat at dinner for a time with Arthur Krock, the New York Times columnist who was an old friend of his father’s, and who had worked with him in 1940 transforming his senior thesis at Harvard into a book called Why England Slept, modeled on Churchill’s 1937 book, While England Slept. The columnist said he thought the inaugural speech was the finest political document written in the country since Woodrow Wilson.

“Are you going to write that?” Kennedy asked. He did not think of himself as a great speaker. For years he had raced through his scripts with Boston speed and accent, without emphasis or emotion. Finally, at the beginning of 1960, he had hired a dramatics coach who led him in voice exercises every morning. One drill was barking like a seal for two minutes, which Kennedy did in the bathtub. Home alone in Washington, he would put on a silk bathrobe, pour himself a brandy, light up a cigar, and speak along with records of Winston Churchill’s greatest speeches.

Churchill was his literary model as well. John Kennedy projected himself as a different kind of politician, one who not only read books, rare enough in his chosen profession, but wrote them. His two books, Why England Slept and Profiles in Courage (1955), were both bestsellers and owed a great deal to Churchill, as well as to Krock and to Ted Sorensen, respectively.

Kennedy made it home that night to the White House at 3:00 A.M., and slept in Lincoln’s bed. Five hours later he was propped up on pillows reading The New York Times, with headlines he could have written himself:

Kennedy Sworn In, Asks “Global Alliance”
Against Tyranny, Want, Disease and War,
Republicans and Diplomats Hail Address

Nation Exhorted
Inaugural Says US
Will “Pay Any Price”
to Keep Freedom

Says US Is Ready
for Soviet Talks

Khrushchev Sees
Hope for Accord

Castro Suggests
Amity with US

UN Delegates Praise Speech
Acclaim the “Quest for Peace”
Some Diplomats Believe Kennedy Talk
Heralds Relaxation of Tensions

2 Doctors Find Kennedy
Is in Excellent Health

The Times health story was based on a release from his press office saying that a new physical examination by his internist, Dr. Eugene Cohen, and his back doctor, Dr. Janet Travell, who was now his new White House physician, showed that Kennedy’s “health continued to be excellent.” He had certainly looked great, laughing and waving the night away—with time out for some actress-hopping. But as he partied, physicians and technicians were bringing in the prescriptions and paraphernalia of his secret medical life. The treatment for his Addison’s disease, a total failure of the adrenal glands, named for the British doctor who first discovered it, was cortisone injections, pills, and pellets implanted in his thighs. For emergencies, his father had since 1947 put caches of cortisone and other medications in bank safety deposit boxes all over the world.

Indeed, Kennedy was a famous Addisonian, at least in the medical literature. What made him notable in the profession was a back operation he survived on October 21, 1954. Senator Kennedy had gone into New York Hospital that fall for two spinal fusions in an attempt to relieve his constant back pain. “I’d rather be dead than spend the rest of my life on these goddamned crutches,” he had told one of his doctors. Death was a very real possibility—”This is the one that cures you or kills you,” he said to one of his men, Larry O’Brien. Addisonians, with weakened immune systems, had rarely survived the trauma of major surgery. The operation was described in the November 1955 issue of the American Medical Association Archives of Surgery, the patient described only as “A man 37 years of age.”

“A man 37 years of age had Addison’s disease . . . managed fairly successfully for several years on a program of desoxycorticosterone acetate pellets of 150 mg implanted every three months and cortisone in doses of 25 mg daily orally. Owing to a back injury, he had a great deal of pain which interfered with his daily routine,” the report began, then went on to say that the surgeons did not want to proceed because it was just too dangerous. But the patient insisted. The report ended: “No Addisonian crisis ever developed.”

There was gallantry to Kennedy’s consistent lying about his health and his success in persuading press and public that he was a man of great energy. “Vigor” was the cliché used by the press. In truth, boy and man, he was sick and in pain much of the time, often using crutches or a cane in private to rest his back, and taking medication, prescribed and unprescribed, each day, sometimes every hour. He had trouble fighting off ordinary infections and suffered recurrent fevers that raged as high as 106 degrees. As candidate and President, Kennedy concealed his low energy level, radiating health and good humor, though he usually spent more than half of most days in bed. He retired early most nights, read in bed until 9:00 A.M. or so each morning, and napped an hour each afternoon.

Besides all that, Kennedy had persistent venereal disease, a very uncertain stomach that restricted him to a bland diet all his life, some deafness in his right ear, and a baffling range of allergies that sometimes laid him out. Joining the Navy, he had lied about the fevers and his debilitating back problems, and had somehow managed to get in without a physical examination. In politics, the spinal problems he had suffered since childhood became “old football injuries” or “war injuries,” and the fierce fevers he had suffered all his life became “malaria from the war.”*

Kennedy’s health had come up during the campaign as an issue only once. Lyndon Johnson, then an opponent for the Democratic nomination, had repeated rumors that were circulating but not published. Pierre Salinger had come to Kennedy to ask what he should say if the press began raising questions. “Tell them I don’t have Addison’s disease.”

“They’re saying you take cortisone,” Salinger said.

“Well, I used to take cortisone, but I don’t take it anymore.”

So, the new President was an Addisonian, a liar—and a brave stoic, too. His friend Paul Fay had once watched Kennedy getting ready to inject himself in the thigh, as he did most days, and said: “Jack, the way you take that jab, it looks like it doesn’t even hurt.”

Kennedy lunged over and jabbed the needle into Fay’s thigh. His friend screamed in pain.

“It feels the same way to me,” Kennedy said.


Chapter 3

JANUARY 28, 1961

One of the President’s first official visitors at the White House was Paul-Henri Spaak, the retiring Secretary-General of NATO, who came to receive the Medal of Freedom. Kennedy was too impatient to rehearse things like that. He quickly read the proclamation, presented the medal, circled the Oval Office shaking hands with various ambassadors and stepped out the door. He had no idea where he was, saw another door, and went in—to the bathroom. He stayed there in solitary dignity until Spaak and the others left his office.

But he was where he wanted to be, where only thirty-three men had been before.* Just over a year earlier, when he had first announced his candidacy, he had called the job “the vital center”—the center of the center of the action. “In the very thick of the fight,” was where a president must be, he said that day, “. . . prepared to exercise the fullest powers of his office—all that are specified and some that are not.” Now he was there, and like other modern presidents beginning with Franklin D. Roosevelt during World War II, he began his day in the office with intelligence briefings.

“Look, I’ve only got a half hour today. Do I have to read it all?” he asked one of his assistants, Walt Whitman Rostow, who was handing him a thick folder across his desk as he began his eighth day in the job.

“Yes, I think so,” replied Rostow, a Yale economics professor serving under former Harvard dean McGeorge Bundy at the National Security Council, or what was left of the Council. Kennedy had already begun breaking up the White House bureaucracies that Eisenhower had constructed to screen the stacks of diplomatic, military, and intelligence papers produced by the government, and then to distribute the President’s reactions and orders back into the larger bureaucracies that are the operating arms of the executive branch of the United States government. Kennedy wanted to see everything himself. One of his first calls from the Oval Office was to the CIA director, Allen Dulles. He was interested, he told him, in more than the agency analyses that had satisfied Eisenhower. He wanted the most important raw intelligence data sent to Bundy and Rostow every morning. Ike approved decisions; Kennedy intended to make them.

That morning, January 28, Rostow handed the President some unchecked and unedited data, a twenty-five-page report entitled “Lansdale’s Trip, January 1961.” The trip had been to Vietnam, and the report had been passed from the CIA and Eisenhower’s Secretary of Defense to McNamara, and on to the White House.

“This is going to be the worst one yet,” Kennedy said, after skimming the pages. He stopped at the recommendation: “The U.S. should recognize that Vietnam is in critical condition and should treat it as a combat area of the Cold War, as an area requiring emergency treatment.”

“I’ll tell you something,” he said, looking up at Rostow. “Eisenhower never mentioned the word Vietnam to me.”*

“Get to work on this, Walt. And . . .” He asked Rostow to get him some books on guerrilla warfare.

