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  BY CAROLINE KENNEDY


  All my life people have told me that President Kennedy changed their lives—they decided to join the Peace Corps, run for office, volunteer in the inner city or outer space because he asked them to—and convinced them that they could make a difference.


  The generation he inspired changed this country—they fought for Civil Rights, women’s rights, human rights, and nuclear disarmament. They passed that inspiration down to us—their children and grandchildren. As the first truly modern president, my father redefined America’s timeless values for a global audience, and asked each individual to take responsibility for making this a more just and peaceful world.


  As we mark the fiftieth anniversary of his presidency, my father’s time is becoming part of history rather than living memory. Yet President Kennedy’s words, his example and his spirit, remain as vital as ever. At a time when young people are often disillusioned with politics, we need to reach across the generations and recommit ourselves and our country to these ideals.


  During times of uncertainty like the present, the future appears threatening and the challenges to our nation can seem almost insurmountable. Yet history reminds us that America has faced difficult and dangerous times before—and that we have triumphed over them.


  Listening to these tapes now is a fascinating experience because historical perspective informs our understanding of events that were unfolding in real time for the participants. Moreover, many of the issues that defined that tumultuous time—racial justice, economic fairness, and foreign intervention—continue to dominate our national debate today. Studying a legacy of strength in the face of conflict and examining the leadership of past administrations, we can identify warning signs, critical turning points, and guiding principles that can help us deal with current crises.


  I was always told that my father installed secret Oval Office recording devices after the Bay of Pigs disaster so that he could have an accurate account of who said what, in case of any later disputes as to the exact nature of the conversations. And as an avid reader of history, and a Pulitzer Prize–winning author, he intended to draw upon this material in his memoirs. The full 265 and a half hours of tape-recorded conversations that have now been made available by the Kennedy Presidential Library in Boston provide insight into the magnitude, the complexity, and the range of issues confronting a president on a daily basis. They also give a sense of the human side of the presidency—the exhilaration, the frustration, and the sense of purpose that were part of my father’s commitment to public service.


  The unedited conversations are fascinating but somewhat difficult to decipher and navigate. The sound quality is often poor, and at times it is hard to figure out who is talking. Our family and the Kennedy Library are committed to making the record of my father’s presidency widely accessible, so we decided to compile significant excerpts and make them easily available to the public.


  We are fortunate to have Ted Widmer as our editor and guide through this material. A historian with a comprehensive knowledge of the historical and the modern presidency, Ted also served as a speechwriter to President Clinton, edited the Library of America’s two-volume anthology of American speeches, and has written numerous books and articles on American history. We wanted this collection to include the most significant moments caught on tape, as well as snippets of conversation that give insight into the President’s mind at work and the human qualities that made him who he was: serious, purposeful, curious, skeptical, impatient, probing, principled, amused. Ted has done a masterful job of listening, transcribing, selecting, and illuminating this audio record.


  As always, I am deeply grateful to the archivists and staff of the John F. Kennedy Presidential Library and Museum and the entire National Archives, who preserve, catalogue, archive, and study the documents, tapes, films, memorabilia, and ephemera that form the stuff of history. Their dedication and their commitment to excellence is something all Americans should find inspiring.


  For me, listening to these conversations is a powerful experience. Although at the time, I was too young to understand much of what was happening, I recall spending happy afternoons eating candy and making paper-clip necklaces under my father’s desk while men talked in serious voices. The delight in my father’s voice when my brother and I appear is something I treasure.
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    CAROLINE HIDING UNDER THE HMS RESOLUTE DESK IN THE OVAL OFFICE, MAY 16, 1962

  


  I especially hope young listeners will find these selections interesting enough that they will want to further study the Kennedy presidency, and I trust that those who remember these times will gain new perspective. I hope that people will be drawn into the drama and the daily routine of the presidency, that they will feel they have learned something about the kind of person my father was, and most of all, I hope they will be inspired to serve our country as he did.
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    PRESIDENT KENNEDY CONFERS WITH SECRETARY OF DEFENSE ROBERT MCNAMARA AND GENERAL MAXWELL TAYLOR, CHAIRMAN OF THE JOINT CHIEFS OF STAFF, JANUARY 25, 1963
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  BY TED WIDMER


