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DEDICATION

 

 

To my dear brother Robert Alexander Santi, whose life—   like Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis’s—inspires us to be the  best that we can be. On July 11, 2003, more than one  thousand people crowded into a small church in Memphis,   Tennessee, to say their final farewell to a man who  would have been amazed that so many people cared.  His life, as did Jackie’s, ended far too early, and, like her,  he tried in his own way to make the world a better place.

I think they both succeeded.




ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Writing a book is an overwhelming project, especially when you’re writing about a person as beloved and talented as Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis. Those who offered encouragement, help, and assistance made all the difference in the world. Were it not for my publisher and editor, John Duff, this book would never have happened. He believed in it when it was just in the talking stage and encouraged me to go forward.

I’m also very grateful to my beautiful friend, Susan Lucci, star of ABC TV’s All My Children, whose introduction graces the beginning of this book. Susan’s elegant insights and her feeling for the life of Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis set the perfect tone for What Jackie Taught Us.

And I especially want to thank Karen Lane and Connie Meehan, two brilliant executives whose time, talent, and expertise helped make this a better book. I’m equally indebted to my  assistant, Krista Pernice, without whose calming influence, help, and intelligence my work would have been doubly difficult.

Friends mean a great deal, and most especially when one is engaged in a task like writing a book. No one could have been a better friend than Duane Garrison Elliot, who encouraged me to write this book. I’m also grateful to Tish Baldrige, whose wonderful books about life in the White House with the Kennedy family have always been a source of inspiration to me. Liz Smith’s words about Jackie were also very insightful and helpful. Don Softness was also a true believer from the very beginning. His counsel, support, and wise and witty edits were invaluable. My attorney, Bonnie Josephs, not only gave me sound and timely advice, but she was a pleasure to work with as well. The keen and caring insights of Dr. Ellen Hollander were also a tremendous contribution. Dr. Joel Kassimir’s willingness to put me in touch with certain interview prospects was also a huge help. Patty Francy, Marie Louise Guertler, Patti Printz, June Rooney, and Marianne (Mimi) Strong—five very special friends—were also key supporters early on, which meant so much to me. Tony Ingrao and Randy Kemyener were also generous with their input and insight.

I’m particularly grateful to my long-time confidante and intelligent friend, Martin Shea, who has always been my cheer-leader. He led me to Debbie Dixon, whose research skills were better than the best. Betty Keeling, always responsive and efficient, also gave me invaluable research assistance, as did Michael  Keeling (no relation), a budding novelist. Special thanks to Paul Scarpetta for his financial research and to photo researcher Bill Broyles, who provided vital help in a timely manner.

I also want to thank my family and especially my husband, William E. Flaherty, whose support has always meant the most. If Bill were not Irish, I would not have understood John F. Kennedy as well as I did! A particular thanks to my sister, Regina Leon, who gave me some very practical advice for this book. My family also includes our five dogs, and I’ll always be grateful to Liam, Ashleen, Shadow, Bailey, and Joe Firestone, who kept me company on many a long night at the computer. A special thanks also to Ena Francis, Beata Brodzik, and Steve Hart, who brought me hot chicken soup for lunch and kept my life running smoothly.

I am very appreciative of those people who willingly gave of their time to grant key interviews for this book. They include but are by no means limited to the following: Hope Annan; Bob Barrett; Charles Berry; Governer Hugh Carey; Oleg Cassini, who generously gave me a wonderfully detailed interview; Newton Cope; Dale Coudert; Ron Dominguez; Jimmy Ezra; Ron Galella; Patrick Gerschel; Suzanne Hemming; Jim Marshall; Julian Niccolini; Baylor Driver King; Joe Kobell; Betty Prashker; Luis Rey; Cathleen McFarlane-Ross; Fritz Selby; Betty Sherrill; Harold Stephens; Marlene Strauss; Tillie Weitzner; Kay Wight; Marilyn Murray Willison; and CBS newsman Perry Wolff, who shared his firsthand experience with Jacqueline Kennedy and the White House with me. Various other individuals spoke  to me on a confidential basis, and their insights were extremely helpful.

I also want to give my special thanks to Linda Arnold; Page Ashley; Mario Buatta; David Columbia; Courtney Cullen; Terry Decker and her sister, Gail Howard, who led me to important interview sources; Robert Deziel; Anita Fore at the Authors Guild; John Fitzgerald Kennedy Library; Carroll Leatherman; Mary Manges; Eileen Markson; Mark Piel, Head Librarian at the New York Society Library; Dave Phillips; Louise and Sandy Smith and The Loosa Schoona Chapter of the Daughters of the American Revolution; The Richard Nixon Library and Birthplace; Nicole and Ted Simpkins; Raymond Teichman, Supervisory Archivist at the FDR Library; Michael Weeks at George Washington University; Alberto Vitale; and finally the fellows at II Riccio Restaurant, who delivered big bowls of pasta on those nights I had to work late.

Many others helped by giving information, guidance, and their time. If I have inadvertently left out anyone whom I should have thanked, please forgive me and know that I do appreciate your help.