“Lansdale” was Brigadier General Edward Geary Lansdale, United States Air Force. No one was exactly sure how he had got that rank. He was a CIA operative, the real-life model for a central character in one of the most popular books of the day, a novel called The Ugly American. It had been on the best-seller lists during the presidential campaign, selling 5 million copies, more than a few of them bought by Senator John F. Kennedy, one of six prominent Americans who had signed a full-page advertisement in The New York Times announcing that they had sent copies to all U.S. senators.

The book, written by Eugene Burdick, a political science professor, and William Lederer, a captain in the U.S. Navy, was advertised as “fiction based on fact.” It was a series of simple stories, most of them about clumsy and arrogant Americans being outwitted by Communists of all nationalities in the battle for the hearts and minds of the people of a country in Southeast Asia called Sarkhan—a fictionalized Vietnam. There were a couple of American heroes. One was the man in the title, an engineer named Homer Atkins who showed peasants how to make irrigation pumps using local materials. Another was Colonel Edwin Barnum Hillandale, who won over natives, playing “ragtime” harmonica in village squares.

General Lansdale was the model for Colonel Hillandale. In the mid-1950s, he had been the CIA station chief in Saigon, the capital of South Vietnam, and a friend and adviser to the country’s president, Ngo Dinh Diem. Before that he had been an adviser and friend to Ramón Magsay-say, defense minister and then president of the Philippines. The two had worked together to beat back the Communist-led Huk insurgency in those islands. Lansdale was a legend, either the United States’ premier agent in Asia, or a shifty, swaggering pain-in-the-ass with a knack for making friends and getting his way in faraway and chaotic places. Graham Greene, the British novelist, also modeled a character on Lansdale in his 1956 novel The Quiet American—an American agent in Saigon named Pyle, described this way by a British correspondent: “I never knew a man who had better motives for all the trouble he caused. . . .”

“The Ugly American” was a symbol of U.S. frustration in trying to influence the boundaries and politics of the new countries carved out of the old colonies around the world. In the book, Sarkhanese regularly say things like this to Americans: “The side with the most brains and power wins. That’s not your side anymore. . . . You haven’t got the power or the will or anything.” President Eisenhower had read the novel, too, and a story got out that as a result he had ordered a top-to-bottom review of American foreign aid programs. In 1959, twenty-one pieces of legislation introduced in the Congress cited The Ugly American.

“The picture as we saw it. . .,” Burdick and Lederer wrote in a non-fictional epilogue, “is of an Asia where we stand relatively mute, locked in the cities, misunderstanding the temper and the needs of the Asians. We saw America spending vast sums where Russia expends far less and achieves far more. We have been losing—not only in Asia but everywhere.”

The Lansdale report Kennedy read on January 28 made some of the same points; but its most forceful arguments related to the general’s old friend President Diem, whose country had been created by an international conference in Geneva in 1954, the year the French colonial army was defeated by Vietnamese revolutionaries led by a Communist from the north of the country, Ho Chi Minh. The old French colony had been divided into two countries, North Vietnam, with Ho as leader, and South Vietnam, which was largely financed by the U.S. government. The United States, in fact, had been paying the bills for the French colonial army during its war against Ho’s Communists.

“We must support Diem until another strong executive can replace him legally,” Lansdale had written after returning to Washington two days before Kennedy’s inaugural. “President Diem feels that Americans have attacked him almost as viciously as the Communists, and has withdrawn into a shell. ... If the next American official to talk to President Diem would have the good sense to see him as a human being who has been through a lot of hell for years—and not as an opponent to be beaten to his knees—we would start regaining our influence with him in a healthy way.”

The Vietnamese leader was a devout Roman Catholic who had lived for years at a seminary in New Jersey, in voluntary exile to protest French rule of his country. Senator Kennedy, along with Francis Cardinal Spellman of New York and Senator Mike Mansfield of Montana, had been among the prominent American Catholics who had persuaded Eisenhower’s Secretary of State, John Foster Dulles, to support Diem as the first leader of the new South Vietnam.

From that beginning, Diem had been called an American puppet. But he was no puppet—which was the U.S. government’s problem in South Vietnam. The man would not take orders. The Americans wanted to use Diem to block communism in Southeast Asia, but it became more and more obvious, particularly after Diem won election as president in 1955, that he saw the Americans as rich and necessary friends with their own agenda. The first U.S. representative to the new country, General J. Lawton Collins, had been in Saigon less than a month when he cabled the State Department: “Diem still presents our chief problem. . . . Time may be approaching rapidly when some thought should be given to possible alternatives to Diem.”

Six years later, that was the situation facing Kennedy as he read Lansdale’s report. American diplomats and soldiers did not have enough leverage to force Diem to do anything because the United States was in Vietnam only by an invitation that Diem could withdraw at any time.

Kennedy picked up the phone as he finished the report and called McNamara, telling him to find Lansdale. It was not hard. The general, it turned out, was on McNamara’s staff, far down, with the title “Liaison Officer”—between Defense and the CIA.

“Get down here right away!” said McNamara, when he found the general at home in Virginia at nine o’clock that Saturday morning. Before Lansdale was out the door, the phone was ringing again and this time it was the President. Kennedy told Lansdale that he loved his account of the anti-Communist heroics of a Catholic priest named Nguyen Loc Hoa who had fled to Vietnam from Communist China. Father Hoa, who had been a lieutenant colonel in Chiang Kai-shek’s Nationalist Chinese army, had organized several hundred followers in a fortified village called Binh Hung to fight the Viet Cong, the Communist guerrillas. Kennedy had an idea for Lansdale: “We should get this into the Saturday Evening Post.”

Lansdale thought it might be someone imitating Kennedy’s Boston accent. But he checked with a friend in McNamara’s office, and within an hour he was at the White House. Two minutes later, he was brought to the Cabinet Room. The President smiled and nodded, pointing him to a chair, as others in the room whispered to each other, “Who’s that?” Allen Dulles, Lansdale’s boss, was standing in front of a map of Cuba with a pointer.

Kennedy was amused by the obvious discomfort around the Cabinet table. When Dulles finished talking about guerrilla landings on Cuban shores, the President turned to Lansdale: “I want to thank you for giving me a sense of the danger and urgency of the problem in Vietnam. Did Mr. Rusk tell you I’d like you to go over to Vietnam as our ambassador?”

Mr. Rusk certainly had not, and he was appalled at the idea of the CIA’s best known agent in Asia representing the State Department. Dulles and McNamara looked as if they felt the same way. But this was Kennedy’s style: The right man is the best policy—find the right man for the right spot.

Kennedy, however, did not give an actual order then and there. He turned to J. Graham Parsons, Assistant Secretary of State for the Far East, to summarize a report entitled “Basic Counterinsurgency Plan for Viet-Nam,” a series of recommendations calling for $42 million in new aid to Diem and the Army of the Republic of South Vietnam (ARVN). The plan was the last presidential paper produced on Vietnam under Eisenhower, who had sent several hundred U.S. military advisers into the country.

“Beginning in December 1959 and continuing to the present, there has been a mounting increase throughout South Viet-Nam of Viet Cong terrorist activities and guerrilla warfare,” the report began.

This activity has included armed propaganda and leaflet distribution; taxing of the population for food, money, and medicines; kidnapping and murder of village and hamlet officials, road and canal ambushes; and armed attacks. . . . Politically, discontent with the Diem Government has been prevalent for some time among intellectuals and elite circles and has been rising among the peasantry. . . . Criticism of these elements focuses on Ngo family rule, especially the roles of the President’s brother, Ngo Dinh Nhu, and Madame Nhu.

If the GVN [Government of South Vietnam] does not take immediate and extraordinary action to regain popular support and to correct the organizational and procedural weaknesses... the Viet Cong can cause the overthrow of the present GVN government in the months to come.

The paper concluded: “Mission: Defeat Communist insurgency efforts in SVN.”

The President quickly approved the Basic Counterinsurgency Plan, providing the $42 million, most of it for soldiers’ pay and weapons, increasing the size of the ARVN by 20,000 men and the size of the paramilitary Civil Guard by 32,000 men. Next to $660,000 set aside for “Psychological Operations,” Kennedy scribbled, “Why so little?”

