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  A life had ended ... here is the complete story


  John F. Kennedy was not only a President of the United States; he was a new kind of President.


  This is the complete story of his life: his background, his early years, how he became the kind of man he was, the growth of his ideas— and why his influence will live on after him.


  For a perceptive picture of the man himself, and an important view of history in the making, this is a book you will not want to put down.


  The Young, the Gay, the Brave


  For thirty-four months and two days, John Fitzgerald Kennedy, as the thirty-fifth President of the United States, blazed brightly over the world like a flare in the night sky, lighting the dark way with the brilliance of his smile, his wit, his grace, his intellect, a “young, gay, and brave statesman” —as the British prime minister said after he was gone—“in the full vigor of his manhood,” a man who “bore on his shoulders all the cares and hopes of the world.”


  A man unlike other men: a breaker of precedents. He was the first Roman Catholic to be chosen Chief Executive. At forty-three, he was the youngest man ever elected to the highest office in the land, and he brought to the White House with him one of the youngest First Ladies, and certainly the most beautiful, ever to grace that ancient domicile. Most significant of all, he was the first President born in the twentieth century, a truly modern man.


  “He belonged uniquely to us—to this time and place, to this nation and generation—and to no other,” Emmet John Hughes, who had been President Eisenhower’s speech writer, wrote in Newsweek. “In all history, what else could he have been, where else be seen, and when else heard? A Hapsburg prince or a Bourbon sovereign? A minister to Victoria plotting designs of empire? A German chancellor fretfully patching the Weimar Republic? Or some earlier American President slackly presiding over the 1920s? Each weird image confirms how wholly and how rightly he found his home in this—our—generation.”


  And then Hughes, in the most eloquent of the countless eulogies to the martyred President, added, “Sometimes it happens so: the instant of history and the instinct of the man appear almost to plot their meeting with secretly timed precision. So it seems with us. We were clearly meant to be together, for this while. And this is why the assassin, as he put a bullet in his brain, also put a scar upon our generation.”


  But before that wound was inflicted upon the soul of America, Jack Kennedy wrote a remarkable chapter in his nation’s history. Despite incredible handicaps—of youth, of pain, of bigotry—he fought his way through the House of Representatives, through the Senate, and finally through the big iron gates that enclose the White House itself, until the fate of 182,000,000 Americans, and indeed of the entire world, lay in his hands.


  It was an achievement that would have seemed fantastically out of the range of the boy who struggled with his allowance at boarding school; of the young Harvard undergraduate who had so little interest in politics on the campus; of the gallant Navy officer who suffered an agonizing ordeal to save his men. The girls who dated the eligible young millionaire at Palm Beach could never have imagined that the whole world would one day mourn his passing; and it would have been just as inconceivable to the Irish precinct captains who watched him win election to Congress after World War II, to the correspondents in Washington who saw him acquiring the skills of the legislator, to the vacationers on Cape Cod who waved to him on his sailboat.


  In his short but eventful life were packed the elements of which legends are made: his defeat of Henry Cabot Lodge for the Senate in a year when Dwight D. Eisenhower swept Republican candidates into office with him in an overwhelming tide; the rejection of his bid for the Vice Presidential nomination in 1956; the award of the Pulitzer Prize to him for a book he wrote while recuperating from an operation on an old war wound.


  No self-made man, not even in politics, he grew up with riches, enjoyed an excellent education, knew embassies and statesmen and the troubles of this modem world while still a youth. But in the end it was just this one man, John F. Kennedy, weighed against another, equally lonely young man, on that heart-stopping night when the voters expressed their wishes. One-tenth of one percentage point separated the victor from the vanquished when it was all over, but that one point made one man the leader of the most powerful country in the world.


  And it cost him his life.


  This is the story of that life. It is, in a way, almost the story of that generation.


  A Political Heritage


  that most pitiless of American social commentators, Ambrose Bierce, once defined politics as “the conduct of public affairs for private advantage” and growled that a politician was “an eel in the fundamental mud upon which the superstructure of organized society is reared.” This sort of cynicism toward the art, science, or practice of politics is almost traditional in the United States, but it is an attitude wholly alien to John F. Kennedy, for he was reared in an atmosphere of politics. For at least three generations now the Kennedys have been political movers and shakers.


  As a young man at Harvard University, Jack once wrote to his father about a current paradox in Boston’s always changing politics, involving Jack’s Grandfather Fitzgerald and the old man’s ancient foe, James Curley: “Tonight is a big night in Boston politics, as the Honorable John F. Fitzgerald is making a speech for his good friend, James Michael [Curley], Politics makes strange bedfellows. . . It is a cliche that must often occur to the man in the White House today.