Last, but not least, I want to acknowledge my mother, Dale Harvey-Pendergrast, and father, Clement A. Santi, whose love of literature and learning illuminated my path as I wrote this book. And to my wonderful Southern grandmother, Vattie Harvey Headrick, who not only “gloried in my spunk” but whose life and spirit inspired me to hold fast to my dreams.




PROLOGUE

SOME MAY BELIEVE that there is such a thing as “The Kennedy Curse.” Violent deaths, personal destruction, and broken dreams have haunted the fabled family over the centuries and have contributed to this belief. Whether or not this scourge actually exists is open to interpretation. There is no doubt, however, that Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis could rightfully be called “The Kennedy Blessing.” Indeed, America was blessed in a way it never was before during her tenure as First Lady. In sharing with us her love and protection of all things beautiful, she changed the way America was perceived at home and abroad. For more than four decades, Jackie—as we still fondly call her—captured our imagination as no other woman has or probably ever will again in our time. Her radiant smile and elegant spirit will forever be a part of American history.

Her death in 1994 seemed premature, and it still doesn’t seem fair that she’s gone.

Jackie had everything people admired and wanted for themselves—beauty, intelligence, adorable children, a life full of excitement and glamour, and, yes, a handsome husband, John Fitzgerald Kennedy. We cannot think of Jackie without remembering Jack. Together they symbolized a poignant time in our nation’s history, when its innocence and optimism promised that anything was possible. They gave us hope and made us feel that each of us would be the best we could be.

The extraordinary life of Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis was full of magic, both black and white. The most terrible tragedy that could ever be imagined happened to her. Her husband, the most powerful man in the free world, was murdered before her very eyes. She handled his death with a majesty that we will never forget. Our hearts ached as we tearfully reached out to her, young Caroline, and the little boy we called John-John. We loved Jackie when Jack was alive and continued to love her after he was gone. Admittedly, many of her admirers were temporarily thrown off base by her subsequent marriage to Greek shipping tycoon Aristotle Onassis. After Onassis died, we resumed our unflagging adoration when she emerged as America’s most famous working woman. Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis was by no means a perfect person, but in our minds and memories, she was as close to perfection as few people ever will be.

Although I didn’t know Jackie personally, we happened to  live in the same building in New York City. In 1989, my husband, Bill, and I purchased an apartment at 1040 Fifth Avenue, the building to which Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis moved in 1964 after she left Washington, D.C. With its magnificent views of Central Park and its large, gracious apartments, 1040 Fifth was designed by the architectural genius Rosario Candela, who created some of New York City’s most prestigious buildings, including the grand art deco duplex at 740 Park Avenue, where Jackie lived as a child. Located on the Upper East Side of Manhattan near the world-famous Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1040 Fifth Avenue is still special because to most people it’s where Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis lived for thirty years, and it was there that she died in 1994 at the age of sixty-four.

As a neighbor, I observed Jackie from a faraway closeness—never wanting to encroach on her privacy. Once, her son John, who was thirty-two years old at the time, approached me in the lobby as I was returning home from a chilly winter walk in Central Park with Liam, my yellow Labrador. “What’s it like to have a dog in a New York City apartment?” he asked, with an earnest, friendly smile on his handsome face. “It’s just fine,” I answered, “Dogs just want to be wherever you are.” It was an endearing encounter. I assumed he asked the question because he was thinking of getting a dog, which he subsequently did—an enormous German Shepherd named Sam whom he rescued from the pound.




Jackie’s Legacy

As wife, mother, and widow, Jackie’s enduring legacy lies in the choices she made during her life. She handled happiness and heartache, incredible fame and wealth, and public demands and private needs with a remarkable discipline derived from a tremendous well of self-knowledge and acceptance. Indeed, Jackie taught the world, and women in particular, many valuable lessons for which we may be forever grateful.

This book explores the unique path Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis took that led to her overwhelming success and examines those personal characteristics and traits that made it possible. Her life shows us that success is less determined by an inborn capacity than by focus, strategy, and passion. More important for us, Jackie laid out a roadmap for achievement.

While we need not aspire to the same heights she reached in order to learn from her extraordinary accomplishments, we can all enlarge and enrich our own personal universe by following her example in our own way.




INTRODUCTION

Like many of you reading this book, I didn’t know Jackie personally, yet I felt as though I did. As a young girl growing up in Garden City, New York, Jackie Kennedy was like a movie star to me. She epitomized everything I wanted to be—beautiful, cultured, and intelligent. She also had a very handsome husband who happened to be President of the United States, plus two very special children and the most amazing wardrobe I’d ever seen. Although I was still wearing blue jeans and T-shirts, my mother introduced me to the “Jackie look”: A-line dresses, double strands of white pearls, and big, bouffant hairdos topped by chic little pillbox hats.

As much as Jackie loved fashion, she was much more than the clothes she wore. Although appearances clearly counted, how she lived her life mattered most. Without question, her heart was centered on her family—her husband and children.  She taught me by her example that motherhood is one of the true blessings of life and that if a woman succeeds in that role, she has made the greatest contribution possible. I particularly admired the fact that Jackie never exploited her children or used them as her personal props. She allowed and encouraged Caroline and John to have their own individuality and lives. I am blessed with two wonderful children, a girl and a boy, and, like Jackie, I never hesitate to put them first and my career second. Liza and Andreas fill my husband, Helmut, and me with pride, wonder, and love.