Then Kennedy told Dulles he wanted guerrilla operations organized inside North Vietnam. Finally, he asked Lansdale to describe his recent conversations with Diem. The general said that the Vietnamese president thought U.S. plans were too elaborate, that he had only three men in his entire government with the executive ability to carry out an order without coming back to him. More ominously, he said, Diem believed that some American diplomats were very close to the Vietnamese paratroopers who had tried to assassinate him on November 11, 1960. Then Lansdale made the kind of judgment call for which he was famous, the kind of remark that guaranteed that Rusk and the State Department would do everything they could to keep this man out of Saigon: “The people in our Embassy are defeatist. . . .”

“We must change our course in these areas,” said the President as he stood up. “We must be better off there in three months than we are now.”

Back at the State Department, Rusk asked Parsons what he knew about Lansdale. Notes on the conversation read: “Lansdale = Col. Hillandale. Able performance in Manila. Close to Diem. Lone wolf and operator. Tagged as operator. Flamboyant. . . . Not a team player.”

His suspicions confirmed, Rusk felt free to try to block the appointment. The President, after all, had not specifically ordered him to send Lansdale to Saigon. Power unused was usually power lost, even for a President.

Back home in Virginia, Lansdale was writing a long letter to his friend Diem, exaggerating just a bit:

President Kennedy had me in for a long talk. ... He was warmly interested and asked many questions. I am sure that you can count on him as an understanding friend and that you will be hearing further about this. . . . However, there will be some here who will point out that much of the danger of your present situation comes about from your own actions. They say that you try to do too many things yourself, that you refuse to give real responsibility to others and keep interfering with what they do, that you feel you are infallible personally. . . .

“They” were Rusk and more than a few of his deputies at the State Department, and they were saying a few things about Lansdale, too. The Secretary derailed the appointment by persuading the President that the United States needed a fresh look at Diem and his government. Instead of Lansdale, he recommended Frederick Nolting, the deputy chief of the U.S. Mission to NATO in Paris. Kennedy agreed. Rusk called Nolting in and told him that the President wanted him to find out what kind of man Diem really was. He wanted him to get close to the South Vietnamese president and to report back to him and the President on whether or not Diem was the right man, the man the United States should go with. Or, should they find someone else?

The first time Kennedy met with Nolting and other new American ambassadors, he reached into his pocket, pulled out a wrinkled piece of newsprint, and began reading to them: “I’ve got a clipping here from The New York Times and it says, ‘The American embassy here is not terribly well regarded. They all seem to stay in the embassy and not get out into the countryside or to meet all types of people.’ . . . Now I hope that no such thing is going to be written about any one of you men here, present today. Remember you’re ambassador to the country, to the whole country . . . don’t get desk-bound.”

He did not want to be desk-bound himself. On his second Friday night as President, Kennedy rounded up a couple of friends to go to a theater near the White House for the eight o’clock showing of a movie he wanted to see, Spartacus. When it ended and the lights came up, he saw that one of the people in front of him was Secretary of Agriculture Orville Freeman. He tapped him on the shoulder and said: “Haven’t the leaders of the New Frontier got anything better to do with their time than spend it going to the movies?”

“I’ll walk you back to the Army-Navy Club,” Kennedy said a couple of nights later to Red Fay, after they had had a quick dinner at the White House. They walked along, Kennedy swinging a cane he was using for his back, Secret Service agents trying to look inconspicuous as they maneuvered to put themselves between the President and other strollers on 16th Street.

“If that fellow over there suddenly pulled a gun, what would you do to safeguard the life of the beloved President?” Kennedy asked Fay.

Dive for cover, Fay said. Then he asked, “Do you worry about the possibility?”

“I guess there is always the possibility, but that is what the Secret Service is for.” But he had already begun scheming to lose his protectors, using back doorways, scaling fences, and lying on the floor of cars to shake them when he wanted to be alone. There were often women involved in these hide-and-seek games with the Secret Service and others, but not always. John Kennedy could not stand being cornered.

Even now that he was President, he was still determined not to be trapped by procedures. He liked a certain disorder around him, it kept his people off balance, made them try a little harder. He dismantled Eisenhower’s military-style national security bureaucracy, beginning with the Operations Coordinating Board, a small unit responsible for systematically channeling foreign policy information to and from the President. In an executive order Kennedy said, “We plan to continue its work by maintaining direct communication with the responsible agencies, so that everyone will know what I have decided, while I in turn keep fully informed of the actions taken to carry out decisions.” His use of the National Security Council itself was casual enough that when General Earle Wheeler, the chief staff officer of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, was handed National Security Action Memorandum 22—the twenty-second formal national security order approved by the President—he realized he had never seen numbers 5 to 21. “The lines of control have been cut,” Wheeler said to his staff. “But no other lines have been established.”

That was the Kennedy way. Lines of power, the President said, were supposed to be like the spokes of a wheel, all coming from him, all going to him. He preferred hallway meetings and telephone calls to desk officers in the State Department or to startled professors and reporters. Anyone who had just been to countries in crisis, or had written something that had interested him, might be woken by a Boston-accented voice saying: “This is Jack Kennedy, can you tell me . . .” Some of them hung up on him, thinking it was a joke.

“Why have there been no National Security Council meetings?” Kennedy was asked in his first television interview from the Oval Office.

“These general meetings are a waste of time,” he replied. “Formal meetings of the NSC are not as effective, and it is much more difficult to decide matters involving high national security if there is a wider group present.” He said that he preferred one-on-one meetings or seeing small groups of people. In fact, the best way for Cabinet members to see their boss was to hang around his secretary’s office, catching him when he popped out of his office looking for newspapers.

Short conversations and long hours substituted for organization. Kennedy was not interested in being told what he already knew, and he did not like rehearsals, preferring to be briefed as he was walking or riding to the next event. And boredom was the worst sin. Sometimes its name was Adlai Stevenson or Chester Bowles, the well-meaning, long-winded dons of American liberalism.

Bowles, a former congressman and governor of Connecticut, had been appointed Undersecretary of State as a reward for being the first liberal to endorse Senator Kennedy in 1960. That was important then, because many liberals distrusted Kennedy and despised his father, the former chairman of the Securities and Exchange Commission and Ambassador to England, whom they considered among other things to be anti-Semitic. But Bowles, like Harris Wofford and sometimes Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., just drove Kennedy nuts. Bowles walked out of the Oval Office one day the first week, passing John Kenneth Galbraith, the economist, who was nothing if not wonderful company. “Come on in here, Ken,” said Kennedy, adding when the door closed, “Chet was just telling me there are four revolutions going on in the world. The first one was the revolution of rising expectations. I lost track of the three others. Do you know what they are?”

John Kennedy was known as a quick study—there were stories about his “speed-reading” up to fifteen hundred words per minute—which was a positive way to describe a short attention span. Except for economists, advisers rarely had to explain things twice to Kennedy. His first question was almost always his best. He could suck people dry in minutes, without a second thought. He had picked up Harris Wofford on a street in Georgetown for the short ride up to Capitol Hill during the presidential campaign and said: “Tell me the ten things I have to know about this goddamned civil rights mess.”

“We’re not looking for business” was the last thing Eisenhower’s liaison, General Persons, had told Kennedy. The new White House, though, had opened for business on its first day. And the first order of business was unambiguous. This was how the candidate had put it during the campaign: “I have heard all the excuses, but I believe not in an America that is first ‘but,’ first ‘if,’ first ‘when,’ but first, period. . . . The first vehicle in space was called Sputnik, not Vanguard. The first passengers to return safely from outer space were named Strelka and Belka, not Rover or Fido. ... I want to be known as the President at the end of four years, as one who not only held back the Communist tide but who also advanced the cause of freedom and rebuilt American prestige.”

Part of that business was business itself. In the first week, Fred Dutton, the secretary to the Cabinet, brought in a memo to the President from the Secretary of Labor: “Arthur Goldberg suggests that an incidental item which you may want is the fact that in the fourth quarter of 1960 the Soviet Union came much too close to the level of U.S. in steel production—18.6 million net tons to 18.87 million net tons.” The day was coming when they would surpass the United States. One set of government growth projections, based on CIA estimates, indicated that the gross national product of the Soviet Union would be triple the U.S. GNP by the year 2000.

Kennedy had come to office in the great tradition of American presidents, more or less blissfully ignorant of economics. Part of his official biography presented him as a graduate of the London School of Economics, a student of the great Marxist scholar Harold Laski; but that was not true. He had enrolled there in 1935, before beginning college, but never attended because his health had broken down again that year.