  “Mythology distracts us everywhere,” John F. Kennedy said on June 11, 1962, in a speech at Yale University. Kennedy had spent a good deal of his life debunking the mythologies he encountered. As a senator, he gave important speeches questioning the binary logic of the Cold War in remote theaters like Vietnam and Algeria. As a historian, he was attracted to the lonely few inside Washington’s political establishment who possessed the courage to think for themselves. Fresh out of college, he struck closer to home by criticizing the pacifistic idealism of the British leaders who failed to prepare their nation for war in the 1930s. That latter stand included an implicit rebuke of his father, Joseph P. Kennedy, which seems not to have fazed their relationship in the slightest.


  A month after the Yale speech, he struck back at mythology yet again. To avoid inaccuracy and possibly worse, Kennedy was determined to have a reliable record of the words that were spoken in the White House. And so in July 1962, Secret Service agents installed a sophisticated taping system in the Oval Office and Cabinet Room of the White House. The reasons for the installation were never explained, by Kennedy or anyone else; in fact, the very existence of the taping system was a closely held secret, communicated to a tiny number of people. The President’s secretary, Evelyn Lincoln, knew; her assistance was required to operate the system and maintain the tapes. Robert Kennedy probably knew; it is difficult to believe that he did not, and he used the tapes a few years later to write his memoir of the Cuban Missile Crisis, Thirteen Days. But we simply do not know for sure.


  The result, however, is not a mystery at all. It is a fact of the highest significance. A vast amount of information was gathered by those recording devices—248 hours of meetings in the Oval Office and Cabinet Room, and 17 and a half hours of telephone conversations and dictated private reflections. They constitute a historical trove of extraordinary consequence. They shed insight into all of the policy decisions of the Kennedy administration, as they were arbitrated at the highest level. And they offer a precious insight into something elusive—how a presidency actually works. Minute by minute, we get a sense of what it feels like to occupy the most important office in the world—and likely the loneliest. Earlier presidents had dabbled in taping—Kennedy’s three predecessors, Franklin D. Roosevelt, Harry Truman, and Dwight D. Eisenhower, had all put a few meetings on tape. But Kennedy’s new initiative was on a vastly different scale.


  The agent who installed the taping system, Robert Bouck, recorded an oral history in 1977 that shed some light on the devices, although his memories had already become somewhat hazy. Bouck’s responsibilities included the protection of the President from electronic surveillance, so he was a logical person to ask to improvise a new recording system for the private use of the President himself. Accordingly, he placed a microphone in the kneehole of the famous HMS Resolute desk and another, disguised, on the coffee table between the two sofas where the President sometimes sat with visitors. Kennedy could activate the device with a push button under his desk. According to Bouck, “It looked just like a button you’d press to signal your secretary—like a buzzer button.” Kennedy also had a button on the coffee table, near the chairs where he would sit for more relaxed conversation.


  In the Cabinet Room, the microphones were in two spots on the wall where there had once been light fixtures, now covered by draperies. By his place at the table, President Kennedy had another switch to activate recording. The microphones were fed into a Tandberg reel-to-reel tape recorder, whirring in a basement room used by Evelyn Lincoln for storage. Bouck would change the tapes as needed. He believed that Evelyn Lincoln also had the capacity to initiate recording, but he could not remember with certainty. Not long after the installation of the system, Kennedy significantly expanded the operation by creating a separate system that would record his telephone calls. These calls, recorded on Dictaphone belts (also called Dictation Belts or Dictabelts) add real meaning to the record and are generally recorded with higher sound quality. The telephone and Dictabelt recording devices were installed separately, and there is no record of why they were set up. Bouck believed that the President also was able to record inside his private living quarters, but that fact has never been established with authority, and the existing tapes do not corroborate it.


  Unfortunately, Bouck was relatively mute on a key question—why did President Kennedy suddenly want a record of his conversations in July 1962? Tentatively, Bouck essayed an answer—that “the tensions with the Russians were kind of great during that period, and I think initially his concern was to record understandings that might have been had in those relations.” There are grounds for this theory—during the Bay of Pigs episode of April 1961, Kennedy received a great deal of inaccurate information from the planners of the operation, including the CIA and the Joint Chiefs, and it would certainly have been useful for him in the future to have these bland predictions of success on record. During an interview she gave to Newsweek in 1982, Evelyn Lincoln speculated that the Bay of Pigs was the reason for the tapes.


