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MICHAEL KRANISH: 
To my wife, Sylvia, daughters Jessica and Laura, 
and Mom; and, in memory of Dad.


 



NINA J. EASTON: 
To my sons, Taylor and Danny.


 



BRIAN C. MOONEY: 
To my wife Rosemary and daughter Meredith.
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With the Boston Globe having spent six months relentlessly digging into the life and record of Senator John F. Kerry for a newspaper profile, campaign operatives were chafing at what seemed like a journalistic enterprise without end. Relations with the campaign had turned downright toxic by June 2003, however, when our reporters began double- and triple-checking the most sensitive facts they had unearthed.

Our goal was to publish nothing less than the definitive portrait of a man who was seen early that summer as the favored Democratic nominee for president. Within three days, the first of seven installments was to appear, and Kerry’s campaign manager, Jim Jordan, apparently had heard enough from us. Jordan fired off a searing message from his Blackberry, all but calling us liars for having pledged to be as fair as we were thorough.

JORDAN: It’s becoming increasingly obvious that the profile is, in fact, going to be a seven day rip job. That’s been  the buzz out of both newsrooms for some time, but we’d hoped for better. However, from everything we can divine from our end of the project wrap ups, this doesn’t look to be a fair, contextual look at a long, good life but, instead, a collection of gaffes, controversies, disputations.

MY RESPONSE: Oh please.

Why don’t you just wait and read it? Then you can complain, if you feel it’s warranted, rather than rely on “buzz.” What’s obvious to you, having read not a word, doesn’t seem obvious to me, having actually read it.

JORDAN: Because nothing is more impotent than bitching about a story once it’s run.

Sorry that you find my concerns old lady-ish. Of course we haven’t read the piece in toto, but we’ve lived with this f——r every day for six months, and there isn’t [any] mystery left.

And it’s become increasingly clear that this thing, despite your assurances to the contrary a couple of months ago, has lurched into a predictable direction. Small bore, snarky, cynical. Nothing taken at face value, no benefit of any doubt, no explanation accepted without challenge. A preoccupation with finding scandal where none exists. Everything interpreted through an entirely political lens . . .

Here’s hoping I have to eat these words.

 



Jordan (fired by Kerry in November as his campaign was faltering) was mostly wrong, but on one important point he was right. Wrong, because the Boston Globe’s seven-part series last June was absolutely fair, and the campaign would later acknowledge that. And right, because we never did  take anything at face value. We checked every assertion. We assumed nothing. Nor should we have settled for less than exhaustive documentation and verification. John Kerry was seeking the most powerful position in the world, and the Boston Globe aimed to cover him better than anyone else.

In December 2002, our editors and political reporters began conferring about the need for a portrait of John Kerry. He was already collecting more financial support than any other prospective candidate for the Democratic nomination. He was leading in early polls. We determined then that the Boston Globe should be the point of reference for anyone seeking to know John Kerry. No one should discover material about him that we hadn’t identified and vetted first.

Not surprisingly, there were some skeptics in our newsroom. They wondered whether revelations were possible, no matter how long we searched. Our archives already bulged with stories about Kerry, reflecting unwavering attention to a man who had served in the U.S. Senate for two decades and who first entered Massachusetts politics in 1972. Our appetite was both for new insights and new information about John Kerry, and in the end we could claim both.

The Boston Globe’s major advantage was the trio of reporters we had assembled for the challenge. Each had deep experience covering Kerry over the course of his political career. They knew enough about him to appreciate what was yet unknown, and they had the skills to fill in the gaps.

Michael Kranish was assigned to examine Kerry’s early years, his upbringing, and his combat in Vietnam. Kranish has followed the senator closely since his first interview in 1986 about oil industry tax breaks and in 1987 on the Iran-contra investigation. As early as 1988, Kranish interviewed Kerry for a lengthy piece about how he had worked to change his image from liberal senator to a hard-charging investigator of drug running. “It all seemed so far from Kerry’s far-left image,” Kranish wrote, touching on a theme as fitting today as it was then, “and that was exactly what Kerry wanted: mainstream credibility.”

John Kerry’s record in Congress fell to John Aloysius Farrell, now with the Denver Post. It was familiar territory for Farrell, who arrived in 1990 at the Boston Globe’s Washington, D.C., bureau with the mission of covering the Massachusetts delegation in Congress. He has followed him ever since. He chronicled the 1992 speech at Yale University when Kerry labeled affirmative action an “inherently limited and divisive program,” remarks that would later dog him during the South Carolina primary. He recorded as well what is now regarded as Kerry’s signature legislative achievement, resolving the POW issue and bringing about rapprochement with Vietnam.

No one on the reporting team has kept an eye on Kerry longer than Brian C. Mooney. He has known and covered him for more than twenty-six years. His first contact dated back to 1977, when Kerry was first assistant district attorney in Middlesex County and Mooney was a cub reporter at the Medford (Massachusetts) Daily Mercury. He has covered his campaigns since for the Sun in Lowell, the Boston  Herald, and the Boston Globe. Mooney was asked to delve into the period of John Kerry’s life that had received the least attention—his job as a prosecutor, his short tenure as lieutenant governor, and the period of relative obscurity when he served as a lawyer in the private sector. Also under Mooney’s microscope were Kerry’s political relationships and campaigns in Massachusetts.

Despite all the stories written about Kerry over the years, research by these reporters quickly produced astonishing results. Working with an Austrian genealogist, Kranish turned up family history that had been hidden from Kerry himself—his paternal grandfather’s Jewish heritage and the story that in 1921, apparently broke, Kerry’s grandfather had shot himself in the washroom of the ornate Copley Plaza Hotel in the center of Boston.

Later, in studying Kerry’s post-Vietnam years, Kranish found previously unpublicized tapes of President Richard Nixon’s remarks about a young antiwar protester he derided as “sort of a phony,” despite his harrowing combat experience.

Mooney, too, was poring through documents that had never before caught the attention of reporters. None had ever possessed Mooney’s curiosity. Nor had they shown Mooney’s patience at inspecting papers from Kerry’s brief stint as lieutenant governor of Massachusetts. And so Mooney was the first to disclose Kerry’s costly courtship with an exotic tax shelter, a transaction he abandoned because of potential embarrassment as he prepared to run for the U.S. Senate.

Piece by piece, these reporters assembled the most  comprehensive look ever at the man who would be president. Journalists on the campaign trail considered it required reading.

The strength of the series and its narrative force was due in large part to the exacting and elegant editing by Nina J. Easton, deputy bureau chief in Washington. Easton came to the task with her own history of distinguished accomplishment in covering politics and public policy. As an award-winning staff writer for the Los Angeles Times Magazine in the 1990s, those were her beats. During the 2000 presidential campaign, Simon and Schuster published her book on the rise to power of a new generation of conservatives who became central to the election of George W. Bush. In reviewing her book Gang of Five: Leaders at the Center of the Conservative Crusade, the Washington Post said she told the story of post-Reagan conservatism “more inventively, exhaustively, and entertainingly than anyone else.” Easton set aside her editing responsibilities to do reporting for this book on Kerry, concentrating on his legislative record.

Both the Boston Globe series and this book involved, like so much at newspapers, a large team. Editors on the series included John Yemma, a deputy managing editor; and Kenneth Cooper, national editor. Patrick Healy, who reported on Kerry throughout the presidential primaries, made major contributions to the chapter on the presidential campaign, as did reporter Glen Johnson, who covered Kerry through the early stages of his candidacy. Research by the Boston Globe’s Richard Pennington has been critical at every stage to the entire effort.