“Whatever happened to that guy we hired to teach us economics?” Charlie Bartlett, a newspaper columnist who was a friend from prep school days, had asked Kennedy one day just after the election. Several years before, the two of them, the young congressman and the young correspondent from the Chattanooga Times, had spent Tuesday nights in a small private seminar with a professor from American University.

“I don’t know,” answered Kennedy. “I imagine he jumped out of the window when he heard I was elected.”

Senator Kennedy was only comfortable with economics as politics, working the grain of American obsession with communism. In that, he was no different from the politicians of Eisenhower’s generation, using the fear that the Russians were coming. It was the easy way, sometimes the only way, to persuade Americans to pay for raising the educational level of the nation or building an interstate highway system. Eisenhower had slipped the magic word “Defense” into the titles of new laws that greatly expanded the role of the federal government during the 1950s: the National Defense Education Loan Act and the National Defense Highway Act.

Six days into the Kennedy presidency, Walter Heller, the chairman of his Council of Economic Advisers, gave a detailed background briefing to economic reporters on the new administration’s plans to deal with the continuing recession that had begun early in 1960, giving them precise figures and goals worked out by the Kennedy administration. Those numbers began to appear in newspapers around the country, which is where the President saw some of them for the first time.

“Never do that again,” he told Heller, the politician lecturing the professor. “Forget those numbers. Numbers can come back to haunt you. Words can always be explained away.”

During those first days in office Kennedy also discovered that the numbers in Congress did not add up for him. He was having breakfast with Sam Rayburn, the Speaker of the House, who told him: “Mr. President, I don’t believe we have the votes to expand the Rules Committee.”

“Larry,” said the President, turning to Lawrence O’Brien, his congressional liaison. “What is this? We can’t lose this one, Larry. The ball game is over if we do.”

There were eight Democrats and four Republicans on Rules, the committee that controlled the schedule of the House, which meant total control over the release of proposed legislation for debate by the full House. The President had the power to command the national agenda by summoning press and television coverage, but Rayburn was telling him that he did not have the power to make the Congress even consider his legislative proposals. He could be blocked by four Republicans and two senior Southern Democrats, Howard Smith of Virginia, the chairman of Rules, and William Colmer of Mississippi. When those two voted with the Republicans, producing a 6–6 tie, liberal legislation died right there.

Kennedy had taken for granted Rayburn’s power to change that by calling a vote of the entire House of 263 Democrats and 174 Republicans to expand Rules from 12 to 15 members. Then Rayburn, who came to the House in 1913 and had been Speaker for sixteen years, could appoint two new Democrats, younger and more liberal, producing 8-7 votes that would get the Kennedy legislation to the floor. But now, the Speaker was advising the President that the old coalition between Republicans and Southern Democrats was still the real majority party in the House. As a matter of fact, they were even stronger than before because even many of the moderate Democratic congressmen owed nothing to a president of the majority party—national registration was 47 percent Democratic, 30 percent Republican—who won by just one-tenth of 1 percent. Most of the Democrats in Congress had been hurt rather than helped by having Kennedy at the top of the party’s ticket.

Kennedy sent O’Brien back to the House to find out what had to be done to get a majority of the 435 members. Part of the price to get a few conservative Democratic and moderate Republican votes, O’Brien reported when he came back, was a balanced budget pledge. Kennedy did it immediately, issuing a statement: “A new administration must of necessity build upon the spending and revenue estimates already submitted. Within that framework, barring the development of national defense needs or a worsening economy, it is my current intention to advocate a program of expenditures, including revenues from a stimulation of the economy, which will not of and by themselves unbalance the earlier budget.”

Heller and Kennedy’s other economic advisers, particularly Paul Samuelson of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, were devastated. They were getting ready to urge the President to cut taxes in order to stimulate the economy, still in mild recession. But Kennedy was more concerned with the Rules vote and two other political imperatives. He could not reduce taxes after an inaugural that called for bearing any burden; and he was not going to be seen as a big spender compared with Eisenhower, who genuinely believed that government was best that not only governed least but spent least.

So, as Kennedy was getting an economics education from them, the professors were getting a political education from him. Two days later, on January 29, Heller gave an on-the-record press briefing on antirecession measures. One frustrated reporter had finally asked: “How can we judge a stimulating effect without knowing the cost?”

“How did you answer that?” Kennedy asked Heller.

“Fast talk and rapid gestures,” Heller said.

“Good job,” said the President.

On his eleventh day in office, January 30, Kennedy delivered his first State of the Union Address to enthusiastically applauding members of Congress packed into the House of Representatives. It was a wartime speech without a war, composed in the stirring and urgent rhythms of Churchill and Lincoln:

“I speak today in an hour of national peril and national opportunity. . . . We shall have to test anew whether a nation organized and governed such as ours can endure. . . .”

He said the economy was in trouble, he hinted that the Russians were coming, and he deliberately confused the question of the missile gap with fudge words. “It has been publicly acknowledged for several years that this nation has not led the world in missile strength. . . .

“Each day we draw nearer the hour of maximum danger, as weapons spread and hostile forces grow stronger ... the tide of events has been running out and time has not been our friend. ... It is one of the ironies of our time that the techniques of a harsh and repressive system should be able to instill discipline and ardor in its servants—while the blessings of liberty have too often stood for privilege, materialism and a life of ease.

“We cannot escape our dangers—neither must we let them drive us into panic or narrow isolation. . . . There will be further setbacks before the tide is turned. But turn it must. The hopes of mankind rest upon us.”

The next day, January 31, in the same great room, Sam Rayburn stepped down briefly as Speaker to stand on the floor like any other member to plead the President’s case on expanding the Rules Committee. He ended: “Let us move this program.” He won, and the President won, by a vote of 217 to 212.


Chapter 4

FEBRUARY 10, 1961

“KENNEDY DEFENSE STUDY FINDS NO EVIDENCE OF A ‘MISSILE GAP’” read a two-column headline on the front page of The New York Times on February 6, 1961.

“What the hell is this?” Kennedy said, calling Secretary of Defense McNamara from his bedroom.

“Well, Mr. President....” The Secretary was not talking as fast as usual.

McNamara told Kennedy that he had invited some Pentagon correspondents to his office for drinks at six o’clock the evening before. It was his first “backgrounder,” and he had answered questions on the customary condition that the reporters present would not identify him as the source. “NFA—Not for Attribution” was the term of art in Washington. The Secretary rather casually had told the reporters that there was really no difference in the number of operational Soviet and American nuclear missiles. And if there was a gap, the United States was ahead.

That, of course, was the opposite of what Kennedy had said during the campaign. “We are facing a gap on which we are gambling with our survival,” was one of his alarming campaign lines. He used it even after classified briefings by General Earle Wheeler, who told him that the United States was not behind any country in nuclear delivery capability. There was no missile gap. But the argument was already central to the campaign and to his entire political career, and closing that gap was the highest priority of his campaign rhetoric.

“The bottom line on the missile gap,” McNamara told the angry President on the morning of February 6, was that the United States could absorb a full-scale Soviet attack—intercontinental missiles, bombers, and submarine-launched missiles—and after all that, the United States would still have enough nuclear capacity remaining to destroy every city in the Soviet Union, kill 100 million Soviets, and demolish 80 percent of Soviet industrial capacity.*

Since the election, Kennedy had never really asserted that there was any kind of a missile gap. He talked around the subject when he had to, as he had done in his State of the Union Address. But on the day after McNamara’s briefing, the President sent out his press secretary, Pierre Salinger, to deny McNamara’s clumsy truth-telling: “These stories are incorrect. Absolutely wrong. No such studies have been completed and no such finding has been made. . . .”

At his televised press conference the next morning, February 8, the third of his term, Kennedy said: “It would be premature to reach a judgment as to whether there is a gap or not a gap.” Then, back in the office, he dictated a memo to his national security adviser, McGeorge Bundy: “Could you let me know what progress has been made on the history of the missile gap controversy ... I would like to know its genesis: what previous government officials put forth their views and how we came to the judgment that there was a missile gap.”