  But it is hard to explain why Kennedy would have let a year go by before installing the new system. Why not launch the tapes in the summer of 1961? Why, suddenly in July 1962, did the Oval Office turn into a secret recording studio? The solution to that mystery may be irretrievable. Certainly there was a high degree of enthusiasm for recording technology in those years; it was a rare magazine that did not include an advertisement for the latest in stereo equipment, and Tandberg, a Norwegian brand, was well known to audiophiles. It may mean something that on July 23, 1962, the new communications satellite, Telstar 1, beamed its first live television signal across the Atlantic Ocean. The world was quickly becoming wired, and everyone was listening in.


  The Bay of Pigs also taught the Kennedy administration that White House communications were inherently balky, and in its immediate aftermath, McGeorge Bundy modernized the West Wing by bringing the latest technological wizardry into the brand-new Situation Room. In that time of expanding capacity, it may have made sense to add audiotapes to the President’s arsenal of information. And to use great discretion, since so many others were interested in his conversations. That he asked agents of the Secret Service to carry out the installation suggests that President Kennedy wanted to maintain tight personal control over the tapes. There were certainly military aides available to install recording devices—but that would have exposed the plan to a wider audience. This was a small operation by design.


  Surely there were political as well as military reasons for wanting to capture conversations on tape. During the various crises of the Civil Rights Movement, President Kennedy walked a difficult tightrope with the governors of Southern states—Alabama and Mississippi in particular—as they all tried to negotiate face-saving ways to defuse the tensions. In the midst of these highly charged conversations, it would have brought a negotiating edge to reveal to the governors—as Robert Kennedy apparently did—that their private promises to work with the federal government were now an irrevocable part of the record. To have their personal expressions of goodwill exposed would have hurt them at home—which is another way of saying, as Kennedy did to the mayor of Jackson, Mississippi, “I give you full permission to denounce me in public, as long as you don’t in private!”


  Furthermore, it may have occurred to President Kennedy, an omnivorous consumer of intelligence, that leaving the tapes rolling was an interesting way to hear the conversation when he left the room. There is no evidence that he did this—in fact, Evelyn Lincoln later expressed her opinion that he never listened to any of the tapes at all. But a revealing moment in the middle of the Cuban Missile Crisis occurs when Kennedy leaves and his most shrill critic, Air Force General Curtis LeMay, complains about his leadership. Though it is unlikely Kennedy heard these remarks, definitely not intended for the ears of the President, it is fascinating to be able to hear them today, and comforting to know that none of LeMay’s reckless suggestions for invading Cuba and launching a nuclear war were heeded. In one of the last tapes declassified, in January 2012, Defense Secretary McNamara reveals to the President that one of his naval commanders was insubordinate at the height of the crisis and wanted to sink a Soviet vessel against his strict orders. If anything, these recordings make the Missile Crisis even more terrifying.


  A final reason that Kennedy may have recorded his meetings and calls is simply that he respected the verdict of history and recognized his obligation to record conversations of great consequence for future generations. Mrs. Lincoln voiced her support for this explanation as well, and it makes intuitive sense, judging from his tendency to turn on the machines during important meetings (and not just confrontations with potential adversaries).


  It has been a problem since the dawn of the presidency—how do we capture the words and thoughts of the individuals to whom we give so much power? Do they not have a certain obligation to report back to us? The first president, George Washington, kept a diary—a highly imperfect diary, with relatively little of interest and episodic entries. (The first entry, recorded five months after he took office, was “Exercised in my Carriage in the forenoon.”) Still, he kept it. And how impoverished our understanding of Lincoln would be without the detailed personal observations written by his secretaries, Nicolay and Hay. But for the most part, we have not known what presidents were saying behind closed doors. For the first 150 years of the United States, there is almost nothing on this subject, though presidents were presumably speaking volubly. We have their letters and their official pronouncements, but not the stuff of daily life. It is a significant loss.