  Jack Kennedy came by his political heritage through both sides of the family. The fathers of both his parents were among the top figures in Boston politics. His paternal grandfather, Patrick Kennedy, owned three saloons, a wholesale liquor company, a coalyard, and a piece of the Columbia Trust Company, but he was so active in politics that he became a member of the “Board of Strategy,” a syndicate of


  political bosses who ran Boston in the old days. Another member of that coalition was John F. (Honey Fitz) Fitzgerald, for whom President Kennedy’s yacht is named.


  Jim Curley, the in-and-out-of-prison Boston mayor, used to tell a story that indicated the hold that his enemy of many years, Honey Fitz, had on the voters. Curley was running a class in American history and civics at his political club for immigrants from Ireland who were about to take their citizenship tests. One day Curley asked one of the men in the class who made the nation’s laws.


  “John F. Fitzgerald,” the man replied promptly.


  And who made the laws of the great Commonwealth of Massachusetts?


  “John F. Fitzgerald,” the man responded, as in a litany.


  And who was the President of the United States?


  “John F. Fitzgerald.”


  The lowly potato sent the Kennedys, like so many other Irish families, to America. In 1845 Ireland had a population of about eight million. Four million were wretchedly poor and utterly dependent on the potato for food, although three-quarters of the land had been planted to other, exportable crops by order of the absentee landlords. When the potato blight appeared in September 1845, the entire land was at its mercy. For three years the blight lay on the land, destroying the potato crop almost overnight when it emerged, and famine stalked the green land.


  Throughout the island men and women and children were starving to death, until the government stepped in with relief, and private charities opened their pursestrings. In the summer of 1847 three million Irishmen—nearly half the entire population—were being kept alive by charity. By 1848 the population of Ireland had been cut by death and emigration to six and a half millions, and to this day that country has not recovered from the blow.


  Young Patrick Kennedy left Ireland during the Great Famine, when bodies lay in the ditches and gaunt, despairing men and women trudged aimlessly along the roads like refugees from a battlefront. New Ross is a town of moderate size in County Wexford, just across the River Barrow from County Kilkenny, in the southeast corner of Ireland, on the St. George’s Channel. Pat left his thatch-roofed shanty and made his way to one of the Irish seaports, where he took passage in steerage, jammed in with other emigrants who had paid $20 as fare, meals included. The ship probably was a Cunard Line vessel, for Cunard ships docked at Noddle’s Island in Boston Harbor, and it was there that Pat landed about 1850. This was in East Boston, a busy place in those days, with buildings going up and emigrants landing and looking for work. Ferries ran between Boston and East Boston every five minutes for a two-cent fare.


  The first work that Pat got was cooperage. This was in an era when most workingmen had to put in a fifteen-hour work day seven days a week There was a great demand for barrels in Boston, possibly because so many were needed for the beer and whisky in which the Irish sought solace from what was a hard life indeed; crammed into cellars and lofts and dingy tenements and treated as the lowest of the low—as each successive wave of immigrants has been treated.


  The Irish were a clanny lot in those days, sticking together for mutual aid and protection, and they were the object of considerable prejudice. As President Kennedy himself has pointed out, in referring to those times, “The English said the Irish ‘kept the Sabbath and everything else they could lay their hands on.’ ” The Irish, scorned by other groups, in turn transformed their own resentments into prejudices against the English, the Germans, the Jews, the Italians, the Slavs.


  But somehow Pat got along, married (his bride was Irish too, of course), begot four children, and then died just before the Civil War, leaving his widow with three daughters and a baby, their only son, to support. Mrs. Kennedy went to work in a shop while the girls looked after their little brother, Patrick J. Kennedy, who had been born in January 1862. He went to a parochial school and soon began working to help his mother out. Then he worked for a time as a dock worker. But Pat realized that there were severe limitations on his ambitions—and he was an ambitious lad—if he were to depend only on his own physical labor. He saw the thirsty longshoremen making a line for the saloon across the street as soon as work was over, and he saw that the saloon keeper was prospering. Somehow he scratched together the money to open a saloon opposite a shipyard in East Boston.


  Soon Pat Kennedy’s saloon was a landmark in the area. Tired men stopped off on their way home after work. At night they would pour out of the dirty, dreary tenements to forget their troubles for a time in wild stories, sentimental songs, and the fey legends of the Ould Country. And in drink.