As ambitious as the seven-part series was, there remained much more to tell about John Kerry. This book significantly expands upon the articles published in June of 2003.

During the presidential campaign, even Kerry’s closest allies have commented in frustration on the candidate’s discomfort at revealing himself and how difficult it can be for voters to get to know him. With this book and the newspaper series that preceded it, we have sought to help voters understand the real John Kerry. By all accounts, he is a complex man. There is no question he has led an intriguing life.

If a newspaper is doing its job, its relationship with leading politicians is bound to be testy. Adulation is not in our mission statement. Serving as public watchdog is. Politicians, for their part, often view the watchdogs more as cynics, with agendas of their own and portfolios of unfairness.

The Boston Globe’s relationship with John Kerry has been marked by rocky moments, and he has not infrequently conveyed, directly or through surrogates, a feeling that the newspaper was out to get him.

We are not ideally positioned to impartially assess our own newspaper’s history with Kerry, but it seems only proper that we at least mention here the observations of others. A New Yorker profile in December 2002 touched on what writer Joe Klein seemed to regard as harsh treatment by the newspaper. “We were pretty rough on him over the years,” former Boston Globe political writer Martin Nolan told Klein, who identified Nolan as “a recently retired  member of the Boston Globe’s mostly Irish and extremely raucous stable of political writers.”

Klein related Kerry’s distress over coverage of his 1984 race to become the Democratic nominee for Senate, when he perceived the Boston Globe as favoring his opponent, U.S. representative James Shannon of Lawrence. Michael Janeway, then the newspaper’s editor, told Klein: “He wanted to know why we were so rough on him. I reminded him about Sam Rayburn’s classic political categories. I said, ‘John, there are workhorses and show horses, and I guess our staff considers you a show horse.’”

In his 1996 Senate race, Kerry faced off against Massachusetts governor William Weld. “With a shock of strawberry hair and irony to burn,” Klein wrote in the New Yorker, Weld “seemed an honorary Hibernian”—an opponent “bound to be favored by the reportorial romantics at the Boston Globe.”

More recently, R. W. Apple of the New York Times reported in December 2003 that Kerry “and others blame what they see as negative coverage by The Boston Globe, as well as early organizational troubles” for the way his presidential campaign sputtered for so long in New Hampshire.

Yet the Boston Globe has consistently endorsed Kerry on its editorial pages. The newspaper’s editorial board, which operates independently of its news department, endorsed Kerry in the general election for Senate in 1984, and it continued to endorse him for Senate in 1990, 1996, and 2002. Only in the Democratic primary for Senate in 1984 did the Boston Globe back Kerry’s opponent.

When the newspaper endorsed Kerry in the New  Hampshire presidential primary in 2004, the editorial board summarized its impression of him over the years, declaring that he had “inspired, impressed, and sometimes infuriated us since he first became the top assistant in the Middlesex district attorney’s office in 1977.”

Journalists are accustomed to politicians’ discontent with their coverage, particularly when the presidency is the prize they covet. Thus, irritation by operatives like one-time Kerry campaign manager Jim Jordan before publication of our series is understandable in the context of a heated contest. We recognize that the Boston Globe reported doggedly on the Kerry campaign, as we did on the other presidential candidates. We maintain that our coverage of Kerry and his opponents was also resolutely fair.

ABC’s political unit, in its daily on-line newsletter, described our Kerry project as a “ground-breaking biographical series.”

In expanding the series into a book, our reporters conducted even more research. In February, they requested more time with Kerry so that he could offer his perspective on additional information they had turned up. In rejecting our request, campaign manager Mary Beth Cahill calculated that the senator had already “set aside nearly ten hours of interview time and countless hours of preparation time for interviews” in connection with the newspaper series. She also said the campaign staff had spent “hundreds of hours in support of the Boston Globe’s efforts” and had made a “strong, best faith effort to answer all questions posed by the Boston Globe reporters, even in cases when information was presented on short notice.” Cahill argued,  too, that Kerry didn’t have time in the middle of a national campaign, while battling attacks from Democratic rivals and the Bush White House, to sit for more interviews.

“Over the years,” Cahill wrote, in rebuffing us, “the Globe has shown fairness and established a high standard of accuracy in its coverage of Senator Kerry, culminating [in] the groundbreaking series last year and the revelations contained there . . . .” The tone of Cahill’s letter certainly represented a change from the vituperative e-mails received last summer from her predecessor. In the end, though, the campaign gave us the heave-ho.

We would have welcomed the opportunity to sit down with Senator Kerry at greater length. Voters deserve to know well anyone who aspires to be president. We hope we have met our goal of assisting them, with a portrait that is complete, balanced, and authoritative.






 INTRODUCTION

ON JANUARY 27, 2004, Senator John F. Kerry of Massachusetts accomplished one of the most spectacular turnarounds in modern American politics when he capped a surprise win in the Iowa caucus with a victory in the New Hampshire primary. Just weeks earlier, former Vermont governor Howard Dean was the apparent front-runner, and political insiders were taking bets on when Kerry—whose support landed him somewhere in the middle of a field of nine Democratic candidates—would drop out of the race. Kerry’s presidential campaign, once expected to trump other challengers, had become riddled with internal strife; as a candidate, he was criticized as a stiff figure with a muddled message, particularly on the nation’s most divisive issue, the war in Iraq.

But in the days following New Hampshire, the political pundit machinery went from writing off the Massachusetts senator as a disappointing has-been to embracing him as  the ideal November match against Republican President George W. Bush. Conservative George Will extolled Kerry’s “manliness” (“riding his Harley, gunning for Iowa pheasants, and playing hockey in New Hampshire”), while liberal Harold Meyerson declared him “the most effective politico since the fall of Bill Clinton.”

“He is not the most affable of men, but somewhere in his gaunt frame is a rod of steely determination that enabled him to come off the mat and win the first two Democratic contests,” declared liberal columnist Richard Cohen.

“He doesn’t make many mistakes,” asserted conservative columnist Robert Novak.

Who is the man likely to become the Democratic Party’s nominee for president in 2004? And what kind of political leader is he? The outlines of John Kerry’s life are familiar: A decorated Vietnam veteran who became an influential, if unlikely, antiwar protester. A lanky sixty-year-old who quenches his thirst for danger with high-speed kiteboarding, windsurfing, piloting, and motorcycling. As a senator, he stayed off the path of his more famous colleague, Senator Ted Kennedy—a lawmaker known for making laws—and instead developed a reputation as an investigator and foreign policy expert.

But beyond this broad picture, Kerry is something of a mystery to the public, largely because of a complex yet riveting personal and professional history, chronicled in this book. To his critics, Kerry is an aloof politician who lacks a core. His personal story has much to do with that image: Kerry is a man without geographic roots. He’s not “from” a  Massachusetts neighborhood; rather, his youth stretched through a dozen towns across two continents with only a few years spent in the state he calls home. He enjoyed the cachet of illustrious family names but not always the nourishing bonds of a close family life. As a boy, he was shipped off for a seven-year odyssey at boarding schools in Switzerland and New England.

Kerry himself is wistful about his youth. “I was always moving on and saying good-bye,” he said in a 2003 interview with the Boston Globe. “It steeled you. There wasn’t a lot of permanence and roots.” At a 2001 gathering of some 2,000 Bostonians honoring J. Joseph Moakley, a beloved congressman from South Boston who was dying from leukemia, William M. Bulger, the former state senator from Southie, described the close-knit neighborhood and the nurturing effect it had on Moakley.