  Like Woodrow Wilson and Theodore Roosevelt, John F. Kennedy was himself a historian (his book of senatorial portraits, Profiles in Courage, won a Pulitzer for biography in 1957). And personal history must have been on his mind as well. Dating back nearly to the dawn of the presidency, presidents have been expected to write memoirs. In 1821, at the age of seventy-seven, Thomas Jefferson began to write out “some recollection of dates and facts concerning myself,” although he stopped before his election in 1800. Lincoln wrote an abbreviated recollection of his life for a campaign sketch in 1860. Grant famously wrote the first presidential memoir that sold well—though he, too, ignored his presidency (for reasons that were all too easy to understand). In 1913, Theodore Roosevelt wrote an account that included the White House years, thereby obligating nearly all of his successors to do the same and launching an armada of autobiographies that may have undone some of his environmental legacy, by wiping out a forest or two. But with most of these laboriously written efforts, there is the feeling of a monument being chiseled.


  The Kennedy tapes are different—this is a president being president. There is no chisel in sight; he simply thinks, and talks, and argues, in the heat of the moment. And he reflects on himself, from time to time, almost as if this were a memoir in spoken form—an audiobook before the concept was invented. On a small number of important occasions, he speaks directly into a Dictaphone to record his impressions of a historic day—the first day of the Cuban Missile Crisis, or the day that he hears that South Vietnam’s president, Ngo Dinh Diem, has been killed.


  After so many words have been written about John F. Kennedy, it feels right to let him speak for himself. This is the closest to an autobiography we will ever get. Kennedy often mentioned his forthcoming memoir in jocular comments, usually at his own expense, on days when things were not going well (he speculated, all too prophetically, that this book might be titled: Kennedy: The Only Years). Two of the recordings in this collection predate the presidency and reveal that in early 1960, just after declaring his candidacy, Kennedy was already thinking deeply about the story of his life and the unlikely journey that had brought him so far, so fast. These two recorded documents seem to constitute a first draft of sorts toward a book that was regrettably never written.


  Immediately after the assassination, Bouck dismantled the system, and from there, the tapes went on a long journey into warehouses and federal storage facilities before the opening of the Kennedy Presidential Library in 1979. It is impossible to know exactly what happened to them in these years, or if any disappeared. Some recordings found their way into private possession, but over the years many have been tracked down and reunited with the collection.


  The existence of the tapes was first revealed in the summer of 1973. Sensationally, the Watergate hearings elicited a remark on July 16 from a Nixon aide, Alexander Butterfield, who told Congress that the president’s meetings were routinely recorded. That had immense ramifications for the hearings and Richard Nixon’s rapidly plummeting fortunes. But it also resonated with the community of presidential libraries, and that same summer, the Kennedy Library director stepped forward and announced that it, too, had presidential recordings. In fact, we now know that taping was common in the modern presidency. Nearly every president from Franklin D. Roosevelt to Ronald Reagan taped meetings at one point or another.1 Franklin D. Roosevelt had experimented in the summer of 1940 with a recording system installed by sound engineers from RCA. One microphone was placed in a lamp on the president’s desk and another in his telephone, but FDR’s interest waned after 1940, and only fifteen hours of tape have survived. Harry Truman briefly experimented with the system, then ordered it dismantled. There are nine and a half hours of his recordings extant, of low sound quality. Dwight D. Eisenhower showed slightly more interest, and records suggest that he made recordings on approximately two dozen occasions, but what survives is of modest importance.


  What began in 1962 was a commitment to taping on a very different order. For both quantity and quality, the Kennedy tapes signaled a quantum leap forward. But if the tapes are part of a long continuum they still came as a shock to Kennedy intimates. Ted Sorensen, the President’s speechwriter and one of his closest aides, claimed to be “dumbfounded.” Other top staffers—McGeorge Bundy, Robert McNamara, and Arthur Schlesinger, Jr.—confessed that they had no idea. The President’s brother, Edward M. Kennedy, did not know at the time. The tapes fit into no known category of presidential information—they were not official documents, they were not classic JFK speeches, and they were not press conference transcripts. They were not rehearsed or prepared for the public in any way. They were simply the raw material of history—and specifically, the hard and not always glamorous work of leading an enormous federal bureaucracy. It can be easy to forget that this unusually photogenic President actually had a day job, and that he spent most of his time in meetings, advancing his domestic and foreign agenda, calming down senators and congressmen, twisting arms here and there, and considering tactics with his hardworking staff. They are the supporting actors in this drama. For every split-second photo op, there were hours and hours of these meetings, driving the business of the nation forward. These were long meetings, in which every point of view was exhausted, and most of the participants as well—but they were effective at lighting a fire when it needed to be lit. The Oval Office is an important ceremonial space, but it is also the boiler room of the ship of state.
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    PRESIDENT KENNEDY ON THE TELEPHONE DURING A CAMPAIGN STOP IN MCKEESPORT, PENNSYLVANIA, OCTOBER 13, 1962