  Pat, a handsome, blue-eyed fellow with handle-bar mustache, stood five feet ten and weighed about 185 pounds. His popularity and native shrewdness made him a natural leader in the community. Like any wise saloon keeper, he sampled little of his own wares. Instead, he spent the slow hours of the day reading books, usually in American history. As the 1880s began, Pat began moving into politics, and his saloon became a political rallying place. He wasn’t flamboyant; he didn’t need to be. He helped the people in his neighborhood and so, when the time came that he needed votes, they helped him.


  As the 1880s waned, Pat Kennedy ran for state representative five consecutive years, and won every time. And he did it with a minimum of campaigning and almost no speeches. His campaign quarters were in the back room of his saloon, where so many of the people in the area had gone to ask— and receive—the help of a man with influence. In later years Pat won election to the state senate and held a number of other public posts, including fire commissioner, street commissioner, and election commissioner. But he is best remembered in Boston as a political mastermind. Pat didn’t care to be out in front of the crowd giving speeches; he preferred the quiet and orderliness of the back rooms, where he could meet with his lieutenants and with other political bosses to arrange things properly.


  Pat was a great man for order. His grandson, the President, recalls visits to Grandpa Kennedy when he was a boy: “On those Sunday afternoon visits he wouldn’t let us cut up or even wink in his presence.”


  To such an orderly man, it was only natural that the bosses should get together to decide on men and jobs in conference, instead of engaging in open fights at the polls. That was how the “Board of Strategy” came into being. Six bosses comprised the board: Pat Kennedy, Honey Fitz Fitzgerald, Martin Lomasney, James Donovan, Joseph J. Corbett, and W. T. A. Fitzgerald. Making their headquarters in the old Quincy House on Brattle Street, the Board of Strategy picked Democratic candidates and ran the city pretty much as it wanted.


  Honey Fitz was as different a man and a politician from Pat Kennedy as he could possibly be. Where Pat was quiet and shrewd and kept his own counsel, Fitzgerald was boisterous and outspoken and flamboyant. Where Pat preferred to operate behind the scenes, Honey Fitz—or Little Nap or The Little General, as he was often called—loved the color and excitement of a political parade and a rally, and nothing gave him more pleasure than to make a speech or engage in a political prank. There was, for example, the time that Jim Curley was about to address a crowd before the opening of the 1914 World Series (subsequently won by the Boston National League team in four straight games). As Curley rose to speak, Little Nap, his longtime foe, appeared around the comer, leading a big brass band which drowned out every word that Curley said.


  Fitzgerald was short, about five feet two. He was famous for his smile, his dapper appearance, his air of insouciance, and his florid speeches. It was often said of him that he was the only man in the world who could sing “Sweet Adeline” —his favorite song—cold sober and get away with it. He would sing the song at the slightest excuse on any public occasion. He made a trip through South America once and years later, in 1940, he paid a visit to President Franklin D. Roosevelt when the latter was in Boston campaigning. “Dulce Adelina!” FDR cried when he saw the old man. “I’ve just come back from a trip to Latin America and everyone down there kept asking about you and talking about your singing that song.”


  Not long ago Joseph P. Kennedy, the President’s father, told of one of his earliest recollections—hearing two men report to his father, “Pat, we voted 128 times today.” There is little question that Honey Fitz’s adherents were just as loyal, enthusiastic, and energetic, and we may fairly assume that their political ethics were no better. This, plus Fitzgerald’s abundant charm, explains how he became a City Councilor, State Senator, Congressman, and the first native-born son of Irish parents to win election to the post of Mayor of Boston. (Collectors of trivia may also be interested in the fact that he was the city’s first Mayor without a beard or a mustache. In such ways does a man win a place in a footnote to history.)


  In 1906 Honey Fitz ran for Mayor and won; he was then about forty-three. He was elected again in 1910, but four years later he quit City Hall, and though he remained active in politics—he ran twice for U.S. Senator, twice for Governor, once for the House of Representatives—he never won another election. He couldn’t win a statewide election because the Boston Brahmins and the Yankees in the rest of the state didn’t appreciate the kind of roughhouse politics that Fitzgerald’s Irish constituents had loved. Even the support of the Church didn’t help; in one election William Cardinal O’Connell asked Jim Curley not to run against Fitzgerald, who was (like Pat Kennedy) known as a devoted son of the Church, but Curley refused. Fitzgerald’s best statewide fight was against the then incumbent U.S. Senator, the elder Henry Cabot Lodge, in 1916; he lost by only 30,000 votes to the man whose grandson, namesake, and successor as Senator would one day lose another senatorial election to Honey Fitz’s grandson and namesake.