When Jacqueline Bouvier Kennedy burst upon the world after her husband won the presidential election in 1060, Washington deemed her an attractive and intelligent woman who was content to let Jack stand in the spotlight alone. That notion didn’t last long. Although Jack was constantly on center stage, Jackie was never far behind.

Jackie always understood that her role as First Lady demanded a certain standard of performance and made it a point to never let down her public. She set a high standard of behavior for all of us. Who could forget her triumphant visit to Paris with President Kennedy when the world finally realized that America also had style, culture, and taste? I wonder if people have ever given Jackie Kennedy enough credit for elevating the image of our country in the eyes of the world. It was also her vision and commitment that made possible the restoration of the White House into a proud treasure of American history.

Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis died far too young. She was an enchanting woman, full of mystery and magic, who is linked to our hearts forever through a haunting sense of tragedy and her unbelievable strength. She brought a light and love into our lives that can never be replicated.

Like the eternal beauty of the Parthenon in Greece, Notre Dame in Paris, and the purple mountain majesties of America, God shed His grace on Jackie. May her image of beauty, intelligence, strength, and excellence endure forever in our minds and hearts.

 

Susan Lucci
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 “It is twice as hard to crush a half-truth as a whole lie.”

—UNKNOWN

 

 

 

 

MANY DIFFERENT PERCEPTIONS exist about the life of Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis. One is that Jackie was merely a beautiful woman whose life was consumed with shopping and traveling to glamorous places. Nothing could be further from the truth.

As with many attractive women whose intelligence and accomplishments are often hidden behind their glamour and style, Jackie’s keen intellect was often obscured by her jet-setting image and her big, dark sunglasses. In 1962, a New York Times article grudgingly acknowledged Jackie’s intelligence with this comment: “It is now all right for a woman to be a bit brainy or cultured as long as she tempers her intelligence with a ‘t’rific’ girlish rhetoric.”

As a young woman, Jackie learned to conceal her intellect, perhaps believing her mother’s advice that men don’t like brainy women. When she met her husband-to-be, Jack Kennedy, she found that wasn’t necessarily true.

What Jackie achieved in her thousand days in the White House was monumental in scope. Through her style, her grace, and her impassioned support of the arts as well as her key role in historic preservation, she helped change the way America was perceived by the rest of the world.

Although Jackie was destined to be a major player on the world stage, she began her life in a very ordinary setting, a small hospital on the eastern shore of Long Island.




Early Years 

From the beginning, it appeared that Jackie somehow wanted to do things her way, even choosing the date of her birth. Due to arrive in mid-June, she was born six weeks later, on July 28, 1929, at the local hospital in the fashionable resort village of Southampton, about two hours from New York City. She was the first child of Janet Norton Lee and John “Jack” Vernou Bouvier III. Three months after her birth, the stock market crash of October 1929 occurred, turning the world upside down.

While only marginally affected by the depression, Jackie’s family soon suffered significant financial setbacks due to Jack Bouvier’s careless investments and indiscriminate spending  habits, creating a major change in their lifestyle. Jackie and her sister, Lee, born four years later, were left with a lifelong feeling of insecurity and a deep fear of poverty despite their relatively comfortable existence.

Although Jackie was born into a privileged lifestyle, the Bouviers were not descended from French nobility, as her grandfather stubbornly claimed. Instead, their ancestors, who originated in southern France, had been tailors, farmers, and even domestic servants. The name Bouvier, while suggesting aristocratic lineage, actually means “cowherd.” Michel Bouvier, the family’s first immigrant to America, left France in 1815 after serving in Napoleon’s defeated army and settled in Philadelphia. Starting as a handyman, he later became a cabinetmaker and eventually a successful land speculator. His children and grandchildren prospered over the years, marrying into some of society’s leading families, including the Ewings, Sergeants, and Drexels.

Contrary to popular opinion, Jackie was more Irish than French, an important point to note, given the later emphasis on her French ancestry. Her mother, Janet Lee, was 100 percent Irish. The Lee family had arrived in America in 1852 from County Cork, Ireland, at the time of the potato famine. Janet’s maternal grandmother, Margaret Merritt, who cooked and cleaned for the Lee family, spoke with a thick Irish brogue, much to her granddaughter’s embarrassment.

Although Jackie’s father, John Vernou Bouvier III, had a  surname that was totally Gallic, he was only one-quarter French, the rest being a mixture of Scottish and English. His daughter, Jackie, consequently, was only one-eighth French. His beloved mother, Maude Sergeant Bouvier, Jackie’s grandmother, would tease her adored son whenever he was naughty about the unwholesome French blood he had inherited from his father. Jackie’s cousin, John H. Davis, in his book, The Bouviers—Portrait of an American Family, describes an incident when Jack’s father found him in the barn, pricking his finger and squeezing out drops of blood. “When asked what he was doing, he replied that he was trying to squeeze all the naughty French blood out of himself,” writes Davis.

Mother Maude’s influence was no match, however, for that of her husband, John Vernou Bouvier Jr. The Major, as he preferred to be called, told his children and grandchildren that they were descended from the kings and queens of France, belonging to the noble house of Fontaine. He went so far as to have a book, Our Forbears, printed to reinforce his claims. Jackie, as a young girl, might easily have bought into the myth that her French ancestors were of royal blood, although historians have disproved this lineage.

