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For my mother, Ethel Kennedy, who raised eleven children with undaunted courage, deep faith, and rollicking adventure.


For the board of directors and my colleagues at Robert F. Kennedy Human Rights, who carry forward Daddy’s unfinished work on social justice and inspire me daily; and,


For Cara, Mariah, and Michaela, who seek a newer world and fill my days with wonder and love.
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Portrait of RFK by Aaron A. Shikler, 1975, based on photo by Paul Slade. On view at the Department of Justice, Washington, DC (US Department of Justice)
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“Each time a man stands up for an ideal, or acts to improve the lot of others, or strikes out against injustice, he sends forth a tiny ripple of hope, and crossing each other from a million different centers of energy and daring, those ripples build a current that can sweep down the mightiest walls of oppression and resistance.”


—ROBERT F. KENNEDY
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Crowd reaching out, California, 1968 (Steve Schapiro/ Fahey Klein Gallery)


















FOREWORD



BY THURSTON CLARKE


One of the passengers on the train bringing Bobby Kennedy’s body from his funeral in New York to his burial at Arlington National Cemetery looked out a window at the mourners lining the tracks and asked herself, “What did he have that he could do this to people?”


It’s a question that I tried to answer in my book about his 1968 campaign.


It’s also a question we might ask ourselves in 2018, fifty years after his assassination: What did Robert Kennedy have, for example, that has brought us all together tonight, almost fifty years after his death, in this place, at a conference bearing his name?


It’s a question whose answer may help you make decisions that take into account justice, human rights, the environment, and poverty.


I came across the question at the archives of the JFK Library in Boston while reading a collection of oral interviews conducted with passengers on that twenty-one-car funeral train bound for Arlington on June 8, 1968.


Passengers on that train looked out and saw what may have been the most dramatic and moving display of public grief ever displayed for an American never elected to the presidency. Trains carrying the remains of presidents Abraham Lincoln and Franklin Roosevelt had traveled at a slow and mournful pace, but Kennedy’s train had been scheduled to travel nonstop and a normal rate of speed. Crowds were expected, but no one had imagined that on a steamy Saturday afternoon in early June two million people would spontaneously head for the tracks between New York and Washington, wading through marshes, hiking into meadows, filling tenement balconies, climbing onto factory roofs, standing in junkyards and cemeteries, looking down from bridges, and creating a 226-mile-long chain of grief and despair.


Once the train emerged from the Hudson River tunnel into New Jersey, it encountered so many people jamming station platforms and spilling onto the northbound tracks that the engineer had to reduce speed, and reduce it even more after a tragic accident in Elizabeth, New Jersey, when those in the train could look out the windows and see their grief reflected in the faces of mourners lining the tracks.


They saw men in suits, sport shirts, uniforms, and undershirts, crying, saluting, standing at attention, hands over hearts. They saw women in madras shorts and Sunday dresses weeping, kneeling, covering their faces, and holding up their children.


They saw American flags dipped by American Legion honor guards and waved by Cub Scouts, and because anyone with a uniform seemed to have decided to wear it, they saw policemen in gold braid and white gloves, fire companies standing at attention next to their trucks, and veterans in overseas caps snapping salutes.


They saw the kind of white working-class voters who had supported the 1964 candidacy of Alabama governor George Wallace for the Democratic nomination, and who might vote again for Wallace or Richard Nixon in November, although until four days earlier many had been planning to vote for Kennedy, even though he was an acknowledged champion of black Americans and had condemned an American war as “deeply wrong.”


The NBC commentator David Brinkley had called Kennedy “the only white politician who could talk to both races,” and compared his assassination to Lincoln’s. So the passengers saw black Americans who had embraced Kennedy more passionately and completely than any white politician since Abraham Lincoln, and who sang the “Battle Hymn of the Republic” as the train passed through Philadelphia and Baltimore.


The passengers remembered five nuns standing on tiptoes in a yellow pickup truck, black militants holding up clenched fists, a white policeman cradling a black child in his arms, and a line of Little Leaguers standing at attention along the baselines, heads bowed and caps held over hearts.