  Modesty was not one of Fitzgerald’s strong points. He claimed credit for so many things that at a banquet in his honor a friend of his summed up his career like this: “The Honorable John F. Fitzgerald discovered Niagara Falls, conceived the High School of Commerce, built City Hall Annex, invented political ether, put an end to the Spanish-American War and the World War of 1914-18, planned the Chamber of Commerce, freed Ireland—and invented the Ku Klux Klan to save the Irish from being bored in America.” Both Pat Kennedy and John F. Fitzgerald married girls from families—Irish families, of course—that were on a higher social level than their own. Where Pat and Honey Fitz had been “shanty Irish” or “Corktown Irish,” their wives were “lace curtain Irish.” (Joe McCarthy, a great reporter and a sparkling wit, in his book The Remarkable Kennedys defines the “lace curtain Irish” as “a family that has fruit in the house when nobody is sick.”) Pat married Mary Hickey; one of her brothers was Mayor of Brockton, Massachusetts, a second was a doctor in Winthrop, and a third was a Boston police captain. Fitzgerald married Josephine Mary Hannon, whose family was prominent in Lexington. Now Jim Curley began to refer to Pat and Honey Fitz sarcastically as the “F.I.F.”—“the First Irish Families.”


  Although Pat Kennedy and Honey Fitz were, more often than not, political allies, they could scarcely be called friends. Sometimes, to be sure, enduring friendships can be formed by two men who are the complete antithesis of each other, but this was not true of Pat and Little Nap. They frankly didn’t like one another, even though each recognized that he needed the other politically. Considering the coolness between the two men, it must have come as a shock to both of them when they realized that they were in imminent danger of becoming relatives by marriage.


  Joseph P. Kennedy, Pat’s son, and Rose Fitzgerald, Honey Fitz’s daughter, had known each other for years. Rose was one of six children. Joe, who was older than she, had been born in 1888. When they were both children, their families spent one summer together at Old Orchard Beach in Maine. They dated regularly for years. In fact, they went steady for seven years before they got married, Joe Kennedy recalls, while Rose went to Dorchester High School, the Sacred Heart Academy in New York, and to Europe on two tours with her family.


  Her husband-to-be was no sluggard. At the age of nine he was a candy butcher on the Boston excursion boats. Later he was office boy in a bank. He went to the Assumption parochial school up to the seventh grade, then transferred to the famous Boston Latin School, where Henry Adams and Benjamin Franklin once had been students. In his senior year his activities on the baseball team won him the coveted Mayor’s Cup—donated by his father-in-law-to-be, John F. Fitzgerald. In the summers he played baseball for Bethlehem in the White Mountain semi-pro league and later operated a sightseeing bus. Through it all, Joe held firm to his determination to marry Rose Fitzgerald; “I was never seriously interested in anyone else,” he recalls.


  Their parents discouraged the match. Fitzgerald shuddered at the thought of his Rose having as father-in-law a man whom he regarded as dry, humorless, and cold. The Mayor tried to interest his daughter in a wealthy contractor, but Rose would have none of him. She was determined to marry the quondam saloon keeper’s son.


  Joe’s mother had always wanted him to go to Harvard, and in 1908 he entered the Yard at Cambridge as a freshman. He was never better than a mediocre student; considering his astonishing aptitude for making money, this poor scholarship record cannot be considered an incentive to other ambitious youths to seek scholastic honors.


  He was a top man in athletics, on the other hand, and in his junior year was a member of the varsity baseball team. “Pooch” Donovan, the coach, thought Joe might even become a professional baseball player, a big leaguer, and he tried to further this ambition by teaching him to slide into bases. Donovan’s training consisted of flogging Joe’s legs with a rope or striking his head with a wet towel; neither method succeeded, for which later generations of athletes probably can be grateful. Once, when the baseball captain warned Joe that his grades in economics were so low that he was in danger of becoming ineligible for sports, young Kennedy transferred to a music class instead. His grades went up.


  Among the Harvard undergraduates Joe Kennedy was popular because of his personality and his talent for baseball, but he never made the “best” clubs at Harvard—the so-called “final clubs” (such as Porcellian and A.D.). These are the clubs which connote high social status; in fact, the Boston newspapers used to print lists each year of the students elected to each club and the order in which they had been chosen, this order reflecting their families’ prominence in society. Joe Kennedy was chosen as a member by Hasty Pudding, a fun-loving club founded in 1795, and by Delta Upsilon.


  Friends of Joe Kennedy say that it nettled him not to be chosen for one of the elite clubs, but he could take consolation in the knowledge that many another illustrious graduate of that ancient institution graduated without having been invited to join any “final” dub. In his own class of 1912, for example, others passed by these clubs included the celebrated author and editor, Frederick Lewis Allen, and the great humorist, Robert Benchley.