Whether Jackie acknowledged these genealogical truths or not doesn’t really matter. Throughout her life she was an avid fan of history, realizing that the past offers lessons that can be applied to the present.

Even as a child, Jackie had a clear view of herself and a  unique vision of life’s possibilities. Given the choice, she preferred the company of horses and dogs to people. Her love of literature also surfaced early on. Instead of playing with dolls, she turned to books and counted Byron, Robin Hood, and Scarlett O’Hara among her heroes. One of her teachers was amazed to learn that six-year-old Jackie even enjoyed reading Chekov’s short stories.




School Days 

Jackie attended the best private schools, starting at age six at the Chapin School for Girls. Her fellow classmates remember her as one of the brightest in their group. As recounted in Mary Van Rensselaer Thayer’s book, Jacqueline Bouvier Kennedy, one of her teachers there recalled that she was “the prettiest little girl, very clever, very artistic and full of the devil.” Unfortunately, none of these gifts helped ease her pain during the estrangement of her exacting mother and her hard-drinking, fast-spending, womanizing father.

Jackie’s true joy was horses and riding, through which she revealed an intensely competitive nature and a total distaste for defeat. Already a budding championship rider who had first sat on a horse at the age of two, the stables became a welcome retreat for her. She was encouraged by her mother, Janet, an accomplished rider who competed in horse shows throughout the Northeastern states. Having inherited Janet’s physical courage  and love of competition, it was apparent that Jackie would be an excellent horsewoman. By age five, she had begun to compete and win blue ribbons on the riding circuit. In 1940, eleven-year-old Jackie won every event she entered in the under-twenty division, including two categories in the National Horse Show at Madison Square Garden.

That same year her parents finally divorced. Her mother’s subsequent marriage in 1942 to a wealthy stockbroker, Hugh D. Auchincloss Jr., hurt Jackie deeply, as she adored her father, who felt the same way about her. Soon after the divorce, relatives noticed that Jackie began to withdraw into her own private world.

Later, Jackie attended Miss Porter’s School in Farmington, Connecticut, where she studied art history, literature, and drawing and earned As in French and Spanish. She attracted as much attention for her intelligence as for her beauty. When she graduated from Miss Porter’s, the yearbook recorded her stated ambition in life “not to be a housewife.”




Debutante of the Year 

Jackie was accepted by Vassar College in 1947 after scoring in the highest possible percentile on her College Board exams. Just before the fall term began, Igor Cassini, the influential and widely read New York society columnist, named her “Debutante of the Year.” He glowingly described her as a “regal brunette who has classic features and the daintiness of Dresden  porcelain.” He also enthused about her poise and intelligence. In an era when society still counted, this accolade put Jackie near the level of a Hollywood star. She became an overnight celebrity, enjoying a steady swirl of society balls and grand parties.

After the heady atmosphere of the “season,” she found life at Vassar, located in rural Poughkeepsie, New York, to be boring—even reportedly referring to it as “that damned Vassar.” Nonetheless, Jackie was an excellent student, earning A+ in both a Shakespearean course and the history of religion. Much to her family’s chagrin, Jackie decided not to attend Vassar for her junior year and applied to a program at Smith College for a year of study at the Sorbonne in France.




A Year in France 

Jackie was accepted by Smith College’s foreign study program and went to France in August 1949 for her junior year. Although somewhat proficient in French, Jackie did not have full command of its finer points. She and a few of the other participants were first sent to an intensive six-week language course at the University of Grenoble, about three hundred miles from Paris. In October, she arrived in the City of Light and began courses at the Sorbonne, all taught in French with a concentration on French history and art.

Years later, in the White House, Jackie would draw upon her time in Europe, re-creating the legendary, sophisticated parties  she had attended in Paris that had magically mixed politicians, artists, movie stars, and society notables.




Return to the States 

With her horizons broadened by her European experience, Jackie was determined not to return to Vassar, even though her father begged her to remain near his New York City residence. Instead, in 1950, she decided to enroll at George Washington University in Washington, D.C., near her mother and stepfather’s luxurious Virginia estate, Merrywood. Again, her independent thinking won out against the wishes of others.

While Jackie was completing work for her degree, she entered  Vogue magazine’s annual Prix de Paris competition, a writing contest with a top prize of working for a year as a junior editor—six months in New York and six months in the Paris office. She won the competition over 1,279 other contestants.

Supposedly, Jackie’s first day of work at the Vogue office in New York was momentous. By midmorning, she had visited the personnel office and quit, saying that her mother felt strongly about keeping her at home. However, it is more likely, as one of her friends reported, that the decision was completely Jackie’s. Once she had a close-up look at the overwhelmingly female environment of Vogue, it simply confirmed an early suspicion that the fashion world was not the best place for her—especially if she wanted to find a suitable man to marry.