One of the appointments that was delayed that morning, as the President worked out a storyline to cover McNamara’s indiscretion, was with Father Theodore Hesburgh, the president of the University of Notre Dame. Hesburgh had been appointed by Eisenhower to the new U.S. Civil Rights Commission and Kennedy asked him to stay on. Hesburgh, who did not particularly like Kennedy, guessed that the reason he was being kept around was to avoid any civil rights debate, even the kind that might be triggered by speculation over who would get his job. When they met, Kennedy was quick, charming, and informed, at least statistically. He corrected Hesburgh on the number of Negroes in state university graduate schools in the South. Hesburgh said there were none; Kennedy replied that he knew of one in a law school.

“There are things here that are just not right,” Hesburgh said, beginning with another statistic: the number of Negroes in the Alabama National Guard was zero.

“Look, Father,” Kennedy said, surprising Hesburgh with his candor, “I may have to send the Alabama National Guard to Berlin tomorrow and I don’t want to have to do it in the middle of a revolution at home.”

Kennedy drew people to him by being direct, speaking candidly in a way older politicians rarely did. No mean politician himself, the priest understood immediately not only that Kennedy thought civil rights was peripheral but that he intended to keep it that way if he could, at least until after he was up for reelection in 1964.

In fact, Kennedy was most concerned about domestic racial troubles as a foreign policy problem. He didn’t want to see the problems give the country a bad name abroad. Before his meeting with Hesburgh, the State Department’s new chief of protocol, Angier Biddle Duke, had reported to the President that some progress was being made among restaurant owners along Route 40 in Maryland, the road from New York City south to Washington. The State Department was trying to persuade those owners to end their practice of refusing service to dark-skinned diplomats or even use of a bathroom as they traveled between the United Nations and the capital.

“Can’t you just tell the Africans not to drive on Route 40?” Kennedy asked. “Tell the ambassadors I wouldn’t think of driving from New York to Washington.” The President, of course, flew—above it all.

But Hesburgh pressed Kennedy. He wanted some show of commitment. There had been no White House liaison to the Civil Rights Commission since 1958, and Hesburgh asked for one, a name he could use, a number he could call.

“I already have a special assistant who’s working on that full time.”

“Who?”

“Harris Wofford.”

“Really?” said Hesburgh. He had seen Wofford, who was a friend and a former assistant, that morning, and Wofford had said nothing like that.

A few minutes after Hesburgh left, Wofford got a call telling him to get to the White House as soon as possible. He was greeted there by a man he didn’t know who was holding a Bible.

“You Wofford?” asked the man, whose name was William Hopkins. “Raise your right hand, please.”

“What for?”

“I’m supposed to swear you in.”

“For what?”

“I don’t know,” said Hopkins. “I just got word from the President to come up and swear you in this minute as a Special Assistant.”

“But I haven’t seen the President. I don’t know what this is all about.”

“I don’t know about you,” Hopkins said, “but I take my orders from the President. Raise your right hand, please.”

Also at the February 8 news conference, the President had been asked about racial troubles in New Orleans. A reporter said: “Three months ago a Federal court in New Orleans ordered two public schools there desegregated. Since then, what is apparently an organized campaign of intimidation has kept most white children out of those schools and effectively frustrated the court order. During the campaign you spoke of using your moral authority as President in the civil rights field. Can you tell us what you plan to say or do to help the New Orleans families who evidently want to obey the Constitution but are afraid to do so?”

“I want to make sure that whatever I do or say does have some beneficial effect and, therefore, it is a matter which we are considering,” Kennedy answered. “. . . It is my position that all students should be given the opportunity to attend public schools regardless of their race, and that is in accordance with the Constitution. It is in accordance, in my opinion, with the judgment of the people of the United States. So there is no question about that.”

The reporter persisted: “But you do not have anything to say specifically about New Orleans today or about what has happened there—for example, last week the man who had tried to send his children to school and then in fear left town?”

“That is a matter which we are carefully considering,” Kennedy tried again. “On the general question, there is no doubt in my view: students should be permitted to attend schools in accordance with court decisions. The broader question of course is, regardless of the court decisions, I believe strongly that every American should have an opportunity to have maximum development of his talents, under the most beneficial circumstances, and that is what the Constitution provides. . . .

“On the question specifically of what we can usefully do in New Orleans in order to provide a more harmonious acquiescence with the court decision, I would feel that we could perhaps most usefully wait until we have concluded our analysis of it.”

Kennedy was not a bigot. In fact, like many of his generation, he thought prejudice was irrational, a waste of emotion and time. “I’ll tell you something about that,” he said one day to a young White House aide named Daniel Patrick Moynihan. “I can’t get used to Harry Truman talking all the time about ‘the niggers.’ ” During his campaign, Kennedy had moved his entourage out of a hotel in Paducah, Kentucky, when the manager had refused a room to a Negro reporter, Simeon Booker of Jet magazine.

For Kennedy, civil rights, Negro demands, were just politics, a volatile issue to be defused. Careless days growing up in England, the effortless C’s of a young gentleman at Harvard, serving in a Navy without Negroes and then going to Congress before he was thirty years old, had left him with no particular feelings and great voids of knowledge about the day-to-day lives and cares and prejudices of his fellow Americans. Moynihan had been a naval officer, too, but he had grown up on the poorer, meaner kind of Irish streets of the West Side of Manhattan in a neighborhood called Hell’s Kitchen. He had walked out of Kennedy’s office thinking that it was too bad the new President had not run a primary campaign in a state with large numbers of Negro voters. Kennedy usually knew what he had to know, but the only Negro he spent time with was his valet for the past fourteen years, George Thomas. The man had literally been a gift from Arthur Krock, who had repaid past favors from Joe Kennedy by sending Thomas over to take care of Congressman Jack Kennedy. It was the kind of thing one did for a young prince who did not know about such things as going to the cleaners or getting shoes resoled.

Kennedy had won well over 70 percent of the Negro vote, almost double what Stevenson had gotten against Eisenhower in 1956. He had won some of that vote, which may have won the election for him, with a single telephone call to the wife of the Reverend Martin Luther King, Jr., on October 20, 1960. Harris Wofford and Sargent Shriver, who was married to one of Kennedy’s sisters, had persuaded him to do it after Dr. King, the best known of the Negro rights leaders, had been sentenced to four months of “hard labor” in a Georgia jail for a traffic violation.

“Hard labor” for a Negro rabble-rouser in segregated Georgia sounded like death to the preacher’s wife, Coretta King, who had called Wofford for help. Kennedy had picked up a telephone—saying, “What the hell? It’s the decent thing to do.” He told Mrs. King that he was thinking of them and would like to help. He hung up and began talking about something else.

Now, four months later, after three weeks in the White House, Kennedy said to Wofford, with a noticeable lack of enthusiasm: “Well, I guess I have to start meeting with the civil rights people.” It was political duty, a diversion from the priority business of promoting and winning freedom around the world. “Bring them in.”

On February 10, three days after his meeting with Hesburgh, Kennedy met with some of the men he called the “Honkers,” his private term for the most liberal Democrats, particularly those from New York City and Cambridge, Massachusetts. Here they were—the officers of Americans for Democratic Action (ADA), the organizational standardbearers of the liberalism of Eleanor Roosevelt and Stevenson. ADA was determined and proud to lobby and speak for government planning and for the rights of Negro Americans, though the delegation was as white as Father Hesburgh.

Robert Nathan, an economist, spoke first, arguing that Kennedy had to break the recession the country was in with a heavy dose of deficit spending. The President didn’t flinch openly when Nathan said $50 billion in debt added to the $81 billion federal budget should do the job of providing jobs for all Americans.

“Well, there’s a problem with that,” Kennedy said, leaning back, knowing that only a Harvard economist could propose a 60 percent increase in the federal budget with an earnest face. “With the seven percent unemployment we have now, ninety-three percent of the people in the country are employed. That other seven percent isn’t going to get enough political support to do it. I don’t believe that, right or wrong, there’s any possibility of doing the kind of all-out economic operation that you want.”

“Bob, I want you to keep this up,” he said pleasantly to Nathan. “It’s very helpful now for you to be pushing me this way.”

Everyone smiled, and Joseph Rauh, the general counsel of the United Auto Workers, and a founder of ADA, took the moment.