  For three summers, while at Harvard, Joe and a college friend ran a sight-seeing bus on trips to Breed’s Hill, the Old North Church, Lexington, Concord, and other historic Boston places. By the time Joe graduated from college, he had a nest-egg of $5,000 from this enterprise, in an age when a dollar was, at the very least, a dollar.


  That $5,000 was the beginning of everything for Joe Kennedy. He had determined that he would become a millionaire. He had even set a deadline for this ambition: he’d make the million by the time he was thirty-five. This was too modest a goal, as it turned out: Kennedy was a millionaire several times over by then.


  Mediocre student or no, there was no question that Kennedy had intelligence, and a great deal of it. As soon as he had been graduated from “Fair Harvard,” he sought a job as a state bank examiner; through his father’s political influence, he got it. Joe wanted the job in order to learn about banking from the inside. He had been studying, and he knew the theory of banking; now he would learn the practice. The job offered another attraction: it would give him a chance to meet all of the bankers and many of the top business leaders in the city.


  In a year, Kennedy’s venture panned out to pure gold for him—and for his father and other relatives and friends. The $1,500-a-year bank examiner, in the course of his duties, learned that the Columbia Trust Company was in danger of being taken over by a competing savings bank. Columbia was a neighborhood institution, important to the people of East Boston. Indeed, his own father was one of the stockholders. Joe talked to his father, to the rest of the family, and to his own and his family’s friends and associates. He managed to scrape together $45,000. He bought stock in Columbia with the money. By January 1914 he was ready to exercise his own voting rights and the proxies assigned to him by other stockholders.


  He took over control of the company and became, at twenty-five, president of the bank.


  Even John F. Fitzgerald had to concede that young Joe Kennedy did seem to be an up-and-coming young man, a fine broth of a boy, certainly one who should be a good provider for his Rose. Her engagement to Kennedy was announced.


  On October 7, 1914, Rose Fitzgerald and Joseph Patrick Kennedy stood before William Cardinal O’Connell in the private chapel of the Archbishop’s House. There were only a handful of witnesses present; most were from the immediate families: As best man, Joe had chosen Joseph Donovan, a close friend who had graduated from Harvard a year before him.


  The young couple honeymooned at the Greenbrier at White Sulphur Springs.


  They returned to set up housekeeping in a modest house on Beals Street in Brookline. The house cost $6,500, and Joe had been forced to borrow $2,000 for the down payment, because he had put all his own money into the Columbia stock deal. But it seems reasonable to assume that a bank president would not encounter great difficulty in obtaining a mortgage loan.


  For a short time, young Kennedy was strapped financially. It was the only time in his life when he was to be short of funds. Kennedy was about to become really wealthy.

The Money Maker

The temptation exists among many writers to treat the rise of
Joseph P. Kennedy, the President’s father, as a rags-to-riches yam.
It isn’t. Joe Kennedy’s father had a good deal of money, and Joe
himself was reared in comfortable circumstances. But Joe’s amazing
ability to dig a profit out of every opportunity—he even did well
in the stock market crash of 1929 and during the worst of the
terrible Depression—is the sort of story that calls for
hyperbole.

While Rose settled down in Brookline and began producing babies
at a rapid rate, beginning with Joe Jr. within a year of the
wedding, her husband was out amassing a fortune. In 1917, with the
war in Europe mounting toward a climax and the United States now a
belligerent, the shipyards of the East Coast were booming with
orders. Equipment, supplies, and men were streaming across the
Atlantic in an almost unbroken flood, and ships were urgently
needed, particularly after the German U-boats began sinking
American ships. Joe turned over control of the bank to his father
and took a position as assistant general manager of the huge
Bethlehem Steel shipyards in Quincy, Massachusetts. He helped put
the operation on a more profitable footing; for example, he
installed a cafeteria so the men wouldn’t have to leave the yard to
get their meals—but the company made a healthy profit from the
cafeteria.

The shipyard job was also notable for a dispute that developed
between Kennedy and the Assistant Secretary of the

Navy, who demanded that Kennedy deliver some ships, as ordered,
to the Argentine government. Kennedy refused because the
Argentinians had not yet paid for the ships. Finally the Navy
bigwig sent Navy tugs to tow the ships away from the shipyard.

The Assistant Secretary of the Navy was Franklin D. Roosevelt, a
young New Yorker who would later be a friend and ally of Joe
Kennedy.

When the war ended, the outlook was bleak for the shipyard. But
Kennedy had an idea; why not try to sell ships to Galen Stone, a
Wall Street investment banker who controlled a big shipping
line?

He tried to get to Stone, but he was rebuffed, so he w [...]
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