A Life magazine reporter, Sylvia Wright, saw a wedding party standing close to the tracks in a Delaware meadow. The bridesmaids were holding up the hems of their pink and green dresses in one hand and their bouquets in the other. As the last car carrying Kennedy’s coffin approached, they extended their arms and threw their bouquets against its side. After seeing this Wright asked herself the question that has become the descant of much that has been said and written about Bobby Kennedy since, “What did he have that he could do this to people?”


I think that the best way to answer it is to examine Bobby’s 1968 campaign, one that a reporter covering it called a “huge, joyous adventure.” It was that, and more, and no presidential candidate since has run so passionately—or, if you will, recklessly—or put poverty, justice, and human rights so squarely at the center of a campaign, or criticized the American people so brazenly.


Try to imagine a politician now saying, as Kennedy did in a New York Times essay shortly before he announced his candidacy, “Once we thought, with Jefferson, that we were the best hope of all mankind. But now we seem to rely only on our wealth and power.” Or say, as Kennedy did on Meet the Press, “I am dissatisfied with our society. I suppose I am dissatisfied with my country.”


He delivered the first speech of his campaign on March 18 at the Kansas State University field house, to a record-setting audience of 14,500 students at a conservative university in a conservative heartland state. He was nervous about kicking off his campaign there, but before deciding to run he had agreed to deliver a speech commemorating the Kansas governor and former presidential candidate Alf Landon. The night before, he told Kansas governor Robert Docking, “What I’m going to say isn’t very popular.” Quite a statement for a candidate for the presidency to make on the eve of launching his campaign.


He told these supposedly conservative students that America was “deep in a malaise of the spirit,” and suffering from “a deep crisis of confidence.” He admitted his own complicity in the Vietnam War, saying, “I was involved in many of the early decisions on Vietnam, decisions which helped set us on our present path,” adding, “I am willing to bear my share of the responsibility before history and before my fellow citizens.” He closed by saying, “Our country is in danger: not just from foreign enemies; but above all, from our own misguided policies—and what they can do to the nation that Thomas Jefferson once told us was the last best hope of mankind.”


The students rushed the stage, cheering, weeping, tipping over chairs, grabbing at his hands and shirtsleeves. Stanley Tretick of Look magazine stood on the platform, photographing the melee and shouting, “This is Kansas, effing Kansas! He’s going all the way. He’s going all the effing way.” A reporter called Kennedy’s speech and the students’ reaction to it “the first indication that we were about to embark on something unlike anything we had ever experienced.”


Three days later, Kennedy embarked on a ten-day, thirteen state cross-country tour. His first stop was at the University of Alabama in Tuscaloosa, where as attorney general he had sent in federal marshals to enforce the registration of black students. Going there was courageous, or foolhardy, perhaps both. He told students he had come because he believed, “any who seek higher office this year must go before all Americans: not just those who agree with them, but those who disagree; recognizing that it is not just our supporters who we must lead in the difficult years ahead.” And he said that he would count his campaign a failure if it left Americans as divided as when he began it.


This would be one of many things that he said during his campaign that seem to reach across the five since decades and speak to us today.


He flew to California and demonstrated that his appeal went beyond the nation’s college campuses. The crowd at the Stockton courthouse contained a large contingent of Hispanics, many of them farmworkers. Kennedy told them that “Decency is the heart of this whole campaign,” and that “poverty is indecent. Illiteracy is indecent. The death, the maiming of brave young men in the swamps of Vietnam, that is also indecent. And it is indecent for a man to work with his back and his hands in the valleys of California without ever having hope of sending his son on to college. This is also indecent.”


He did not tailor his message to an audience. Later that afternoon he spoke at a shopping center in Sacramento and said the same thing to a white, middle-class audience, telling them, “It is indecent for a man on the streets of New York City or Cleveland or Detroit or Watts to surrender the only life that he has to despair and hopelessness.”