“Well, Mr. President, I hope the spirit with which you have treated Bob’s pressure from the left, on the issue for which he speaks for the ADA, will go equally for the issue on which I speak for the ADA—civil rights.”

“Absolutely not,” Kennedy said, annoyed. Rauh was shocked by the sudden hardening of the President’s face. “It’s a totally different thing. Your criticism on civil rights is quite wrong.”

“Oh, shit,” Rauh thought, as Kennedy began to list Negroes in the administration and said that his brother, the Attorney General, was preparing a number of voting rights suits in Southern states. “Oh, shit. Nothing is going to happen. How did we let this happen?”

Rauh was crushed. He did not speak again, trying instead to figure out Kennedy’s anger. He concluded that he had made a mistake by challenging the President’s morality, while Nathan had only argued about his judgment. He was still replaying the words in his head when he left, passing Senator Russell Long of Louisiana in the hallway.

But Senator Long was not there to talk about race relations in New Orleans or anyplace else; he had come to introduce the President to the Queen of the Mardi Gras, his own daughter Katherine. A photographer came in to preserve the moment. Photographs were political coin. Kennedy took photographs seriously, spending hours looking at himself on glossy paper before deciding which image the public might see. During the campaign, he had taken the time for three photo sessions with one of his few Negro campaign workers, a Milwaukee city councilwoman named Vel Phillips. He had wanted to make sure she looked dark enough.


Chapter 5

FEBRUARY 23, 1961

“The word ‘politics.’ I have no great liking for that,” President Eisenhower once said. Reminded of that, President Kennedy responded: “I do have a great liking for the word ‘politics.’ It’s the way a President gets things done.”

And in his first weeks in power, workaday politics was often the first thing on Kennedy’s mind when he came downstairs from the presidential apartments on the upper floors of the White House to his office in the long and low West Wing. His first stop was usually the desk of his secretary, Evelyn Lincoln, where he dictated a short list of things-to-do, which she distributed, in turn, to his staff and Cabinet members, including items like this in February: “Remind me to call Bill Bates and thank him for his vote” . . . “Ask Larry O’Brien to speak to me about what progress they are making in hiring Gene Robinson, who Smathers is interested in” . . . “Ask Ralph Dungan to speak to me about what progress has been made on the Teno Roncallo appointment. If Teno isn’t going to do it we should consider Joe De Gugliemo” ... “I understand that Dean Acheson is interested in having his son appointed District Attorney of Washington. Will you ask Kenny O’Donnell to talk to Byron White. If it can be done and he is good I would like to do it. If it can’t be done I would like to know about it” . . . “Landis: Senators Kefauver and Gore informed me that there have been five increases in rates in the Tennessee gas transmission without any action by the Federal Power Commission. Are they getting away with murder? If so, what can we do about it?”

Then, usually at 9:30 A.M. or so, Kennedy walked into the Oval Office for the first scheduled business of the day, his daily Cold War briefing. “Good morning. Is this one of ours or one of theirs?” he would say to whomever had collected and sifted through CIA reports and overnight cables from U.S. embassies around the world.

Most days that was national security adviser McGeorge Bundy or his deputy, Walt Rostow. There were rarely surprises. Almost all of the same information was in The New York Times or one of the half dozen other newspapers he had skimmed over breakfast in bed upstairs—or he might have picked it up in his early morning phone calls. That was the information—along with good gossip—that Kennedy valued most. He preferred the observations of people he knew over official government reports. And, most days, the news and gossip were more up to the minute. Rostow might be talking about a detailed plan to stop communism in Asia, but Kennedy might cut him off, saying, “What do you want me to do about it today?” If there was no quick answer, he was ready to move on.

His campaign biographer, Williams historian James MacGregor Burns, had noticed that impatience long before. When he tried to impress Kennedy with ponderings about deeper meanings, Kennedy lost interest, sometimes snapping: “What good are ideas, unless you make use of them?”

But there was random motion everywhere. At the Justice Department on George Washington’s birthday, Robert Kennedy collected the license plate numbers of the two dozen automobiles in the department garage and sent notes saying, “I would like to thank you for coming to work on February 22, a national holiday. The spirit you demonstrated—the spirit of Valley Forge and the spirit of Monte Cassino—will, we hope, spread through the entire Justice Department.” Word of the memos certainly did, making the Attorney General the butt of the kind of jokes usually aimed at J. Edgar Hoover.

“He’s frightening . . . rather a psycho,” said Robert Kennedy privately of the FBI director, whose bureau was part of the Justice Department. John Kennedy knew exactly what kind of man Hoover was. The director was a friend of his father’s, and he knew that Hoover had been keeping a file on him since he had been a twenty-five-year-old Navy officer assigned to the Pentagon in 1942. The file listed the women he had slept with, telling the father, among others, that one of his son’s girlfriends was believed (incorrectly) to be a Nazi spy. Kennedy had reappointed Hoover because he considered him more dangerous as a vindictive opponent outside the government than an obsequious or vaguely threatening presence inside. The brothers thought they could control the FBI chief until there was a way to move him out and keep him quiet about the intelligence he had gathered over the years on them and thousands of other prominent Americans. That was something, too, that had to wait, probably until after the 1964 election.

The next call was from Red Fay, his buddy. Fay, along with his wife and four-year-old daughter, had been shaken up in a crash landing in New Jersey in the early morning hours. The Fays were on a Navy plane flying from New York to Washington for his swearing in as Undersecretary of the Navy—a gift from Kennedy, who liked having him around. “What were they doing on that Navy plane?” was the first question Kennedy asked.

“I cleared it with John Connally before I left,” said Fay. Connally was the new Secretary of the Navy. “He granted me approval.”

“Fortunately for John, when we lose a half-million-dollar plane, the Navy is just one plane shorter. But the President of the United States is minus one plane plus a hell of a lot of general public support because an Undersecretary of the Navy is flying around in a Navy plane with his wife and child.”

Fay didn’t know what to say.

“Well,” said his friend the President. “I’m pleased no one was seriously hurt or killed. We’ll hold your swearing in tomorrow instead of today.”

That same day, Kennedy sent off a secret letter to Soviet Premier Khrushchev, who had been giving clear signals that he was open to a one-on-one meeting with the new President. One of those signals had been the release, on February 8, of two U.S. Air Force officers who had been detained since the crash of their plane, an RB-47 bomber, on Soviet territory in July of 1960. Despite the fact that he had campaigned against summit meetings, saying that raising hopes of accommodation weakened U.S. resolve in the twilight struggle, Kennedy wanted to meet Khrushchev. He was determined to convince him from the start that the new generation would not back down anyplace the United States deemed “vital” to national security—not Europe, not Cuba, not Southeast Asia. He wanted no misunderstandings about that. He noted the conciliatory signs, and wrote to the Soviet leader, using his title as Chairman of the Council of Deputies of the Soviet Union:

Dear Mr. Chairman:

... I agree with your thought that if we could find a measure of cooperation on some of these current issues this, in itself, would be a significant contribution to the problem of insuring a peaceful and orderly world.

I hope it will be possible, before too long, for us to meet personally for an informal exchange of views in regard to some of these matters. . . . You may be sure, Mr. Chairman, that I intend to do everything I can toward developing a more harmonious relationship between our two countries.

The letter was taken to Moscow and delivered to Khrushchev by Llewellyn Thompson, the U.S. ambassador. Thompson had quickly picked up the sense that the Soviets planned to increase pressure to get the Americans (and the French and British) out of Berlin, the old German capital. What was Berlin had been divided into four sectors with the defeat of Nazi Germany in 1945, sectors occupied by military units of the Soviet Union, the United States, Great Britain, and France. There were now, in effect, two Berlins: Soviet-occupied East Berlin, and West Berlin, which stood alone as an enclave controlled by the United States and its allies deep inside East Germany, the part of the country occupied and controlled by the Soviets since the end of World War II. “All my diplomatic colleagues who have discussed the matter appear to consider that in the absence of negotiations Khrushchev will sign a separate peace treaty with East Germany and precipitate a Berlin crisis this year,” Thompson reported back to the White House in a “Top Secret—Eyes Only” cable. “We must at least expect the East Germans to seal off the Sector boundary in order to stop what they must consider intolerable continuation of refugee flow.”