First Job 

Jackie, who was primarily dependent on her father’s financial support, was always strapped for cash. After graduation from college in 1951, she badly needed a job to supplement her meager monthly allowance from him. Although Jackie’s wealthy stepfather, Hugh D. Auchincloss Jr., paid for few of her day-to-day expenses, he was generous with his connections. Through him, she was able to secure an interview at The Washington Times-Herald, a lively, impertinent newspaper that was out-selling both The Washington Post and Evening Star at the time. It also had the reputation of readily hiring attractive girls with modest expertise. At her interview with the city editor, Jackie was told that she could have the job of Inquiring Photographer if she managed to learn how to use a Speed Graphic camera by the following day. After an intense tutorial with the staff photographer, she got the job, beginning in January 1952 at $25 a week. Ironically, Kathleen Kennedy, Jack’s sister, had once held the same job, as had Jack’s former girlfriend, the voluptuous Inga Arvad, affectionately known as “Inga Binga” to Jack.

At about the same time, Jackie became engaged to John Husted, a family friend. Socially prominent, he had an impeccable WASP background and a promising career on Wall Street. Their engagement was announced in January 1952. Almost immediately, however, Jackie had serious reservations. In truth, she did not want the life of an ordinary New York matron and,  given her large ambition, was also not eager to be the wife of a traditional Wall Street businessman.

Although being the newspaper’s Inquiring Photographer  was not an intellectually demanding job, it required considerable creativity on Jackie’s part, as her assignment was to ask people on the street or in their offices about a topic of the day and photograph them. In typical Jackie fashion, she took great care to prepare interesting, often personal questions to provoke equally interesting answers. She took her job seriously and wanted her column to reflect favorably on her. Once she posed the question, “Do you think a wife should let her husband think he’s smarter than she is?” And “Chaucer said that what most women desire is power over men. What do you think women desire most?” She asked two other questions that were ominously prescient:

“Which first lady would you most like to have been?”

“What prominent person’s death affected you most?”




Jackie and Jack 

The job suited Jackie well, and it provided access to new and influential people. Using her newspaper column as a cover, she called tall, good-looking Jack Kennedy, then a senator, whom she had met at a dinner party in 1951. Since that first meeting, she had heard many stories about Jack Kennedy at the Times-Herald,  including his war heroics and the fact that women found him irresistible.

Jackie’s interview with the charismatic senator brought her to his attention again. Many people in Kennedy’s office felt Jackie’s column played a prominent part in rekindling their relationship. Within a short time she broke her engagement to John Husted, and the Bouvier/Kennedy romance took on a more serious note. According to Jack’s prep school friend, Lem Billings, Jackie was more intelligent, literary, and substantial than most of the other young women Jack dated. She also had a certain classiness that Jack found very attractive.

As for Jack himself, he was any woman’s dream come true. A popular three-term congressman and then a senator, he was intelligent, witty, and extremely wealthy. His father, Joseph P. Kennedy, former ambassador to the Court of St. James in London, was the twelfth richest man in America, having a net worth that Fortune magazine estimated at $400 million—the equivalent of several billion dollars in today’s money. They had homes in Boston, New York, Palm Beach, and Cape Cod. What more could a woman want?

Jackie and Jack began seeing each other more often, and in January 1953, she was Jack’s date at the inaugural ball of President Dwight D. Eisenhower. So taken was she that Jackie began sending Jack nutritious gourmet meals to his office to express her concern over his poor eating habits, along with buying him  special books and doing everything she could to get his attention. Still, Jack showed no signs of proposing, much to Jackie’s disappointment. But now it was Jackie’s turn to play hard to get. Surprising Jack, she told him that she was taking an unexpected trip to London to cover the coronation of Queen Elizabeth II.

Leaving for England on May 22, 1953, the trip provided an excellent opportunity for Jackie to consider if she wanted to marry Jack after all. Cautioned by several trusted male friends about Jack’s womanizing, she hoped that, once married, he would cease this behavior. Additionally, she knew that her life with him would always be interesting and that he also had the necessary financial resources to overcome her primal fear of poverty. As her former beau Demi Gates said, “... she was absolutely obsessed with poverty.” Another male friend said, “She had an insecurity about money, a fear of going back to being poor.” Her mother, who was forced to work in a New York City department store after her divorce to help support herself and her two daughters before her marriage to Hugh D. Auchincloss, Jr., continuously reinforced this concern. Janet Auchincloss had experienced life at both ends of the scale, with and without money. She was adamant that her daughters marry into “real” money.

Besides possessing wealth, Jackie wanted a husband who stimulated her mentally. Jack was a great conversationalist with an intellectual curiosity that appealed to Jackie. They shared a common love of books that they would enjoy throughout their  lives. His reputation as a playboy did not concern Jackie, perhaps because she idolized her father, who had the same propensity. Jack had already decided that Jackie, with her “cool reserve, humor, and intelligence,” would be the least likely woman to bore him. Their shared Catholic religion was important, too. In early June, when Jackie returned from London, Jack met her plane. Their engagement was announced on June 24, 1953.




Marriage to Jack 

On September 12, 1953, Jackie Bouvier and Jack Kennedy were married at St. Mary’s Church in Newport, Rhode Island. The wedding was stage-managed by Joe Kennedy, who saw it as an opportunity to further his son’s political career. He was happy to pay for the event after convincing Jackie’s mother, Janet, to disregard her daughter’s wish for a small, simple wedding. Joe had crammed nine hundred guests into a church meant to hold only seven hundred and invited fourteen hundred to the reception—as well as dozens of photographers, reporters, and columnists.