Nor did he pander to black audiences, and when he drove through Watts several days later in a motorcade that the Los Angeles Times called “uproarious, shrieking and frenzied” and “a spectacle without parallel in the American experience,” he told one of many street-corner audiences that he addressed, “And I tell you here in California the same thing I told those in Alabama with whom I talked. The gulf between our people will not be bridged by those who preach violence, or by those who burn or loot.”


His first primary would be in Indiana, and no northern state seemed less promising for a politician campaigning on racial justice and the indecency of poverty. It had cities with large white ethnic blue-collar populations who felt threatened by black progress and had given George Wallace 30 percent of the vote in the 1964 Democratic primary. Yet Kennedy launched his campaign there with a speech at Notre Dame containing nothing to appeal to backlash whites. He said, ‘in the midst of our great affluence, children—American children—are hungry, some to the point where their minds and bodies are damaged beyond repair.” During the question period he returned to his continuing theme of national redemption through good works, of healing the wounds that Vietnam had inflicted on the national psyche by eliminating hunger and poverty, and asked, “What other reason do we have really for our existence as human beings unless we’ve made some other contribution to somebody else to improve their own lives?”


While he was flying to Indianapolis afterward in a small chartered plane, Martin Luther King Jr. was assassinated in Memphis. Kennedy was scheduled to address a crowd in a black neighborhood. The police chief met him at the airport and urged him to cancel the rally, telling him, “It’s not safe for you to go there.” He went anyway and delivered the finest speech of his campaign, perhaps the finest extemporaneous speech ever delivered by an American politician. All he had was a few notes scribbled on a sheet of yellow legal paper.


The atmosphere at the small neighborhood park in the black neighborhood was electric, and edgy. The organizers were afraid Kennedy would be attacked and had told some men to climb trees and look for snipers in the surrounding buildings.


Kennedy did not discount the importance of physical courage. He had copied Emerson’s line “Always do what you are afraid to do” in his daybook and had rafted through treacherous waters and climbed challenging mountains. Even so, he considered moral courage more difficult to demonstrate. In 1966 he had told students in South Africa that moral courage was “a rarer commodity than bravery in battle or great intelligence,” and extolled it as “the one essential, vital quality of those who seek to change a world.”


In Indianapolis he demonstrated the physical courage to address a black audience two hours after a white man had murdered the most beloved black leader in US history, the moral courage to announce his death to this crowd (and many in it would hear the news for the first time from Kennedy) and then deliver a speech offering comfort and hope. He also demonstrated the same political courage that had led him to speak in Kansas, the University of Alabama, and other potentially hostile venues, because if a riot had broken out during or after his speech he would have been blamed for causing it.


Because of his courage, Indianapolis would be the only major American city to escape the riots and violence that wracked 119 others in the wake of the King assassination.


He spoke haltingly at first, repeating phrases and words, groping for the right ones. Pausing after each sentence to compose the next. His voice was hollow, close to breaking, and tears welled in his eyes. The spotlights made him look pallid and haunted.


He demonstrated more physical, moral, and political courage the next day. He was driving into Cleveland in a white convertible when an aide with a mobile phone reported that the police believed that a sniper was hiding in a steeple overlooking the hotel where he was about to address an audience of business and civic leaders and suggested he wait by the side of the road.


Kennedy said, “No. We’ll never stop for that kind of threat” and continued into town with the top down. One day after King’s assassination, when riots were continuing in dozens of American cities, he told these 2,200 civic leaders that white Americans bore some responsibility for the violence. He was solemn and muted, as if delivering a eulogy, as he said, “Some who accuse others of inciting riots have by their own conduct invited them,” adding, “violence breeds violence, repression brings retaliation, and only a cleansing of our whole society can remove this sickness from our soul.” He followed this with what were, even for 1968, profoundly radical words. He told these pillars of the Cleveland establishment that their own public and private institutions had contributed to the unrest that had roiled their city after Dr. King’s assassination. “For there is another kind of violence, slower but just as deadly as the shot or the bombing in the night,” he said. “This is the violence of institutions; indifference and inaction, and slow decay. This is the violence that afflicts the poor.”