Then Kerry spoke. “I felt a pang as I listened to him talk about the lessons learned in that community,” Kerry said. “Because one of my regrets is that I didn’t share that kind of neighborhood. I didn’t know that. My dad was in the foreign service. We moved around a lot.”

More than to any one place, Kerry’s ties were to a social milieu—that rarefied world of wealth and privilege where the French is fluent and the manners impeccable. As a young man, Bill Clinton was thrilled to get the chance to shake JFK’s hand on a Boys Nation outing; by contrast, young John Kerry dated Jacqueline Kennedy’s half-sister and once sailed Narragansett Bay with JFK at the helm.

But Kerry did not fully belong to this elite world, either. His father’s government salary, combined with his own  struggles with money, left him planted further on the outskirts of New England’s ruling class than many realized. The boy who was educated at patrician prep schools grew into a gentleman without significant means, part of a landless aristocracy that one might find in a Jane Austen novel. He married wealthy wives whose net worth dwarfed his own.

His political development was equally conflicted. Upon graduation from Yale, he gave a class oration suggesting the Vietnam War could mean “an excess of interventionism” but enlisted as an officer, just as his friends were doing, just as his hero JFK had done. He hoped to avoid combat, then was thrown into the middle of it and earned the highest honors for his bravery under fire. He left the war shaken by the deaths of close friends—and by witnessing U.S. violence against Vietnamese civilians—and took up the mantle of antiwar activist at home. His words before Congress, asking lawmakers, “How do you ask a man to be the last man to die for a mistake?” provided powerful eloquence to his cause. But he also accused American soldiers of committing atrocities; and Vietnam veterans, including some of his former crewmates, saw betrayal in the crusade that was transforming Kerry into a national figure.

“Vietnam is a lesson,” Kerry told the Boston Globe in 2003. “It is history to me. It can guide me but it doesn’t run me. You have to move on and I moved on a long time ago. But the lessons are valuable. I love the lessons. And I love the friendships and the experience. Notwithstanding the downside of it, it was a great extraordinary learning experience.”

To Kerry, the war was “a great leadership lesson, a great human interpersonal lesson. Six guys on a boat, you know, helping to deliver a breech-birth child to a Vietnamese woman, and you are patching up a guy who was trying to shoot you three minutes earlier and put it back together. Those are experiences of a lifetime. Those are things that stay with you.”

Kerry went to Vietnam as part of the “ask what you can do for your country” generation. Duty, honor, and standing up to communism, Kennedy-style. He returned, in the space of just twenty-four months, to a nation rocked by antiwar protests, by urban riots, by the assassinations of Robert F. Kennedy and Martin Luther King Jr., by the rise of a counterculture youth. Like his peers, he returned not to parades and confetti but to a bitterly divided nation. He returned, too, angry over the deaths of his friends, over an American military policy that condoned the shooting of civilians in the jungles of Vietnam, over government deceit and distortion.

As a senator, Kerry’s Vietnam experience drove him to ferret out government misdeeds, though not always with success or political acuity. He was instrumental in moving the country toward normalized relations with Vietnam in the early 1990s. Ironically, in the course of that mission (his “last” Vietnam mission, he would say), he concluded that the government he once protested was not involved in lies and cover-ups; there were no mass prisons of American soldiers secretly being held in Indochina, as many families and conspiracy theorists insisted.

Vietnam left Kerry with conflicted views about war’s  ultimate claim—on human life. He said he was not a pacifist. But the images of the horrors of combat, of American GIs returning in body bags, haunted him and influenced his positions on Central America in the 1980s and the Persian Gulf War in 1991. Yet he has also supported U.S. military intervention, particularly in Kosovo in 1999.

His critics accuse him of straddling positions on the two biggest wars America has engaged in since Vietnam, both against the same country—Iraq. In 1991, after Saddam Hussein invaded Kuwait, Kerry voted against war, then praised the quick defeat mounted by George H.W. Bush’s Pentagon. In 2002, he voted for war, then condemned the invasion mounted by George W. Bush’s Pentagon. “I mean, I supported disarming Saddam Hussein, but I was critical of the administration and how it did its diplomacy and so forth,” he explained.

There is a brashness about Kerry that can breed resentment. Whatever the setting, John F. Kerry leaves strong opinions behind. As an antiwar activist, he was a target of Richard Nixon, who characterized the twenty-seven-year-old as “sort of a phony” but worried that he was “extremely effective.” But he was also a target of what was arguably the leading antiestablishment voice of his generation, Garry Trudeau’s Doonesbury, which lampooned him as a “gorgeous preppie.” Among Vietnam veterans—those with whom he served and those with whom he protested—he is either revered, or reviled.

There is another side, rarely revealed, to the patrician manner and diffident carriage that compose the public face  of John Kerry. Raymond L. Flynn, former mayor of Boston, has long since parted ways with Kerry since their political alliance of the 1980s. But in 1994, when Flynn was in Rome, serving as U.S. ambassador to the Vatican, Kerry visited Flynn’s son Ray Jr. a number of times when he was hospitalized for treatment of a bipolar disorder. “He would stop by, with magazines, and talk sports and politics to Little Ray,” the elder Flynn recalled.

Similarly, Toby Guzowski remembered how Kerry, in 1989, “spent many hours” at Beth Israel Hospital in Boston, at the bedside of his mother, Ann Guzowski, a longtime Kerry volunteer who was being treated for terminal breast cancer. Chris Greeley, a former aide and now a lobbyist, said he experienced that solicitous side of his boss in 1986 when his mother died. “His capacity to respond when you need it can be a little overwhelming,” Greeley said.

In Massachusetts as a prosecutor and in Washington as a senator, Kerry often proved himself to be a crusading and articulate investigator and lawmaker willing to stand up to prevailing political winds. Yet he is trailed by a reputation for political opportunism, symbolized by his 1971 decision to protest the war by tossing medals and ribbons over a fence at the Capitol—and then to explain away the controversial deed by declaring the medals belonged to another veteran. By bold proclamations—such as his 1992 condemnation of affirmative action and the welfare system—that were dropped when they didn’t yield political firepower. By his recent, sometimes tortured, explanation of why he  voted in favor of military action in Iraq but now condemns the Bush White House for it. Later, Kerry voted against an $87 billion appropriation to fund the reconstruction and U.S. presence in Iraq.

Do these actions reflect the conflicts of a powerful intellect, of a man who appreciates nuance in policy and deeds but sometimes has trouble translating it to a mass audience? Do his statements and votes on military force reflect the natural caution of a man who was severely wounded in combat, who watched men under his command die, who lost five of his best friends in a war that ended in U.S. withdrawal? Kerry, a spokesman has said, is “proud of his independence and unashamed that his resistance to orthodoxy leaves him hard to pigeonhole.”

But critics see him as an unabashed political operator. Unlike many who are driven to succeed in public life by a core belief system, the arc of Kerry’s political career is defined by a restless search for the issues, individuals, and causes to fulfill a nearly lifelong ambition. John Forbes Kerry has had his eyes on the White House ever since he was a youth watching the war hero and Massachusetts Catholic bearing the same initials, John Fitzgerald Kennedy, take the oath of the Oval Office.