  


  What to do with the tapes was a mystery at first. Initially, they were considered the private property of the Kennedy family. But over time, a consensus grew that these irreplaceable sources of information belonged in the public record. The Kennedy family gave the tapes to the National Archives in 1976. Beginning in 1983, the Kennedy Presidential Library began releasing the tapes to the historical community. The process was slow and clunky at first, for many reasons—bits of conversations were made available on cassette audiotapes, and transcripts made, to the best of the ability of librarians. Early releases focused on topical themes like the Civil Rights Movement, and were targeted at relatively small audiences of scholars.


  But now we can do vastly better, and this book is designed to celebrate that fact. By the time it is published, the Kennedy Presidential Library will have completed a heroic task, by not only releasing the tapes but putting many of them online in a form that is easily streamed and audible anywhere there is an Internet connection. This is the first publication to draw from the entirety of the tapes. In January 2012 the final forty-five hours of tapes were released, taking the story to the third week of November 1963, and not the first week as previously believed. In effect, the audio archive is now complete.2


  Of course, nothing fifty years old is perfect, and these tapes are no exception. The sound quality varies widely. Extraordinarily, the most powerful office on earth—an office that could launch a nuclear-tipped intercontinental ballistic missile—encountered some difficulty in recording the human voice. In Evelyn Lincoln’s memoir, she recounts an amusing anecdote in which she and President Kennedy tried to install a “squawk box” for interoffice communication but realized that they had no idea how to work it. With the tapes, they fared better, but the results were unpredictable. The sound quality has been notably improved for this publication, but still, there are hisses and crackles and pops. People speak over one another. A voice near a microphone will sound much louder than one farther away. Sometimes the sound drops out for no clear reason, or becomes much too loud. Even the rustling of papers can be deafening. Many of the Dictabelt recordings have skips. These noises offer some verisimilitude and remind us just how simple the recording system was. At other times the tapes continue to roll long after everyone has left the room, including one lilting moment when I could hear the singing of Christmas carols far off in the distance.


  Another imperfection is that it is highly difficult to transcribe all of the words with perfect accuracy. It is a slow and painstaking labor to recapture a conversation, especially when several people are talking at once, from different parts of the room. The transcripts here have attempted to eliminate errors, but it is important for readers to remember that even these transcripts represent a best guess at the words spoken. The National Archives considers the official document the tape itself and not any transcript made from it. In this publication, imperfectly heard words will be placed within brackets, or the word “unclear” will be added.


  The organizing principle of this collection has been to offer a wide range of Kennedy’s meetings and telephone calls. Needless to say, the major episodes are included, and readers will not be surprised to see selections from the Cuban Missile Crisis and the Civil Rights Movement here, including one brief excerpt from the Missile Crisis that has never before been released. But there are other topics included as well, to show the breadth and depth of the Oval Office conversations, and the vaulting ambition of this presidency, which launched a failed invasion of Cuba, then prevailed in the most dramatic nuclear confrontation in history, then succeeded in seriously limiting the testing of nuclear weapons, all while launching the space program, quickening the economy, nurturing a post–Cold War foreign policy for the developing world, and presiding over a dizzying array of social and technological advancements, the most historic of which was the struggle to give all Americans equal access to their rights.