Two days later he demonstrated more courage by walking through the riot zone in Washington, DC. Fires were still smoldering and National Guard troops were on the streets. The crowd following him grew so large that guardsmen at first mistook it for a gang of looters. A woman stared at Kennedy in disbelief and asked “Is that you?” When she saw it was, she said, “I knew you’d be the first to come here, darling.”


On April 16 he visited the Pine Ridge reservation in South Dakota. Of the approximately seventy events that he attended during the first month of his campaign, ten were on Native American reservations or in Native American schools in the Southwest and Midwest. His aides thought he was wasting his time and tried to remove these appearances from his schedule. He called these aides “callous sons of bitches” and put them back. He had two days to campaign in South Dakota before its primary and elected to spend most of one of them on Pine Ridge, a Connecticut-size reservation with only sixty miles of paved roads and not a single bank, supermarket, or library.


He stopped in a one-room shack that was home to nine people, including Christopher Pretty Boy, a ten-year-old Lakota Sioux whose parents had died in an automobile accident the week before. A photograph taken by a Jesuit father from the local mission (because Kennedy had asked reporters and news photographers to remain outside) shows Kennedy, hand jammed into his trouser pockets and smiling, as if there was nowhere else he would rather be than sitting on a worn blanket with a heartbroken orphan in a shack in Calico, one of the poorest communities on the poorest reservation in North America.


When Kennedy emerged from the shack he was holding Pretty Boy’s hand. The two remained together all day, and Kennedy frequently leaned down to talk to him. While Kennedy was flying to Rapid City he told an aide to call the Holy Rosary Mission and tell the fathers that he had invited Pretty Boy and his sister to spend the summer with his family in Hyannis. Pretty Boy died before he could go there. Some on Pine Ridge told me he died in a car accident, others that he had killed himself, although he would have been younger than most of those who committed suicide on the reservation.


The invitation to Pretty Boy was a predictable result of Kennedy’s lively moral imagination—his ability to imagine himself, or his children, orphaned and living in Calico; to imagine himself being a migrant farmworker, a disadvantaged urban African American, a Nebraskan farmer, or a child in Washington, DC, who lacked a playground in his neighborhood. While driving through a poor neighborhood there with his children, he said, “Look, there are no playgrounds. There’s no place for these kids to play. They’re just like you; they have the same wants and needs.” Then he raised money to build a playground there and brought some of his children to the opening ceremony.


His brother’s assassination and his experiences among the poor had deepened Kennedy’s moral imagination, so that when he spoke to members of these aggrieved communities they sensed a communion and intimacy that went beyond politics or pity; they sensed a man who understood them, and felt their suffering as if it was his own. His moral imagination was the silent heartbeat of his campaign. It explained why black Americans called him their “blue-eyed soul brother,” why a former Wallace supporter told a reporter, “I like him. I don’t know why, but I like him.”


Telling an audience the opposite of what they probably wanted to hear, or making members of a sympathetic audience ashamed of themselves is a risky political strategy, but Kennedy pursued it throughout his campaign. He told an audience of aerospace workers in California, “We should slow down the race to the moon.” When a bellicose student in Oregon demanded that the government mount a military action against North Korea, Kennedy replied, “It’s not too late to enlist.” When whites in West Virginia complained about being unemployed and with nothing to do he said, “Well, you could remove those wrecked cars from the side of the road.” He defended a new open-housing law to a luncheon meeting of the Indianapolis Real Estate Board, saying, “I think if you are asking people to go fight for us 12,500 miles away and tell them ‘You can die for us but you can’t buy a home’ seems rather inequitable. Don’t you think?” His statement was reportedly met with only “mild applause.”