And yet it has taken him until now—at age sixty—to mount a campaign. His leadership of the Vietnam Veterans Against the War lasted five months. His first campaign for Congress, at age twenty-eight, left him defeated, a bit shaken, and forever marked as a carpetbagging opportunist in the clubby world of Massachusetts politics. His first Senate term, begun at age forty-one, was marred by divorce from a wife who suffered severe depression, by financial problems and no place to call home. His third Senate term began with a new life, and a new wife, Teresa Heinz, whose wealth was estimated at $675 million dollars. But in 2000, there were other, more seasoned presidential campaigners on the horizon.

The opponent that George W. Bush will face in the fall is combative, never more so than when he’s falling behind. Kerry has proven an extraordinary ability to rebound from adversity; friends say he’s at his best when he’s under pressure or falling behind. He began the year 2003 with prostate cancer and ended it with nearly everyone in the political establishment predicting his demise.

He is also an experienced and effective money raiser. He proclaims that he limits the influence of special interest money by refusing money from political action committees. But he is a proficient bundler of donations, taking contributions from individuals who work at the same law firms, financial services and telecommunications firms, high-tech companies, and other sectors of the economy with business before Congress. Despite his protestations to the contrary, he has shown a willingness to tap personal wealth he accumulated largely as a result of his marriage to Teresa Heinz. (Heinz, originally a Republican, said she switched her party affiliation to Democrat in 2003.)

Kerry is known to push himself physically, often at high rates of speed, testing his athleticism, endurance, and ability to make quick decisions. Still, Kerry brings a certain  gray-haired eminence to his first campaign for the presidency. At sixty, he is fourteen years older than Bill Clinton was when he launched his bid for the presidency, and six years older than George W. Bush was when he first ran for president in 2000.

John Kerry and George Bush are prep school graduates who attended Yale two years apart; they both belonged to the elite and secretive Skull and Bones society. But there the similarities end. In the November election, American voters will be choosing between two very different candidates, with two very different worldviews.

This is the story of one of them.
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 Chapter 1

 FAMILY TREE

TO HIS FRIENDS and neighbors, Frederick A. Kerry appeared to be the model of a successful businessman and family man. He lived with his wife, Ida, and their three children in the fashionable Boston suburb of Brookline, Massachusetts. They owned a rambling three-story stucco home a few blocks from the trolley line, counted their live-in servant, a German immigrant named Elise, as one of the family, and attended the local Roman Catholic church.

The nation of immigrants that Fred Kerry epitomized was prospering in 1921, while the Europe that he had left behind sixteen years earlier was coping with an assortment of crises, from the onset of communism to the gathering storm that would become known as Nazism. The grandfather of the future Senator John F. Kerry had earned—and had lost—two fortunes. Now he was working on his third.

Weighing nearly 200 pounds and towering an imposing six feet, two inches tall, Kerry cut a striking figure as a businessman. He had helped reorganize some of the nation’s retail giants, including Sears, Roebuck and Co. Local papers described him as an important community leader, first in Chicago and then in Boston, where he had worked for seven years. Everything about Fred Kerry and his family bespoke success and an easy assimilation into the American way of life. In the nation’s most Irish state, they fit in comfortably, and a newspaper article even suggested, incorrectly, that Fred Kerry’s father came from Ireland.

But appearances could be misleading.

When the family responded to a U.S. immigration worker at Ellis Island or a census taker in Brookline, they did not hide their family background: Kerry and his family were Austrian, from an area then part of the Austrian Empire and later known as the Czech Republic. Austrian records tell the full story: Frederick Kerry was born a Jew with the name Fritz Kohn, to a family of brewers and shoemakers. This was a secret he apparently did not want his Brookline neighbors to know.

In fact, Fritz Kohn was born on May 11, 1873, in Bennisch in the Austrian Empire, now known as Horni Benesov in the Czech Republic, according to Austrian records. Fritz’s father, Benedict Kohn, is described in Austrian records as a Jewish beer maker from Bennisch, and his mother, the former Mathilde Frankel, is described as the Jewish daughter of a royal dealer, someone licensed to trade throughout the empire. The tiny Silesian town of about 4,300 people had only a few dozen Jews, and in 1896, Fritz moved to a suburb of Vienna called Modling, where he managed a shoe factory owned by his uncle, Alfred Frankel.

Fritz Kohn married a Jewish woman from Budapest named Ida Löwe, and they had a son named Eric. Although the family appears to have been reasonably well off in Vienna, this was a time of rampant anti-Semitism in the city. The City Council was run by the Christian Social Party, which treated Jews harshly. Jews had legal rights, but it was difficult or impossible for them to attain high rank in business or the military, and they had little hope of becoming teachers, judges, or officers. In 1900, Kohn applied to change his name to Kerry.


Fritz Kohn, factory manager in Modling, born and possessing legal domiciliary rights in Bennisch, Silesia, in the military reserves, seeks to change his name from Kohn to Kerry:

1) because of the frequency of the name, which is so typically Jewish; and 2) because he believes that the name will hinder his career in the military.



But why was the name Kerry chosen? According to family legend, Fritz and another family member opened an atlas at random and dropped a pencil on a map. It fell on County Kerry in Ireland, and thus a name was chosen. In fact, though there are many immigrants from County Kerry, it was not a common surname. The couple would heretofore be known as Frederick and Ida Kerry.

But the name change apparently was not enough. On October 9, 1901, Kohn and his wife and newborn son went to the St. Othmar Catholic parish in Modling and were jointly baptized as Catholics. They remained in the Vienna  area for another four years. The name change was in effect by December 17, 1901, according to a notation in the Jewish marriage records of Vienna.

At this time, relatively few Jews from Vienna were immigrating to America; most came from Eastern European villages. But the newly christened Kerrys apparently felt that their opportunity lay across the ocean. They departed from an Italian port aboard the ship Königen Luise and arrived at Ellis Island on May 18, 1905. Fred Kerry and his wife, Ida, and their child, Eric, were listed in immigration documents as Austrian.

They soon moved to Chicago, where they prospered. Kerry ran an ad in a city directory that described “Fred A. Kerry & Staff” as business counselors, and Kerry himself was in the Chicago Blue Book, which listed city leaders.

By 1915, the Kerrys lived in Brookline with Eric and their two children born in the United States: Mildred, and a newborn, Richard, the father of the future Senator Kerry. By all accounts, they lived a prosperous life at 10 Downing Road. Inside, the walls were lined with elegant wood paneling, and the ceiling was spaced with finely carved wooden beams. The house, newly built when the Kerrys moved in, had a long porch in front, from which the family could see similar homes owned by the town’s well-to-do. The family acquired a Cadillac and was able to travel to Europe.

But by 1920, the Kerrys appeared to have suffered a financial setback. They sold the house at 10 Downing Road and moved into a nearby apartment building. Still, the Kerrys could afford to go to Europe, and Ida and two of her  children, Richard and Mildred, did so in the fall of 1921. The reason for the sea voyage is not known, but they returned to New York City on October 21, 1921, and then presumably went back to their home in Brookline, rejoining Fred. Perhaps something happened on their trip. Perhaps they learned bad news. Perhaps it was nothing more than a sentimental journey. But the timing seems extraordinary, given what happened next. On November 15, 1921, Kerry filed a will. He left everything “to my beloved wife, Ida Kerry, to her own use and behoof forever.”