Kennedy thought Berlin was the most dangerous place in the world. If there were to be a nuclear war, it would probably begin there. The Americans were convinced that if the Communists began a military drive to control Europe, it would start in Berlin. The Soviets believed the West planned to reunite and rearm Germany as a bulwark against the historically inevitable spread of Communist doctrine. Divided Berlin was the symbol and the capital of the Cold War. It was first on a list of nineteen national security “tasks” prepared by Bundy and approved by Kennedy on February 24. The President was replacing the formal organization of Eisenhower’s National Security Council with small ad hoc task forces, their number rising and falling with his perception of crises. The task forces would be unofficial, temporary, never functioning long enough to generate their own bureaucracies or get around the direct control of the man in the Oval Office. The first two of the tasks in Bundy’s draft to the President were defined as: “Certain urgent situations”—the crisis of the day, whether Berlin, Cuba, Laos, or Vietnam, and “. . . Problems of military force and policy; e.g., the deterrence of guerrilla warfare.”

That second task was an attempt to beat the Communists at their own game, on the ground, among the people. It was an institutionalizing of The Ugly American. There would be more “Special Forces” soldiers wearing green berets. Under the provisions of his second National Security Action Memo, Kennedy had authorized a $19-million budget augmentation to train three thousand more elite troops in unconventional warfare and counterinsurgency techniques. And there would be unarmed young Americans in the field, too, using shovels and textbooks to win the hearts and minds of villagers threatened by Communist insurgents anywhere in the world.

On March 1, a cable went out to the U.S. Embassy in Saigon that read like the novel. It advised Americans in Vietnam to emphasize contacts with peasants and study the work of General Lansdale in the Philippines, then stated: “White House ranks defense Viet-Nam among highest priorities US foreign policy. Having approved Counter-Insurgency Plan, President concerned whether Viet-Nam can resist Communist pressure during the 18-24 month period before plan takes full effect. . . . Start immediately, with or without GVN participation as judged best by Ambassador, preparation overall Operations-Plan for driving Viet Cong from Viet-Nam. . ..”

The same day, Kennedy issued an executive order creating the Peace Corps, headed by his brother-in-law Sargent Shriver. Young Americans would fan out over the world to live in mud huts and shanties, doing good. “They will live at the same level as the citizens of the countries which they are sent to, doing the same work, eating the same food, speaking the same language,” stated the order—teaching the less fortunate about personal hygiene and democracy, crop rotation and the English language. Robert Kennedy had another idea one morning at a task force meeting: “Why don’t we organize American businessmen overseas to demonstrate against the Communists? They could counter anti-American student protests.”

“What do you think of the idea of our Peace Corps?” Kennedy, with a certain pride of authorship, asked Jawaharlal Nehru, the Indian prime minister. A good plan, Nehru replied, privileged young Americans could learn a lot from Indian villagers. Whether or not Nehru was joking, and he almost certainly was not, Kennedy was not amused.

But the most dramatic American anti-Communist action was much closer to home, and it had begun in secret a year before Kennedy took office. The CIA was training Cuban exiles to overthrow Premier Fidel Castro.

Candidate Kennedy had been briefed twice about the CIA plans, but he knew few of the details, except that there were more than a thousand Cubans being trained by the CIA in Guatemala. The operation had been authorized in March 1960 by Eisenhower, who had instructed: “Everyone must be prepared to swear that he has not heard of it.” The idea was to duplicate the U.S. role in the covert overthrow of two leaders who might have been hostile to American interests, Premier Mohammad Mossadegh of Iran, in 1953, and President Jacobo Arbenz Guzman of Guatemala, in 1954.

But the operation was never as secret as the CIA maintained. The best briefing Kennedy had gotten on Cuba before he took office was in The New York Times of January 10, 1961. The paper ran a three-column headline on page one: “U.S. HELPS TRAIN AN ANTI-CASTRO FORCE AT SECRET GUATEMALAN BASE.” Datelined Retalhuleu, Guatemala, accompanied by a map, the story began: “In the Cordillera foothills a few miles from the Pacific, commando-like forces are being drilled in guerrilla warfare tactics by foreign personnel, mostly from the United States. . . .”

Alongside the continuation inside the paper was an advertisement for coverage of the same open secret placed by the Times’ downscale competition, The New York Daily News: “Castro’s Black Future” . . . “35,000 saboteurs ready to strike from within. 6,000 Cuban patriots ready to storm ashore.”

A month later, when he had been President for three weeks, Kennedy read another piece on the exiles in the Times, and dictated a morning memo to Mac Bundy: “Has the policy for Cuba been coordinated between Defense, CIA [and State]? Have we determined what we are going to do about Cuba? ... If there is a difference of opinion between the agencies I think they should be brought to my attention.”

On March 11, CIA Director Dulles and the agency’s chief of operations, Richard Bissell, were called to the White House to give a detailed briefing on their plans. The Joint Chiefs were in the Cabinet Room, as were Bundy, Rusk, and McNamara. Arthur Schlesinger, just back from a trip to South American capitals, was invited by Kennedy. He was shocked by what he heard from Dulles and Bissell, and thought the President was, too. The CIA men had laid out plans for a small but full-scale invasion of Cuba with 750 men recruited from the 100,000 Cuban exiles living in Miami, who were to come ashore on the south coast of the island near the small city of Trinidad. The landing, which would take place after a series of air strikes, Bissell said, was modeled after the Allied invasion of Anzio, the Italian port city where seventy thousand American and British soldiers landed in 1944. Neither he nor Dulles mentioned that the Allied invaders had been pinned down for four months on their beachhead.

“Too spectacular,” Kennedy said after a few minutes. “It sounds like D-Day. You have to reduce the noise level of this thing.”

“You have to understand . . .” Bissell began at one point. The President interrupted him, saying he understood perfectly. He was concerned about the politics of the invasion. He wanted the least possible political risk—even though that meant military risks would be greater. There could be no intervention by U.S. forces and he wanted to be able to deny, plausibly, any U.S. involvement. He wanted a more remote landing spot and he wanted to be able to call off the whole thing up to twenty-four hours before the landing.

The two men from the CIA looked at each other. They would go along with anything the President said. They assumed that once troops were on the ground and American prestige was on the line, he would agree to anything, throw in anything, men and matériel, whatever it took to win. “When you commit the flag, you commit it to win,” was the way President Eisenhower had put it, when he had sent U.S. planes over Guatemala after the 1954 invasion looked as if it were collapsing.

If the new President said he wanted this one quiet, too, that was fine with the CIA. It would start quiet. Dulles and Bissell stayed quiet themselves, deciding not to point out that the hope of success of an uprising against Castro required as noisy an invasion as possible. The people on the island had to know what was going on, had to believe the Americans were coming before they would risk their lives against Castro’s army and police. Anyway, with any luck, the Cuban leader might be dead by the time the exiles landed. The CIA was pursuing parallel assassination plans to eliminate Castro as the invasion began. If the invaders could not hold on against Castro’s 200,000 men, both regular troops and militia, Bissell said, they could escape into the nearby Escambray Mountains and wage a guerrilla war.

Dulles made a couple of final points. He wanted the President to understand that there would be a political price, as well as a military price, for calling off the invasion. “Don’t forget one thing,” the director interjected, as the meeting was beginning to wind down. “We have a dispersal problem. If we take these men out of Guatemala, we will have to transfer them to the United States, and we can’t have them wandering around the country telling everyone what they have been doing.” Then Dulles said that more than one hundred Cubans were in Czechoslovakia being trained as jet pilots. When they came back and Russian MiGs were on the island, an invasion of Cuba would really be like World War II. Or, World War III.

Kennedy did not press Dulles or Bissell. He thought highly of the CIA. The agency was quicker and more responsive than the State Department, and more attentive than the military. And he trusted Bissell, who had done most of the briefing, and then had personally collected every scrap of paper in the room. Kennedy didn’t know what presidents were supposed to say or do in such situations.

“They’re not queer at State, but. . . ,” he remarked once to his friend Charlie Bartlett. “Well, they’re sort of like Adlai ... I don’t care what it is, but if I need material fast or an idea fast, CIA is the place I have to go. The State Department takes four or five days to answer a simple yes or no.”