There was of course much more to his campaign. There was a twelve-hour, five-hundred-mile whistle-stop across Nebraska when he converted crowd after crowd of initially skeptical farmers. His speechwriter Jeff Greenfield remembered it as a revelation for Kennedy’s staff and the press, demonstrating, Greenfield said, his “ability to relate to people who had nothing in common with him at all.”


There was his nine-hour, one-hundred-mile motorcade across northern Indiana that the reporter Jules Witcover would call “one of the most incredible outpourings of sentiment for a political candidate in all of the annals of American campaigning.”


There was his two-hour May 29 motorcade through black and Hispanic neighborhoods in Los Angeles, with people screaming his name, slowing his car to a crawl, grabbing at his hands and arms. As they cheered, he pumped his fist in the air and shouted, “These are my people!”


So, what did he have that he could do this to people? Why did those bridesmaids and their bride wait for hours in that field on a hot day so they could toss their bouquets at his funeral train?


What did he have in 1968 that we need now, in 2018, a time that finds Americans more divided, angry, than 1968?


What did he have that might guide you in your decisions? That might guide all of us?


He had courage: moral, physical, and political courage that he demonstrated again and again throughout his campaign.


And perhaps most important, for a leader seeking to unite a bitterly divided people, he had a lively moral imagination. The ability to imagine what it would be like to be an orphaned Indian boy, or child bitten by rats in a Harlem tenement, or a hungry child in a sharecropper’s shack in Mississippi, or a Nebraskan farmer, a farmworker, or a blue-collar worker in a Midwestern city.


And he not only had this moral imagination, he acted on it. He raised money to build playgrounds for children in Washington, DC. He invited Christopher Pretty Boy to spend a summer in this lovely place where we are tonight.


Congressman John Lewis served on Bobby Kennedy’s campaign staff in 1968. When I spoke with him about Kennedy he told me that before he is about to cast a difficult vote in the House of Representatives he often asks himself, “What would Bobby do?”


It’s a good question, and not just for a politician, but for anyone faced with a decision that has a moral dimension and requires courage.


“What would Bobby do?”


Good question. I hope you ask it of yourselves.


—Thurston Clarke, historian, author, and journalist, from his June 2017 speech at the Kennedy Compound, adapted from his book The Last Campaign: Robert F. Kennedy and 82 Days that Inspired America
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PREFACE



BY KERRY KENNEDY


Think of John Kennedy, Lyndon Johnson, or Richard Nixon. Each, in his own way, is firmly set in a certain era of American history. Yet as vibrant as they all were at the peak of their power and influence, none of these men could easily slip into the contemporary political world. Their leadership was unique to their time and place.


That conclusion does not ring true for my father, Robert Kennedy. His appearance is ever modern: the shaggy hair, the skinny ties, the suit jacket off, the shirtsleeves rolled. Beyond appearances, what is striking about RFK are the themes he returned to again and again—themes that still energize debate and resonate in our own time and place.


Think of the headlines over the past few years, and it is easy to hear Robert Kennedy’s voice speaking out in our country as he did fifty years ago—on the madness of gun violence, the shame of police brutality, the need for compassion in welcoming immigrants and refugees, the defiance of the easy call to war, and, where war has broken out, the moral necessity of seeking peace. One imagines him urging us to focus not only on stopping terrorism but also on understanding and addressing its root causes. He would encourage us to focus on the destructive force of hate, the disillusionment of young people, the inherent injustice of a criminal justice system that discriminates based on race and class and in which thousands go to jail simply because they are too poor to make bail—the New Jim Crow. And it is easy to think of RFK reminding us of the duty to address the struggles of those who are not in the headlines, the most vulnerable among us: farmworkers, small farmers, factory workers, people who have seen the jobs that supported them replaced by cheap labor or technology. He would also remember our duty to Native Americans and those suffering in the hollows of Appalachia, on the Mississippi Delta, and in the most destitute slums of our great cities.


Bobby Kennedy’s presence was grounded not only in policy, but most especially in values, values that never wavered, values that stand in high contrast to too much of our political leadership today: integrity, courage, faith, humanism, patriotism, all tempered by curiosity, children and dogs, laughter, fun, and, most especially, love.