Eight days later, with rain clouds hanging low in the sky on a raw, cold day, Fred Kerry apparently stuck to his usual routine. He traveled from Brookline to his downtown office on Boylston Street, probably taking the trolley. Around 11:30 A.M., Kerry arrived at the venerable Copley Plaza Hotel, near his office. Opened in 1912 to rave reviews, the Plaza was designed by Henry Janeway Hardenbergh, as was its sister hotel on New York’s Central Park. With its distinctive bow-shaped front, the Copley was known for its double-P insignia. The hotel’s Oval Room, which at that time featured an angel painted by John Singer Sargent on the ceiling, was the place to be seen. Kerry, as a leading businessman in the city, was likely a frequent visitor.

But on the morning of November 23, Kerry was in despair. It was just before lunchtime, and the Copley was bound to be busy. He made his way to the washroom, pulled a handgun from his pocket, aimed it at his head, and pulled the trigger. The lunch crowd heard a sharp blast as he slumped to the floor.

Frederick Kerry was dead.

The story was front-page news in many Boston papers, including the Boston Globe, the Telegram, and the Transcript . The Boston Globe headline said, “Shot Himself in Copley Plaza—F. A. Kerry, Merchant, Died Very Soon,” and later articles included speculation about the reason for the suicide. Some noted that Kerry suffered from severe asthma, and one suggested the possibility of financial difficulties. The death certificate states that Kerry was “suicidal during temporary insanity.” A Boston Herald article said: “F. A. Kerry Ends Life in Hotel—Shoe Dealer Weakened and Depressed by Severe Illness—Reorganized Many Department Stores,” and notes that he had left a note to his wife in his pocket, the words of which were not disclosed. The story included a quote from Kerry’s attorney, who said Kerry “suffered severely from asthma and in consequence had become weakened and depressed from loss of sleep. This is the sole reason ascribed for his taking his own life.”

But one of Kerry’s granddaughters, Nancy Stockslager, said she was told the real reason: “He had made three fortunes and when he had lost the third fortune, he couldn’t face it anymore.”

The explanation makes sense. A probate court record said that Frederick Kerry left behind a Cadillac, some clothes, two stock shares worth $200 from the Boston Chamber of Commerce, $25 in cash, and “shares of stock in J.L. Walker Co. and Spencer Shoe Manufacturing Co.—worthless.” A newspaper story said that Kerry’s work involved Spencer, so he clearly was more than a simple stockholder. If this was his third fortune, as Stockslager  was told, then the probate records leave little doubt he had lost it.

Kerry also left behind the family he treasured, including his younger son, six-year-old Richard, who would become a foreign service officer, and who one day would have a son of his own, John Forbes Kerry. John Kerry would not learn the details of his grandfather’s Jewish ancestry or the circumstances of the suicide until 2003, when he was preparing to run for president of the United States. Indeed, even some of Kerry’s closest associates and family members assumed the senator was Irish on his father’s side and a Brahmin on his mother’s side, which included the Forbes and Winthrop families. The combination was a potent mixture that was to prove useful in Massachusetts politics.

 



 



In 1763, the Reverend John Forbes, the great-great-great-great-grandfather of Senator John Forbes Kerry, was given an important job by the British Empire. The Scot was named minister at St. Augustine, an important post in the British control of East Florida. For the next twenty years, Forbes lived in Florida, serving on the Governor’s Council and as chief justice. He married a wealthy Boston woman named Dorothy Murray, who preferred to remain at the family estate of Brush Hill in Milton, Massachusetts.

Then came calamity. When the American Revolution unfolded, Forbes remained loyal to the British Crown. A distraught John Forbes fled Florida in 1783 and returned to England, where he died within months. Such was the inauspicious beginning of this great Forbes family in America.  One of Forbes’s three sons also returned to England—James Grant Forbes, the great-great-great-grandfather of Senator Kerry. The other two sons, John and Ralph, stayed behind in America and would play a crucial role in the transformation of Massachusetts. John was a Harvard classmate of future president John Quincy Adams, who later named him ambassador to Argentina. Ralph was a merchant whose own son, Thomas, helped establish the Boston-China trade in the early 1800s. In the course of just fifty years, the Forbes family had gone from being reviled loyalists to leaders of the American mercantile class.1


With the Forbes family prospering in the China trade, other family members were attracted to the business. Francis Forbes, the great-grandfather of Senator Kerry, lived for years in China and then in Europe. He was prosperous, excelled in business, promoted the Shanghai Country Club, and devoted many hours to his hobby of botany. But Francis’s greatest legacy was that of his son, James Grant Forbes, who would outdo most of the family when it came to business. This man, Kerry’s grandfather, would become perhaps the most successful member of the clan, working not only in the Boston-China trade but also in the establishment of post–World War II Europe.

Kerry’s grandfather was born in Shanghai on October 22, 1879, educated at Harvard and graduated in the class of 1901, and went into banking in Boston. In a twenty-fifth   anniversary book on the Class of 1901, the author noted that “the prize exhibit of the report goes to Jimmie Forbes. No one will dispute his claim to having the most fascinating family in the Class, after examining the proof he submits.” The only regret, the author wrote, is that Forbes said little in his class report about the extraordinary woman he married: Margaret Winthrop of Boston.

If those in the Forbes family of Massachusetts were famous for their business acumen, the Winthrops of Massachusetts were their equal in politics. The marriage of James Grant Forbes to Margaret Winthrop had the air of a royal union, bringing together two of the Bay State’s most famous families.

 



 



The Winthrop family history is the history of Massachusetts, starting with John Winthrop, the first governor of the Massachusetts Bay Colony. John Winthrop is the great-great-great-great-great-great-great-grandfather of Senator Kerry. The Winthrop Society, which is devoted to the family’s genealogy, modestly says in its charter that “Governor John Winthrop and the Puritan colonists who came with him to plant the Massachusetts Bay Colony in 1630 were the most important and influential single group of Europeans ever to arrive in North America.”

Winthrop, born in 1588 in England, believed that the Anglican Church should be “purified,” calling for a removal of Catholic ritual and saying that the monarch should not head the church. Winthrop and about 1,000 other Puritans left England for Massachusetts, where he was selected as  the first governor of the Massachusetts Bay Colony. Winthrop believed his mission was not just to settle in the New World but also to save the Old World. In a sermon during the sea voyage, he said: “We must consider that we shall be as a City upon a Hill, the eyes of all people are upon us.”

On June 6, 1630, Winthrop and his followers arrived at Salem, Massachusetts, not far from where Kerry later would spend part of his youth. But many of the Puritans found the conditions difficult and deadly. Dozens died, and Winthrop sought to shore up morale by issuing a document titled “A Model of Christian Charity.” “We must be knit together in this work as one man,” Winthrop wrote. “We must delight in each other, make one another’s condition our own, rejoice together, mourn together, labor and suffer together, having always before our eyes our Commission and Community in this work as members of the same body.”

Winthrop believed that only those he considered “godly” should be allowed to hold office: only Puritan men (and no women) were allowed to hold office. Winthrop was elected twelve times as governor, but he used his power to isolate potential opponents. Most famously, he banished religious reformer Anne Hutchison from the colony on the grounds that she wanted to subvert moral law. Other dissenters, such as Roger Williams, left to establish a colony in neighboring Rhode Island, where there was separation of church and state, and Jewish traders were allowed to do business.