Jackie wasn’t even able to wear the kind of wedding gown she preferred. Favoring something simple with straight lines that would complement her tall, trim figure, she wore, instead, a traditional dress with a huge bouffant skirt because Jack’s family wanted something more ornate. Later, she told a friend that she thought it made her look “like a lampshade.” It was one  of the rare occasions when the dress wore Jackie, not the other way around.

It was not a totally happy day for Jackie because her beloved father was reportedly too hungover to walk her down the aisle. There is some speculation that Janet had deliberately caused this. Rumor has it that she sent her son-in-law, Michael Canfield, who was married to her daughter Lee, to visit and drink with Jack Bouvier at his hotel the night before the wedding. Whether Janet asked Canfield to deliberately get him drunk is not definitively known. However, it was common knowledge that Jack Bouvier had a serious drinking problem and Janet did not want to take any chances, as she knew the wedding of her daughter to the handsome, young senator would be reported in great detail by the nation’s press.

According to Jackie’s sister, Lee, “My mother had written him [Jack Bouvier] telling him she hoped he realized that he was far from welcome and that he might change his mind and decide not to come, and she felt that this would be a far more appropriate thing for him to do.” As was her penchant, Jackie concealed the hurt the episode caused her, instead displaying the courage and self-discipline for which she would later become famous.

Now married to John Fitzgerald Kennedy, she embarked on a journey that would take her from being a senator’s bride to the world stage as the wife of the thirty-fifth President of the United States. Yet the greatest joys of her life would come from motherhood,  with the birth of Caroline in 1957, followed by John Jr. in 1960.

Sadly, Jackie’s marriage to Jack Kennedy ended ten years later with his assassination in 1963. Later, she would marry one of the world’s richest men, Greek shipping tycoon Aristotle Onassis. Their turbulent relationship ended with his death in 1975. Never to marry again, Jackie found fulfillment and happiness with Maurice Tempelsman, her long-time companion. She also went on to enjoy a successful career as an editor at Doubleday, one of New York’s leading publishing firms.

Indeed, over the years, and particularly in public, Jackie would live her life with poise, grace, and zest, regardless of any pain or disappointment. In her own words:

“We must give to life at least as much as we receive from it. Every moment one lives is different from the next. The good, the bad, the hardship, the joy, the tragedy, love and happiness are all interwoven into one single indescribable whole that is called life. You cannot separate the good from the bad. And, perhaps there is no need to do so either.”
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WHAT JACKIE TAUGHT US ABOUT  Self-Awareness
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KNIWING WHO YOU ARE

 

“No one else looked like her, spoke like her, or was so original in the way she did things. No one we knew ever had a better sense of self.”

—SENATOR TED KENNEDY, MAY 23, 1994

 

 

 

 

TED KENNEDY’S EULOGY at the funeral of his sister-in-law lovingly and succinctly summarized the essence of Jackie’s image. Because she knew who she was and what she wanted, she was able to accomplish more than most.

It’s been said a thousand times—if you don’t know where you want to go, you’ll never get there. To achieve what you want out of life, you have to know what you believe in. As deceptively easy as it may sound, success begins and ends with knowing who you are and what you stand for.

Like many successful people, Jackie possessed a very strong  sense of self and was determined to follow the path of her own choosing. Sometimes it meant thwarting her often indomitable mother or disappointing her beloved father. As First Lady, it frequently meant refusing to give in to the demands of a wide universe of people who wanted something from her—relatives, the Kennedy family, her staff, political advisers, the media, and, of course, the American people. As a child, Jackie was fortunate to recognize what made her happy or sad, what she liked and disliked, and how she wanted to live her life. “I hated dolls, loved horses and dogs, and had skinned knees and braces on my teeth for what must have seemed an interminable length of time to my family,” she recalled years later in a writing competition she won in 1951 at age twenty-one for Vogue magazine’s Annual Prix de Paris.

Undoubtedly, Jackie’s ability to recognize her strengths and weaknesses also contributed to her enormous success. She showed remarkable candor in acknowledging her vulnerabilities in the same essay when she wrote, “One of my most annoying faults is getting very enthusiastic over something at the beginning and then tiring of it halfway through. I am trying to counteract this by not getting too enthusiastic over too many things at once.” This quality of knowing where she would most likely succeed or fail stayed with her throughout her life and is one of the major reasons that she achieved as much as she did.

As Jackie always had an urge to resist the status quo, it’s not surprising that in response to another portion of the Vogue competition  she named writer Oscar Wilde, poet Charles Baudelaire, and Russian ballet impresario Sergei Diaghilev—three unconventional men who were notorious for smashing bourgeois credos—as her choice for “People I wish I had known.”

Ironically, Jackie’s turbulent childhood was probably a major factor in motivating her to develop this sense of self-awareness. Her instinct for survival propelled her to create her own safe world, relying on intuition to find her way rather than following the path her parents took, which was filled with anger, disappointment, and infidelity.