Jeff Greenfield, RFK’s speechwriter, and Frank Mankiewicz, his press secretary, posited that Kennedy’s credo was “Get your boot off his neck.” Indeed, Robert Kennedy stood up to bullies throughout his life. As a grade school student he disdained gossip and meanness. As a member of the Harvard football team he refused to play away games unless the African American student on the team was allowed to stay in the same hotel as the rest of the squad. He bravely took on Father Leonard J. Feeney, the anti-Semitic chaplain at Harvard who spewed hate, for insisting there is no salvation outside the Catholic church. Feeney was later excommunicated. Kennedy traveled to Israel in 1948 and advocated for US support for the new and beleaguered nation surrounded by enemies. As a law student he invited Ralph Bunche, the first African American to win the Nobel Peace Prize, to speak at the segregated University of Virginia—and then successfully petitioned the UVA Law School to allow Bunche to speak before a mixed-race crowd. Unable to find a hotel in the area that would take Bunche, Bobby and Ethel invited Bunche to stay in their tiny home, where they endured a night of white supremacists hurling racist epithets and Molotov cocktails.


In the 1950s Kennedy worked for the Senate Committee on Investigations—for five months—during which he focused on how US allies were benefiting financially by selling goods to China, which, in turn, was using those goods to create the machinery of war and use it against US soldiers in Korea. His report was lauded as exemplary and as the only usable intelligence to come out of the committee chaired by Senator Joe McCarthy. When he wasn’t conducting his China research, Kennedy spent the remainder of his time on the committee fighting the excesses of the chairman and Roy Cohn, describing the senator’s insatiable need for publicity as though McCarthy were on a wild toboggan ride, addicted to the adrenaline rush, unaware and uncaring about the tree at the end of the hill. Kennedy later exposed the excesses that caused Cohn’s resignation and led to the end of McCarthy’s reign of terror. Asked a decade later by Peter Maas how he could have worked for Senator McCarthy, Kennedy responded, “At the time, I thought there was a serious internal security threat to the United States… and Joe McCarthy seemed to be the only one doing anything about it. I was wrong.”


Kennedy joined the Rackets Committee and pursued union bosses like Dave Beck and Jimmy Hoffa who were stealing from the rank and file. As attorney general, he stood up to Bull Connor, Governor John Patterson, Governor George Wallace, and other white supremacists on behalf of civil rights activists. When Prince Edward County, Virginia, sought to avoid desegregation by closing all its public schools, Kennedy opened the Prince Edward County Free Schools, imported volunteer teachers from across the country, and made sure that the African American kids would receive an excellent education while the case wended its way through the courts.


Whereas J. Edgar Hoover renounced arrested teenagers as “delinquents” and jettisoned them to jail, Kennedy saw children, mostly of color, were often the victims of a cruel structure that condemned them to life-destroying prison terms for petty crimes with little or no access to defense council. Kennedy obtained legislation to reform the juvenile justice system. His focus on poverty and his establishment, at the DOJ, of the Juvenile Delinquency Committee, as Arthur M. Schlesinger wrote in Robert F. Kennedy and His Times, the most insightful and well-researched biography of RFK, led to the establishment of “VISTA, Legal Aid, mental health centers, youth development projects, neighborhood services, and the foundation for what would become the War on Poverty.” For the first time in history, Kennedy ordered the Justice Department to resolve Indian land claims rather than fight them. As senator, his first act gained Puerto Ricans in New York access to the vote by offering voter registration forms in Spanish. He came to the aid of farmworkers in California, miners in West Virginia, African Americans in Bedford-Stuyvesant, and Native Americans across the country.


But to leave it at stopping the bullies would not do justice to Kennedy. On that terrible night when he told a crowd in downtown Indianapolis that their leader, Martin Luther King Jr., had been murdered, he included in his remarks a quote from Aeschylus: “To tame the savageness of man and make gentle the life of the world.” Indeed, Kennedy focused much of his life on taming the savageness, and he also made gentle the life of the world.