From this beginning, the Winthrops have played a major part in Massachusetts and U.S. politics for many years, setting the stage for the later arrival of John Kerry.  Kerry’s great-great-grandfather, Robert Charles Winthrop, is one of the most notable figures. Born in Boston in 1809, he served as speaker of the Massachusetts House of Representatives. Then he was elected as a U.S. representative and served at the federal level as Speaker of the House from 1847 to 1849. He then was appointed to serve as U.S. senator from Massachusetts from 1850 to 1851, filling the term of his longtime friend Daniel Webster, who resigned to become secretary of state. Thus, John Kerry is the second U.S. senator from Massachusetts from his family.

Robert Winthrop was defeated in a bid for reelection, as well as in a subsequent race for governor of Massachusetts. He then refrained from running for public office, devoting himself instead to historical pursuits, including writing a history of his most famous ancestor, John Winthrop. He had a son he named Robert Charles Winthrop Jr., Kerry’s great-grandfather, who in turn had a daughter named Margaret. This was the woman who would marry James Grant Forbes, merging these two great Massachusetts families and producing a daughter named Rosemary—the mother of Senator Kerry.

 



 



The much-celebrated marriage between Margaret Winthrop and James Grant Forbes on November 28, 1906, was graced by eleven children. Forbes, in keeping with his family’s history and his roots in Shanghai, was drawn to foreign business, and he was soon working on railway ventures in Brazil, Argentina, and Paraguay. When World War I began in 1914, he was living in Paris, and he remained in  France working on U.S. relief projects and business ventures through the conflict.

There is a hint from the Forbes historical papers that James Forbes played some kind of role in U.S. intelligence or security matters. In his Harvard class history, he said that he had worked “with American security business and . . . been on several interesting special missions, notably in 1922 to Moscow and Albania, and in 1924 to Persia. More recently, I have spent considerable time in Germany and Italy,” he wrote in 1926.

Two years later, Forbes acquired a magnificent estate named Les Essarts in the Brittany resort town of Saint Briac, where he and his family spent many summers. During the 1920s and 1930s, Forbes played a major role in setting up the coal and steel business in Europe, as well as working in locations from the Balkans to Iran. Most notably, he worked closely with the famed Jean Monnet, who had played a role in the development of the failed League of Nations after World War I and tried to forge a union between Great Britain and France at the beginning of World War II. Failing in that venture, Monnet worked with U.S. officials on post–World War II recovery plans and on a scheme to unite Europe—an effort that eventually led to the creation of today’s European Union.

The Forbes family says that Monnet and Forbes had a business relationship, although the details are unclear. One hint of their relationship comes from a letter that Forbes wrote to a relative on April 22, 1938, from Shanghai. Forbes was concerned about the effort by Communists to take over China.

“Monnet has been in Paris, but is now in New York,” Forbes wrote to one of his relatives, W. Cameron Forbes in Boston. “We have been working on a plan which may be helpful to the Chinese, but it is a very long shot, and probably won’t meet with the favor of Washington, so please don’t say anything to anybody about it. The railway contract with the French, to connect the Indochina system with Nanning [China], has at least been signed after many postponements. I am planning to stay here all summer to relieve Mazot, Monnet’s regular Shanghai representative . . . .” Forbes then expressed thanks for inviting his daughter, Rosemary, “to keep house for you.”

Rosemary had just met a handsome young man named Richard Kerry, who was spending his summer at Saint Briac as an apprentice in a sculptor’s studio. The two had fallen in love.

 



 



Kerry was a dashing, adventurous figure, the sort who one day sailed a ketch across the Atlantic and would serve as a U.S. foreign service officer in Berlin after World War II. It is not clear how much the Forbes family knew about Richard Kerry. He was not a Brahmin like them, but he certainly seemed to have all the right New England upper-crust credentials: He had graduated from Phillips Academy in Andover, Massachusetts, and Yale University, and now he was attending Harvard Law School, as James Grant Forbes himself had done. And he was from Boston, completing the fit with the Forbes and Winthrop families.

“My grandmother heard there was a young American in  the village and invited him to lunch,” Diana Kerry, Senator Kerry’s sister, said. Richard Kerry was immediately drawn to Rosemary: “My father did say he had eyes for none of the other sisters.” Rosemary had planned to become a nurse. Richard was on the way to becoming a U.S. Army Air Corps pilot, but an ocean of distance separated them. Rosemary was in France, looking out over the waters from the Forbes family compound like some sea captain’s wife. To the north loomed the English Channel. But to the east, the Nazis were preparing to attack.






 Chapter 2

 YOUTH

ROSEMARY FORBES fled the family compound at Saint Briac, just ahead of the invading German forces. She made her way to Paris, only to find the capital under siege as well. Twenty-six-year-old Rosemary stopped long enough to write a letter to her future husband, Richard Kerry, on July 14, 1940. She wished they were together again, like they had been on that lovely day they shared in Chartres a year earlier. But the world had changed.


Dick Dearest,

 



It is a shock to find a country that one has admired and loved crumbling away, eaten through to its very core by rottenness . . . [U]ntil the station closed on June 11th we lived in pandemonium and panic; [the fleeing residents] were all so excitable and scared. If you had seen the station platforms—the men fighting for seats, leaving screaming women and children to fend for themselves. The streets all around the station  were crowded with people who spent the day and night on the pavements waiting for trains which never came to take them away to “safety.”



In Paris, Rosemary absorbed the frightening scene. The refugees flooded across the Place de la Concorde, coming in “cars laden with every kind of house belongings, in hay-carts drawn by weary, perspiring horses, on foot with perambulators, handcarts, wheelbarrows, tricycles carrying invalids and babies dragging dogs, cats or birdcages. It was a terribly grim unforgettable sight. We never thought we would be joining them.”

With her medical training, Rosemary wanted to stay and help the Red Cross. But within a day or so, she too fled on bicycle, leaving behind nearly everything except Richard Kerry’s photo.


We left Thursday June 13 at 8:30 P.M. just after the gas and electricity had been shut off and explosions were going off where they were blowing up gasoline tanks.... At dawn the Germans entered Paris. Next day, we pushed on towards Orleans, missed being bombed . . . [B]y taking a longer route though we saw the planes going on the mission of death and had to duck their machine guns.... I am so scared of coming to America but with you I know everything will be all right.

Cheri, je t’embrasse de tout mon coeur,

 



Rosy



Rosemary headed to unoccupied southern France, and finally made her way to Portugal, where she sailed to America. Richard Kerry, now training for the possibility of fighting in the war that Rosemary had left behind, awaited her at a military base in Alabama. Shortly after arriving in the United States, Rosemary learned that the Nazis had taken over the Forbes compound in Brittany and were using it as a lookout against a possible British invasion.

In this world in which every decision seemed affected by the war, Rosemary traveled to Alabama and accepted Richard’s proposal of marriage. The couple was married in Alabama in January 1941, and their first child, Margaret, was born on November 11, 1941. Less than a month later, the Japanese struck Pearl Harbor, and there was every reason to believe that Richard Kerry would soon head off to war.

But first, the army needed Kerry for a special new assignment. An accomplished pilot, Kerry had been testing planes at a Dayton, Ohio, airfield, but the army had something bigger in mind. Just months before Pearl Harbor, it had acquired 86,000 acres of ranchland 150 miles north of Los Angeles for a facility that was then known as Camp Cooke, now called Vandenberg Air Force Base.

The army used Cooke to develop strategies that eventually would be used against the German blitzkrieg. The base was also used for high-altitude airplane tests, and Kerry was involved in that effort. But before he got a chance to spend much time in the skies over Cooke, he came down with a life-threatening case of tuberculosis. The contagious disease, spread through airborne droplets, starts with a cough, weight loss, and fever, and can quickly affect the lungs and many other parts of the body. If left untreated, it is deadly.