  There is laughter in these conversations, and irritation, and disappointment, and exuberance. In a word, they are human. We perhaps expect our presidents to be something greater than that; but these recordings will remind us, healthily, that real people work in the Oval Office. Some of the most evocative phone calls reveal the special relationship that exists between members of the tiny club of fellow presidents. Kennedy and Eisenhower could not have been more different, but the thirty-fourth president’s advice was obviously important to the thirty-fifth, especially at times of immense military peril. During the Cuban Missile Crisis, Eisenhower’s support was invaluable and helped Kennedy to calm waters that had become dangerously roiled. Further, they seemed to grow fond of each other. One of their crisis calls ends with Kennedy signing off, “Hold on tight!”


  Kennedy once said, “I expect my whole time in office to be filled with dangers and difficulties,” and his prophecy was soon fulfilled. The most dangerous moment of all, the Cuban Missile Crisis, lends itself well to an audio approach to history; nearly all of the major meetings were recorded in their entirety, and many phone calls, including Kennedy’s relieved calls to Presidents Eisenhower, Truman, and Hoover when it was over. To listen to these meetings and calls is to hear that crisis unfold in real time, in a way that no history book can recapture. Likewise, there is a remarkable drama to the story of the Civil Rights struggle in these years, from the Freedom Rides in the spring of 1961 (before the taping began) to the crises in Mississippi and Alabama in 1962 and 1963 (fully captured in arresting detail). The tapes record complex negotiations with recalcitrant governors and reveal some of Kennedy’s exasperation at being pulled down a path that he knows will inflict a punishing political cost, including the possibility of a single term. It was a slow and often frustrating path, for all parties involved, including the liberals who longed for Kennedy to become a great champion of their causes (though they had often failed to support him in the past). But the tapes also record his growing conviction over 1963 that the time was right for a great moral crusade and that he was uniquely fit to lead it. In all of these meetings, the vocal inflections say more than the words do; one can hear Kennedy’s insistence that Governor Ross Barnett of Mississippi obey the federal writ, and Barnett’s grudging acquiescence. We can hear the anger in the voice of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., not far below the beatific surface of “I Have a Dream.”


  One day in particular—August 28, 1963—shows how many of these topics overlapped in that turbulent time. Shortly after King gave his great address during the March on Washington, the leaders of the Civil Rights Movement were ushered into the Oval Office for an extraordinary strategy session. In that meeting, A. Philip Randolph, the aging head of the Brotherhood of Railway Porters, called on Kennedy to assume the mantle of presidential leadership. That moment is all the more evocative for the knowledge that Randolph was captured on tape in one of the earliest recordings ever made in the Oval Office, way back in 1940, as a young man saying more or less the same thing to Franklin D. Roosevelt. This time, as an old man, his message got through, and the President responded with a long discourse on the political path ahead, and the votes that would need to be rounded up—another way of saying that at long last, the plan was going forward.


  About six hours earlier, a long noontime meeting about Vietnam tried to salvage U.S. policy in Southeast Asia, with far-reaching consequences. It can be dizzying to realize the range of issues that were pressing upon the Oval Office with hourly urgency. As protected as the White House may seem, it was never that far away from the street, and I thought, by listening hard, that I could hear the sound of the marchers going down the Mall, demanding civil rights, even as the Vietnam meeting was unfolding. Much of the subsequent history of the 1960s was written inside that room, on that single afternoon.


  Of course, not all of the topics discussed have the same epic sweep. I tried for topicality with these selections, but they represent only a tiny percentage of the total recorded output. It may surprise students of other presidencies to realize how deeply JFK delved into policy matters that would seem, at first glance, to be sub-presidential. The meetings cover a wide swath of federal governance, from the deeply domestic concerns of local politicians, to the international events that so clearly absorbed Kennedy, to the distant reaches of outer space. Relentlessly, he grilled his advisors on the effects of policies, their vulnerabilities, and the need for follow-up action. Part of his mind was always occupied with the challenge of getting his expansive agenda through Congress, for there was little point in adopting idealistic positions if they had no chance of succeeding. Many of these meetings record that process, winning over senators one vote at a time. But at the same time, there was constant pressure to think beyond Washington and set in motion the enormous engine of the United States government, at home and around the world. Kennedy must have frustrated the State Department nearly as much as it frustrated him, with long meetings about every corner of the earth, often with foreign ministers and ambassadors of other countries who must have been astonished to be speaking directly to the leader of the free world.