Jackie’s father, who spent money recklessly, has been described as “a fan of strong drink, fast horses, and beautiful women.” He was a gregarious alcoholic who could not stop pursuing women, but at the same time, a loving and adoring parent who complimented and encouraged Jackie at every step of the way—in contrast to her mother, who was sparing in her praise. Her mother, unhappy and disillusioned with Jackie’s philandering father, sometimes took out her frustration on their two daughters. Janet was a harsh disciplinarian who demanded perfection from herself and her children.

As a child, Jackie developed an inner toughness in the face of the public humiliation created by her father’s behavior and her parents’ bitter relationship. The fact that all the lurid details of their eventual divorce were reported in the press, along with a photo of eleven-year-old Jackie, only served to deepen her sense of resolve to develop a life for herself on her own terms.

As a result, riding horses became much more than just an enjoyable childhood activity for Jackie. It was an outlet for both physical exercise and mental escape. Years later, her father reportedly told Jackie’s future husband, John Kennedy, “If you ever have any trouble with Jackie, put her on a horse.” Despite suffering a number of mishaps, including a broken collarbone, a slipped disc, and a fall that knocked her unconscious, Jackie’s dedication to riding never wavered. Because it was an activity in which she excelled, riding gave Jackie a renewed sense of self. She also credited horseback riding for the impeccable posture and regal carriage that defined her style as dramatically as her wardrobe.

Jackie’s dysfunctional childhood taught her that she needed privacy and protection from the world at large if she were ever to feel secure. She also learned that reading and indulging in her passion for the arts would always be a comfort to her. For her to feel truly safe, however, financial security was paramount. Jackie’s childhood years of watching her father’s fortune dwindle, her parents arguing bitterly over money, and finally divorcing undoubtedly had a lifelong effect on her. Indeed, the memory of being wealthy and losing most of it must have produced in Jackie a fear that created an obsessive concern about money. Her sister Lee’s opinion was that money was insulation. “She’d seen enough downfall around her to want that insulation.”

Even after her mother married Hugh D. Auchincloss, Jr., a multimillionaire heir to the Standard Oil fortune, money continued  to be an issue for Jackie. Surrounded by wealth that was unavailable to them, she and her sister lived in the enormous Auchincloss houses in Virginia and Newport, Rhode Island, but they were considered stepchildren, not Auchinclosses, and did not have trust funds set up for them by their stepfather, as did the other children. Already, there were three Auchincloss children from Hugh’s first two wives, and before long, there would be two more with his new wife, Janet. Jackie, far from being an heiress, except for room and board provided by Hugh D. Auchincloss, Jr., was forced to depend financially on her father and grandfather.

Whenever Jackie did visit her father, she would feel sorry for him, especially when he continued to blame her mother for the loss of his money. It probably wasn’t difficult for a young girl to believe that if only her father had more money, her parents would have loved each other and they would have been a happy family.

To the casual observer of Jackie’s spending habits, particularly as an adult, it may be hard to imagine that a person concerned with financial security could have spent money as prodigiously as she did. In light of Jackie’s constant quest for perfection and her need to be the best, money and all it brought was integral to her sense of well-being.

It’s not surprising then that both of Jackie’s husbands, Jack Kennedy and Aristotle Onassis, were wealthy and powerful—attributes possibly entwined in Jackie’s mind with the premise  that with financial security comes love and happiness. When, at age twenty-three, she met Jack Kennedy, she had found a man who was far more attractive to her than John Husted, the Wall Street businessman who had been her fiance for a few short months. Harvard-educated and extremely good-looking, Jack shared Jackie’s love of history and literature. His sharp repartee and easy laugh appealed to her well-developed sense of humor and quick wit. More important, he was already a powerful U.S. senator with rapidly ascending prospects for the future, and his family was among the wealthiest in the country.

Finding in each other an emotional haven, both had suffered the pain of cold, distant mothers and blatantly unfaithful fathers, which undoubtedly affected their outlooks on love and marriage. Although Jackie, a tall, slim, dark-haired beauty, was nothing like the bosomy blondes with whom Jack usually spent time, he was captivated by her manner, both enticing and elusive, and her deep appreciation of literature and history. Her patrician air and connection to the WASP milieu was also extremely appealing.

Although Jackie was raised in an era when women were taught to camouflage their strengths lest they turn off men, she fully recognized her strong suits and always played to them. She realized early on that it was the best way to handle the Kennedy family, who liked to be associated with winners. Their father, Joseph Kennedy, instilled competition in the children at an early age. He frequently reminded them, “We don’t want any losers  around here.” When she first began dating Jack, he invited her to play in a game of touch football at the Kennedy compound in Hyannisport, Cape Cod. She decided to give it a try and proceeded to break her ankle. Instead of improving her skills to impress Jack, she didn’t play again, as she realized rough-and-tumble sports were not her cup of tea.

Often the Kennedy brothers and sisters would be engaged in fierce competition in swimming, sailing, softball, or golf, and Jackie would opt to read a good book or paint a picture—pastimes to which she was much better suited. When Jack asked her to join his crew for the annual Labor Day Hyannisport Yacht Club Regatta, she refused, telling him, “It’s enough for me to enjoy a sport without having to win, place or show.” This was not entirely true, as Jackie was a fierce competitor. It was probably difficult for her to admit to Jack that she didn’t want to crew with him because she was not as good at it as he was. However, Jackie maintained her reputation as a sportswoman by indulging in activities in which she excelled—horseback riding, in particular, as well as waterskiing and swimming.