The army quickly moved Kerry and his family to a Denver facility built especially to treat tuberculosis patients. Doctors believed that the city’s mile-high air helped clear the lungs, and Denver began promoting what some called “tuberculosis tourism,” with the city’s many sanitariums filling with patients. Luckily for Kerry, the army had just opened a state-of-the-art tuberculosis clinic at Fitzsimmons Hospital in 1941, and he received the best possible treatment. Kerry was just recovering from the illness when Rosemary, who was pregnant during her husband’s illness, gave birth to their second child.

John Forbes Kerry was born in Denver on December 11, 1943. Richard Kerry, his military service over, now had a family of four and needed a home and a career. Four months after John’s birth, the family left Denver and moved to a temporary home in Groton, Massachusetts. The Bay State felt like home: Richard Kerry had grown up in Brookline and graduated from Harvard Law School; his mother, Ida, still lived in the state; and several of Rosemary’s siblings had moved to Massachusetts, which was populated with many relatives in the Forbes and Winthrop families.

Overseas, the D-day invasion was underway, and American forces would eventually liberate the Forbes compound on the Brittany coast, only to find that the Nazis had turned their tanks on the house and destroyed it. Back in Massachusetts, meanwhile, the Kerrys settled into a rather idyllic life. With some inheritance money apparently available, the family bought a large farmhouse in Millis with tall ceilings, fireplaces, a comfortable library, and six bedrooms.

Richard Kerry went to work for a Boston law firm, and Rosemary and their growing family spent the next six years in this semirural setting, enjoying the barn and the pond and the seemingly endless number of relatives who visited. (The Kerrys eventually had four children in addition to Margaret and John; Diana was born in 1947 and Cameron in 1950.)

When John Kerry was about four years old, the family took a trip to visit the Forbes family estate in Saint Briac. Little was left of the house except the chimney and a stairway. The family found a mine still planted on the property, with bunkers practically untouched since the Allies had ousted the Germans. The visit made such an impact on John Kerry that he says it remains one of his earliest memories.

“I remember . . . the staircase in the sky, the glass under my feet and my mom was crying,” Kerry recalled. The family was told that villagers had done what they could to save the property and that U.S. forces had eventually liberated it. The Forbes family decided to rebuild the home and turn it into a summer vacation playground for family members, enabling Kerry and many other descendants to enjoy the compound to this day. The Kerrys returned to Millis with a dramatic reminder of war and sacrifice, and it made a lasting impact on all of them.

Richard Kerry, having been unable to participate more directly in the war, began to envision ways to participate in the postwar effort. Thus, in 1950, Richard Kerry moved with his family to Washington, D.C., where he took a job in the Office of the General Counsel for the Navy. The family bought a house in Washington’s Chevy Chase neighborhood.

Chevy Chase, like its sister village of the same name across the border in Maryland, was about as far from the rural atmosphere of Millis as John Kerry could get. It was populated with government officials, military leaders, lobbyists, diplomats, bureaucrats, and journalists, as well as scientists who flocked to the nearby government research centers. Chevy Chase was bisected by Connecticut Avenue, which was lined with elegant apartment houses and ran straight to the White House, about six miles away.

For the next four years, the Kerry household took on the classic qualities of a Washington home headed by a civil servant, with much of the dinner-table conversation revolving around politics and power and the place of the United States in the world. Richard Kerry moved up quickly, taking a job in 1951 in the Bureau of United Nations Affairs at the State Department, where he would work for the next three years.

As family members would later recall, there was an extra sense of excitement in moving from Massachusetts to Washington because of the emerging fame of a young congressman from the state: John Fitzgerald Kennedy. Kennedy, who had served on a navy patrol boat in World War II, was elected to the U.S. House in 1946 and to the U.S. Senate in 1952. During John Kerry’s formative years, then, at a time when he was developing his political wits, he was living in Washington, where family discussions focused on the issues that both his father and Kennedy were dealing with.

Cameron Kerry said all of this had a deep effect on his older brother, John.

“It was all part of the dinner table conversation growing up in Washington—father in government service, paying close attention to presidential elections, and along came John F. Kennedy, a Catholic from Massachusetts with the same initials; all of those things resonated,” Cameron Kerry said. “All of the excitement that represented for lots of people for our generation. I think that is really when John began to be actively interested in politics.”

In 1954, when John Kerry was ten years old, his father made a dramatic announcement. Richard Kerry had accepted an important government post in the divided city of Berlin, where he would become the U.S. attorney for Berlin, advising U.S. officials about a variety of legal actions at the heart of the Iron Curtain that divided democracy from communism. Having missed combat in World War II, Kerry would now take his family to the center of the cold war. It would have a lasting impact on young John.

When the Kerrys moved to Berlin, much of the World War II rubble had been carted away, but the devastation remained. There was the added knowledge that the United States and its allies had inflicted much of the damage—that the cause was just and that freedom had a price that the city’s residents would pay for many years.

“When my father was stationed in Europe, America was still [known as] the liberator,” Cameron Kerry said. “This was the era of the Marshall Plan, when you saw the effects of that, when you walked into a hotel there would be a plaque that says ‘This building was rebuilt with help from the Marshall Plan.’ The memory of the GIs marching in and people pouring out of the streets to greet them was still  there, still recent memories, and of course the scars of war were still there.”

In few places was this juxtaposition more evident than in Berlin, where there were ever-present reminders of the war and the specter of communism. A West Berliner or an American who crossed that line into East Berlin could be shot or imprisoned.

All of these images had their impact on young John, but he was still a kid. One day, hoping to satisfy his curiosity about life across the line, he hopped on his bicycle and cycled into East Berlin. “I was twelve years old,” Kerry said. “It was fun, it was an adventure. I remember [seeing] Hitler’s bunker distinctly. My bike was sort of my great escape from parents and rules and all those things.”

His parents were not pleased. If Kerry had been captured in East Berlin, it could have caused an international incident and deeply embarrassed his father, who was supposed to uphold laws, not condone a son who broke them. But Kerry still treasures the experience. “I got to ride through Brandenburg Gate and see things that other kids didn’t get to see,” he said.

The Kerrys apparently decided that the best thing for John was to send him off to boarding school. Richard Kerry was traveling around Europe constantly, attending meetings of the newly formed North Atlantic Treaty Organization, and it was decided that young John would be sent off to boarding school in Switzerland. It wasn’t exactly abandonment, but it felt like it at the time, as John Kerry recalled.

The boarding school, called Montana, was set dramatically on a hill overlooking a lake in Zug, near Zurich.  Founded in 1926, the Institut Montana Zugerberg was housed in palatial buildings formerly occupied by the Grand Hotel Schonfels. Kerry was entranced by the Swiss countryside, but he was lonely. For the next seven years of his life, this would become routine: His parents would send him off to boarding school and he would adapt anew to a world of highly competitive boys from wealthy, privileged families. Kerry’s father often was a distant figure. “My parents were fabulous and loving and caring and supportive, but they weren’t always around,” Kerry recalled.

Kerry experienced a distance from his father that was more than geographical; Richard Kerry retained a lingering bitterness over his father’s suicide, as well as the death of his sister, Mildred, who suffered from polio and cancer. “My dad was sort of painfully remote and shut off and angry about the loss of his sister and the lack of a father,” he added.