  Clearly, he loved the job, and loved it precisely for the chance it gave him to translate thought into action. Kennedy called the presidency “the vital center of action in our whole scheme of government.” These conversations reveal a man very much inside that center. “The presidency is the place,” he says to his dinner party companions in the tape of January 5, 1960, that appears near the beginning of this book—and then over and over again: “it is the seat of all power,” “it is the center of the action,” and “it’s the President who really functions.”


  These tapes eminently bear out that theory. His vigor—to borrow an overused word of the era—is palpable. There he is, urging his advisors to work harder and think better, impatient with lazy answers. He drives the meeting forward, tapping his fingers, asking clipped questions, shaving away irrelevancies like a carpenter with a lathe. Or when making a phone call, he speeds up the other speaker with staccato “yeahs,” until a terminal “righto” ends the call abruptly. Sometimes, when a slower speaker has the floor (Averell Harriman, for example, or Dean Rusk), one can sense Kennedy’s impatience.


  When asked, during that same 1960 dinner party, why he would urge a young college student to go into politics, he answers that “it provides an opportunity for him to participate in the solution of the problems which interest him.” It was an understated way of saying that politics gave him a chance to answer the great challenges of his time, and perhaps to achieve the Greek definition of happiness which he often quoted—“full use of your powers along lines of excellence in a life affording scope.” The stakes were big. So were the rewards, but so too were the difficulties. In an age that has become far more cynical about politics and politicians, there is something encouraging about the zeal with which Kennedy and his staff tried to tackle the problems they encountered.


  The Kennedy management style can certainly be criticized for unorthodoxy. He favored restless intellects like his own, and those who would argue with him—as James Webb, the head of NASA, does in one of the meetings. It was well known that he disliked the buttoned-down approach of the Eisenhower White House, with carefully groomed meetings and few disagreements. Bluntly, he said, “Cabinet meetings are simply useless. Why should the postmaster general sit there and listen to a discussion of the problems of Laos?” The result is that these Oval Office bull sessions were all the more important for shaping the course of the New Frontier. And they seem, on the face of the evidence, to have generally shaped it well. Not all of these meetings resulted in favorable outcomes. Vietnam presented Kennedy with an array of possible outcomes, all unattractive, in the fall of 1963, and he was deeply troubled by the violent coup of November 2, as a privately recorded dictation in this collection indicates. Another private reflection, from around November 12, indicates that his support for Civil Rights was already raising alarm bells about his reelection prospects. So there were dark clouds on the horizon. But still, the record, as conveyed by these working conversations, is one of a presidency adapting aggressively to the demands of the times and leading the nation forward, exactly as the 1960 campaign had promised to do.


  As a student of the past, Kennedy knew well that presidential reputations are variable and depend on a wide range of factors, many of which are beyond the control of the office. In irritation, he once complained to Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., whose father (Sr.) had pioneered the presidential ranking system we now cannot escape, “How the hell can you tell? Only the President himself can know what his real pressures and his real alternatives are.”


  Kennedy continues to do very well in those rankings, but for reasons that would probably irritate him, or at least touch upon his finely honed sense of irony. He deplored helpless sentimentality, which is exactly what we bring to the memory of our presidents, and to him in particular. He admired unblinking realism, which is in as short supply now as it was then. Critics will point out that he benefited handsomely from well-managed publicity campaigns throughout his career, and after, with a nostalgia for Camelot that has never lost its power, even a startling half century after the fact. But the creation of these tapes in 1962, and their final release in 2012, has done much to sweep away the sentiment and restore the substance that was at the heart of this presidency.


  Mythology exists for a reason; we tell ourselves stories to explain complicated subjects, and the presidency of the United States is nothing if not complicated. But in the final analysis, John F. Kennedy preferred history, because its verdicts emanate from facts. The public has a right to as full an accounting from the past as it does from the politics of the present—the mistakes as well as the successes. Thanks to these recordings, and the completion of the fifty-year process that led to their release, a fuller accounting is now possible. We will never know all of the reasons that President Kennedy established this remarkable repository of recorded information. But we can take solace that he did. I hope that readers enjoy this opportunity to listen to these dialogues, from the innermost chamber of the republic, unfiltered and immediate.
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