Armed with the confidence of knowing that he was the right man for her, Jackie proceeded to campaign for the job of Jack’s wife until she succeeded. With their marriage, a union was forged that history will never forget.

Not particularly interested in politics, it hardly seemed likely that Jackie would leave such a lasting legacy after serving as  First Lady for only three short years. However, because Jackie knew her strengths, she was able to effectively deploy them to help her husband and the image of his presidency.

In undertaking the restoration of the White House, Jackie chose a project that she understood completely and one in which she knew she was destined to shine. As one of her biographers remarked, “It was a part of Jackie’s genius and an important quality in her role in restoring the White House that she not only had an instinctive feel for what was right for the house, but also knew exactly where to go for advice and who to approach for help.”

From her mother, Janet Auchincloss, Jackie inherited the knowledge of how a grand home should be furnished and run. Janet, now married to a wealthy stockbroker, managed and artfully decorated spectacular estates at Merrywood in Virginia and at Hammersmith Farms in Rhode Island. Jackie absorbed all this information as a young girl and learned to insist on the best.

Her mother had also taught her how to entertain with style and flair. Consequently, Jackie had no fear when it came to organizing magnificent state dinners in the White House, honoring kings, queens, prime ministers, and other world leaders.

Because Jackie was true to her inner beliefs, she was able to accomplish her goals in the brief time she served as First Lady. She actively pursued what made her happy and often avoided activities that didn’t appeal to her. If she felt she couldn’t make a difference, she chose not to get involved.

Jackie considered many political events boring and a waste  of her time. Frequently, she refused to attend recipe-swapping luncheons with Congressional wives or meet with the media. One of her biographers reported that she once told a friend, “Poor Jack, he thinks if I ignore them [the press], he’ll be impeached.” Jackie herself summarized her time as First Lady by saying, “People told me ninety-nine things I had to do as a First Lady and I haven’t done one of them.” Instead, she created her own road map because she knew where she wanted to go and how to get there.

After Jack Kennedy’s assassination and Jackie’s relocation to New York, President Lyndon Johnson offered her an ambassadorship to virtually any major country in Europe or Latin America. She recognized that there were other activities better suited to her than politics, and she declined his offer. Jackie consistently refused to take part in any activity where she would be less than the best.

Following the death of her second husband, Aristotle Onassis, she found herself at loose ends. Jackie wanted a purposeful life but wasn’t sure exactly where to turn. Although Jackie had the intelligence, education, and energy to become a formidable businesswoman, she never set her sights on that. If she had, her skills in maneuvering around the dominant male species undoubtedly would have catapulted her into the boardroom. When a friend suggested a job in publishing, she immediately recognized that this was well suited to her, as it was an arena where her natural gifts could be put to good use. After all, she  had a lifelong love of learning and literature and had written poetry and essays throughout the years. She had also helped Jack organize and produce his Pulitzer prize—winning book,  Profiles in Courage. Additionally, she was primarily responsible for creating the White House guidebook and was fully familiar with all elements of the editorial process from editing the text to choosing the photos and designing the overall layout.

Jackie took a job as a consulting editor at Viking Press and then at Doubleday, two of the country’s leading publishers. Again, Jackie did it her way. She agreed to work three days a week in the office and the remainder of time from her home so she could be with her children. In short order, she gained the respect of her colleagues and authors, publishing more than seventy books during her tenure at Doubleday. From 1975 to 1994, for more than a third of her life, Jackie worked as a productive member of the publishing world. So successful was she that the  New York Times dubbed her “Doubleday’s secret weapon.”




What Jackie Taught Us 

Among the many lessons we can take from Jacqueline Kennedy’s life is the necessity to believe passionately in what’s important to us. This belief must be so strong that following it becomes as natural as breathing and ignoring it turns into something with which we cannot live. Jackie not only held on to her dreams, but she never looked to others to validate them.

Her highly developed sense of self served her well throughout her life. Rich or poor, famous or unknown, Jackie undoubtedly would have followed the same path she chose, as she knew which aspects of her life gave her joy and satisfaction and stayed close to them. In the words of the historian and teacher Joseph Campbell, “If you follow your bliss, you put yourself on a kind of track which has been there all the while waiting for you, and the life that you ought to be living is the one you are living.” Obviously, Jackie followed her bliss.

She believed strongly in taking control of her life and spent time only on those things that truly mattered. Indeed, she could not visualize a life that didn’t center around her core beliefs, which began with love of family, as well as that which nourished her soul—art, music, and literature. Finally, she possessed an overarching curiosity about the past that endowed her with a reverence for history and its reverberating truths for the present.

Jackie was always aware of what was important to her and what wasn’t. Unlike those who lack self-awareness, she was able to realize her dreams because she gave great thought to what mattered most to her. The greatness of Jacqueline Kennedy’s life is that she truly lived her beliefs until the end. And in doing so, she left the world a better place. As she so aptly characterized herself, “Maybe now people will realize that there was something under that pillbox hat.”
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