The remoteness became even greater in September 1956, when the Kerrys decided that they would remain in Europe while sending twelve-year-old John to boarding school in Massachusetts. The Kerrys chose the Fessenden School in Newton, Massachusetts, an all-boys school that featured the motto “Work conquers all.” The students were required to wear a jacket and tie to class and conform to rigorous standards, but there was plenty of time for athletics as well. “I was always moving on and saying good-bye,” Kerry recalled. “It kind of had an effect on you, it steeled you, there wasn’t a lot of permanence and roots. For kids, not the greatest thing. I certainly didn’t want that for my kids.”

Summers were the best escape from the stilted, isolated world of the prep school, and Kerry spent most of his free time on the water, either off the shores of Cape Cod or in the fjords of Norway, where his father in 1957 became a political officer in the U.S. embassy in Oslo.

Separated from his family while at Fessenden, Kerry again established a routine of forming close friendships with like-minded boys. No relationship was more important than the bond Kerry formed with a boy named Richard Pershing. Like Kerry, the young Pershing had been educated in Switzerland and had been inculcated with the importance of America’s role in the world. Pershing’s grandfather was the famed World War I general, John Joseph “Black Jack” Pershing.

They were inseparable, Kerry and Dick Pershing, playing games and plotting a future that might include their own military careers. In 1957, when they left Fessenden and prepared to enter the prep school equivalent of high school, they stayed in close touch. Both traveled just an hour or so north to New Hampshire, with Pershing going to Phillips Exeter Academy and Kerry heading to St. Paul’s School in Concord.

On the surface, it may have seemed that Kerry came from the higher income background, given his family’s Forbes and Winthrop heritage, whereas Pershing’s family had a much more modest background. But in fact, Warren Pershing was probably far wealthier than Kerry’s father, who never went farther than a midlevel foreign service job. Warren Pershing was the senior partner in Pershing and Co., a stock brokerage on Wall Street.

Kerry, meanwhile, went to St. Paul’s not on the finances of his father but on the generosity of his great-aunt Clara Winthrop, who had no children of her own. She owned an estate in Manchester-by-the-Sea, complete with a bowling alley inside a red barn. Winthrop offered to pay for much of John’s prep school education, an expensive proposition far beyond the means of Kerry’s parents. “It was a great and sweet and nice thing from an aunt who had no place to put [her money],” Kerry said. Such a gift today might be worth about $30,000 per year.

“We weren’t rich,” explained Kerry’s sister Diana. “We certainly had some members of the family we thought of as rich. We were the [beneficiaries] of a great-aunt who had no children. My father was on salary from the State Department, and my mother had some family money, but not major.”

Life in boarding schools in Switzerland and Massachusetts had prepared Kerry well for St. Paul’s, but this was an even more elite world. Founded in 1856, St. Paul’s was established on religious principles, relying on “the integration of the secular and the sacred,” as a school history puts it. The school’s motto, from the writings of St. Jerome, is: “Let us learn those things on earth the knowledge of which continues in heaven.”

The school was Episcopalian, which meant that at the time of Kerry’s arrival, a Catholic such as himself had to leave the school grounds and attend church in Concord if he wanted to go to Catholic services. (The school hired its first Catholic chaplain in 2002.) Indeed, Kerry was an odd man out in several ways, believing he was not of the same  financial standing. In addition, he was a Kennedy fan on a campus dominated by Republicans.

But with his years of elite education, Kerry had no problem with the rigorous academics. He felt comfortable in the 2,000-acre campus, nestled amid white pines along the shores of Turkey Pond and dotted with a neo-Gothic architectural style that echoes Oxford. The students dressed in jacket and tie, and ate meals in an Elizabethan-style dining hall.

The school, boys-only at the time, was a study in structure. Breakfast began at dawn, followed by compulsory chapel at 8:10 A.M. Classes ran from 8:30 A.M. to 1:30 P.M., followed by afternoon athletics. Two more classes ran from 4:50 P.M. to 6:15 P.M., followed by dinner and then hours of homework. Kerry began at St. Paul’s in the eighth grade and stayed for a total of five years, through graduation. “These days [it] would be called appallingly regimented,” said Kerry’s former English teacher, Herbert Church, who taught there for twenty-seven years.

Kerry entered St. Paul’s as a short, pudgy boy, barely recognizable in early photos, focused on intellectual pursuits. Within a couple of years, however, he rocketed up in height and soon resembled the man he is today. He was one of the tallest boys on campus and, to his delight, became a sports standout, using his newfound height to advantage in hockey and soccer. One of his greatest pleasures was strapping on his ice skates and speeding down the glassy black ice of Turkey Pond, with the wind rippling across the exposed expanse.

Having spent years debating issues around the family  dinner table and at his earlier boarding schools, Kerry craved a forum for debate, and he founded the John Winant Society, an organization named after a former New Hampshire governor that still exists to discuss major issues of the day. Kerry recalled delivering an award-winning speech titled “The Plight of the Negro.” St. Paul’s officials could not find a copy of the speech but did unearth one Kerry gave for the Concordian Literary Society that won the top prize. It was titled “Resolved: that the growth of spectator sports in the western world in the last half century is an indication of the decline of western civilization.”

Church, Kerry’s English teacher, spent many hours outside of class with Kerry at the school’s living quarters. Kerry lived in a large three-story building called Conover House, which had room for thirty boys.

“I can remember him sitting on my sofa in the evenings, talking a long, long time. I remember thinking the world of him, as I do still,” Church said. “I thought this was a man who might go somewhere. I thought he might very well go into diplomacy. The thing that impressed me always was his very serious idealism. A lot of guys wanted to be head of Daddy’s Wall Street firm, nothing wrong with that, but this young guy, you had a feeling he would do something for the world. He was a sincere idealist.”

Aside from debate, politics, and athletics, Kerry found time for a favorite pursuit: rock and roll. He and six other boys formed a band called The Electras, which produced 500 copies of an LP that seemed mainly intended for their own amusement and the possibility that it might attract girls at the next Tea Dance mixer. The album, which featured  songs such as “Guitar Boogie Shuffle” and “Summertime Blues,” included liner notes that described Kerry as an electric bass player “from Oslo, Norway, and the producer of a pulsating rhythm that lends tremendous force to all the numbers.” At the time, Kerry’s father was a political aide at the U.S. embassy in Oslo, but Kerry lived most of the year at St. Paul’s and with some relatives in Massachusetts.

The liner notes were written by one of Kerry’s best friends, Peter Wyeth Johnson. One summer, Kerry and Johnson and some others had sailed on a boat owned by Kerry’s father from Bermuda to the United States. It was such an innocent time, in retrospect, that it would be easy to romanticize the carefree lifestyle of Bermuda, boating, and the band. But this would turn out to be one in a series of memories that have a bitter ending for Kerry. Seven years after Johnson penned those liner notes in Kerry’s junior year at high school, on February 13, 1968, First Lieutenant Johnson of the U.S. Army would die of hostile small arms fire in Binh Dinh in South Vietnam.

But that was in the future. At the time, St. Paul’s seemed like such a safe, insular world, sealed off not only from war but also from poverty, racial tensions, and just about any other problem faced by most people in America. It was an all-male and nearly all-white community, but there was one exception. The Reverend John Walker had been hired as the school’s African American teacher, and he became Kerry’s mentor. Walker, who later became the bishop of the Episcopal Diocese of Washington, D.C., spent hours talking with Kerry about civil rights, racial problems, and many other matters foreign to the young student.
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