“You can’t beat brains,” he would say, and Bissell obviously had them. The agency’s deputy director for operations was a former economics instructor at Yale, and a formidable intellect, a confident man whose secret triumphs included the development of the U-2 spy plane, the high-flying reconnaissance machine he took from idea to prototype in just eight months from December 1954 to August 1955. The entire project had been secret—at least to the American people—until May 1960, when Soviet surface-to-air missiles finally shot one down from 80,000 feet, captured its CIA pilot, Francis Gary Powers, and showed him to the world on television.

After the briefing, Bissell mentioned that Undersecretary of State Chester Bowles had asked him to come over as his chief deputy. Kennedy called Bowles. “You can’t have him,” he said.

“Why not?” asked Bowles.

“He’s going to take Allen Dulles’ job on July 1.”

The next day Bundy circulated National Security Action Memorandum 31: “The President expects to authorize US support for an appropriate number of patriotic Cubans to return to their homeland. He believes that the best possible plan, from the point of view of combined military, political and psychological considerations has not yet been presented, and new proposals are to be concerted promptly. Action: Central Intelligence Agency with appropriate consultation.”

Four days later, on March 15, Bissell came back with a different plan. The new landing zone was one hundred miles to the west on the south coast. The place was called Bahia de Cochinos—the Bay of Pigs. Once again, Dulles and Bissell did not answer questions unless they were asked directly. They left in the escape clause from the Trinidad plan—the force could retreat into the Escambray Mountains and reorganize into guerrilla units.

The CIA men were making it up as they went along. They thought they had Kennedy’s number already. They were calling this White House “the floating crap game.” No regular meetings meant that all the action went with the President; if he was not looking, there was no system and no guarantee that anyone was checking for him. Kennedy was at the center, but he was alone there—and Bissell was going ahead on his own.

“Mr. President, I know you’re doubtful about this,” said Dulles, who then pricked Kennedy in the perfect spot, pushing the “Ike” button. “But I stood at this very desk and said to President Eisenhower about a similar operation in Guatemala, ‘I believe it will work.’ And I say to you now, Mr. President, that the prospects for this plan are even better than our prospects were in Guatemala.”

That was what Kennedy wanted to hear. He had decided to move first in Latin America. He had the idea that, with Castro out of the way, he could form a kind of club of the Americas. “Club” was exactly the word Kennedy used, talking about inviting progressive leaders from Central and South America to regular get-togethers around the pool at his father’s house in Palm Beach. The overthrow of the Communists in Cuba and the announcement of a new ten-year North to South American aid plan, the Alianza para el Progreso, would set these Pan-American events in motion.

Richard Goodwin, the young speechwriter who had thought they could change the world with a telephone, came into the Oval Office on the afternoon of March 13 to find the President pacing the floor and practicing Spanish for that night’s speech announcing the Alliance to Washington’s corps of Latin American ambassadors. “Techo . . . techo; trabajo . . . trabajo; obero . . . obero.”

“It’s obrero with an ‘r,’ not obero,” Goodwin said. There was nothing he could say about his boss’s accent, which was atrocious.

“I have called upon all people of the hemisphere to join in a new Alliance for Progress... to satisfy the basic needs of the American people for homes, work and land, health and schools—techo, trabajo y tierra, salud y escuela,” Kennedy said in his speech in the East Room of the White House.

When Kennedy saw Goodwin afterward, he asked, “How was my Spanish?”

“Perfect, Mr. President.”

“I thought you’d say that.”

Almost everybody was saying nice things about Kennedy. His pollster, Louis Harris, completed surveys that same day, March 23, and sent him a report saying: “Public popularity has risen to perhaps record heights”—higher than either Franklin D. Roosevelt and Eisenhower had enjoyed in their early days.

The reaction to the Kennedys in the White House was amazing, considering that more than half the country had voted against him a few months earlier. Once in the White House, Kennedy had to go on national television to ask people to stop sending telegrams and letters congratulating him and his wife.

But for Kennedy the euphoria was muted by events in Laos, the landlocked kingdom of fewer than three million people that Eisenhower had told him was “the cork in the bottle” of Southeast Asia. A civil war had been going on in the place traditionally called Lanxang, “The Land of a Million Elephants,” since the French had been driven out of Indochina in 1954. The Royal Lao Government of King Savang Vatthana was being supported by the United States—the entire budget of the Royal Army was paid by the CIA and the Defense Department—in its fight against the insurgents of the Pathet Lao (Patriotic Front), who were supported by the Communists in North Vietnam. So far, the U.S. had put in $300 million, more than $150 for each Laotian, about twice the country’s annual per capita income. The king’s speeches were written in Washington by the State Department, though the ghostwriters were not responsible for his most famous line: “My people only know how to sing and make love.”

“What is our position out there?” Kennedy asked the U.S. Ambassador, Winthrop Brown.

“Well, sir,” Brown began, “the policy is . . .”

“That’s not what I asked you,” Kennedy interrupted. “I said, ‘What do you think, you, the Ambassador?’ What kind of people are these people: Souvanna and Souphanouvong and Phoumi and the King and Kong Le?”

Brown began to pour out what he knew, his perceptions and frustrations that no one had wanted to hear before. “Laos is hopeless,” he said. “It’s just a series of lines on a map. Fewer than half the people speak Lao. They’re charming, indolent, enchanting people, but they’re just not very vigorous.

“The king is a total zero,” Brown said. He went on to say that the general the United States was backing, Phoumi Nosavan, had never been near a battlefield and was leading Uncle Sam around by the nose. We were calling Kong Le a Communist but he was actually just a disgruntled soldier, a patriot rebelling against corrupt politicians. Souvanna Phouma, the political leader we were trying to get rid of, was the only Lao with even a remote chance of pulling the country together.

After listening for almost an hour, Kennedy stood up. Brown had given him everything he had, and he left thinking he had met a President who could be trusted to do the right thing. Five days later, Kennedy told Walter Lippmann at lunch, “As far as Laos is concerned, I don’t see why we have to be more royalist than the king. India is more directly threatened than we are, and if they are not wildly excited, why should we be?”

But at the same time, his task force on Laos was excited, reporting to him that one village after another was falling to small units of the Pathet Lao—and that he would soon have to decide whether to walk away and let the Communists take over or send in U.S. troops. The numbers discussed by the task force, which was run by Walt Rostow, and those of the Joint Chiefs ranged from ten thousand to sixty thousand U.S. personnel.

The President found a middle way, at least for the moment. He ordered the Seventh Fleet, stationed at Okinawa, to prepare to steam to Thailand with fourteen hundred combat-ready Marines. He moved another 150 Marines to the Thai-Lao border by helicopter, as if they were an advance unit for more to come. Rostow was delegated to brief reporters on background that the President was resolved to face down the Communists in Laos, and the Soviets, too, which produced this three-column front-page headline in The New York Times of March 21: “U.S. READY TO FACE ALL RISKS TO BAR RED RULE OF LAOS.”

At 6:00 P.M. on March 23, Kennedy went on national television, holding a pointer to large maps of Laos and saying:

“These three maps show the area of effective Communist domination as it was last August, with the colored portions up in the right-hand corner being the areas held and dominated by the Communists at that time; and now next, in December of 1960, three months ago, the red area having expanded; and now from December 20 to the present date . . . the Communists control a much wider section of the country. . . . Soviet planes, I regret to say, have been conspicuous in a large-scale airlift into the battle area . . . plus a whole supporting set of combat specialists, mainly from Communist North Viet-Nam, with the clear object of destroying by military action the agreed neutrality of Laos.

“We strongly and unreservedly support the goal of a neutral and independent Laos. . . . There must be a cessation of the present armed attacks by externally supported Communists. . . . The security of all Southeast Asia will be endangered if Laos loses its neutral independence. Its own safety runs with the safety of us all. ... I know that every American will want his country to honor its obligations. . . .”

Two days later, Kennedy repeated his tough-sounding warnings on Laos: “No one should doubt our resolution on this point.” But, in fact, what he had done in public was to downgrade U.S. policy from supporting a “free” Laos to accepting a “neutral” Laos. In private, with his own men, the President said he did not intend to honor obligations in Laos. The talk and the troop movements, he said, were a bluff. If the United States had to make a stand in Southeast Asia, he said, it would be across the border, in Vietnam.
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