I DID NOT SET OUT to pen a biography of Robert Kennedy. Many have been published, and there are more on the way. Instead, I sought to write a book not so much about Bobby Kennedy in history, but about people who, inspired by him, are influencing our world, fifty years after his death. Some knew him and worked closely with him. Others were not born when he died in 1968. But he touched all their lives in profound ways. They are women and men, white, black, brown, and mixed, they grew up in wealth and in poverty, in cities and on farms, in the Northeast, the Midwest, the South, the Southwest, the West, the West Coast, and abroad. They include four heads of state, actors, students, politicians of both parties, business leaders, television personalities, feminists, and leaders of women, Native Americans, farmworkers, and civil rights activists. They range in age from eighteen to ninety. Each has made a mark on our country or our world, and all consider Bobby Kennedy a profound source of inspiration.


Hillary Clinton famously compared herself to a Rorsach test, in which what you see tells you more about yourself than it does about her. In many ways that is true as well of Robert Kennedy. In our interviews, John Lewis described his empathy, Shirley MacLaine talked about his joy for life, and Marian Wright Edelman spoke about his tenderness with starving children.


The people I interviewed saw Kennedy through the lens of their own experiences, and the issues that are dearest to their hearts. Some of these issues were not on the front burner in the 1960s, yet Kennedy’s presence is nonetheless strongly felt by the leaders on these topics today: Al Gore on climate change, Gloria Steinem on the future of feminism, Tim Cook on the use of technology to address overwhelming social needs.


Others spoke about their lives in ways that were not directly involved with RFK, but which paralleled his values, and spoke to their own commitments for a more just and peaceful world. Tony Bennett told about being a pacifist who was drafted into the army in World War II, and found himself in a firefight during the Battle of the Bulge, refusing to shoot. Afterward, he and his companions marched into a nearby town where they emancipated prisoners from a Nazi concentration camp. Years later, while performing at the Super Bowl, Bennett refused to sing the “Star-Spangled Banner,” which he considered a tribute to war, and instead intoned “America the Beautiful.”


Stefan Löfven, the prime minister of Sweden, grew up in the remote reaches of the country. His father disappeared before he was born, and his mother, unable to care for him but unwilling to give him up, placed Löfven in foster care but would not allow him to be adopted. He was raised by a loving couple, the mother a caretaker for the elderly and the father a lumberjack. After completing two years of college, he decided on a career as a steelworker, joined the union, and rose quickly to its presidency, where upon his political career was launched. Within six years, he was prime minister. Löfven spoke about the importance of creating a world in which ordinary, common people are treated with dignity in their working environments and are not abused by powers beyond their influence—a vision shared and championed by his hero, RFK. Soledad O’Brien spoke about growing up the daughter of immigrants, her father Australian and her mother Puerto Rican of Afro-Cuban descent. Her parents lived in Maryland, right across the Potomac from Virginia, where Mildred Loving (who was black) and Richard Loving (who was white) had been recently arrested and sentenced to a year in prison under antimiscegenation laws. Unable to lawfully marry in their own state, O’Brien’s parents were wed in Washington, DC, and moved to Long Island to raise their children. Having produced award-winning documentaries on being Latino in America and black in America, O’Brien spoke about the future of race in our country, and the all-important overlay of class when addressing racial justice issues—all topics of deep and abiding concern to RFK.


VIEWING PHOTOGRAPHS AND FILMS from Daddy’s 1968 presidential campaign fifty years ago brings back a flood of memories: images of people reaching out to him, almost desperate to touch him, while powerful men—professional football players and Olympic athletes—hold him back with all their might as crowds mobbed him, pulled him closer, insatiable. In defiance of gravity, he leaned over, leaned in, reached out with his full body, light, sinewy, muscular, as if to say with a full heart, “I am yours, we are one.” He never seemed frightened or ill at ease among the throng; he was just there, in the moment. The images also remind me of the aftermath: Daddy returning home, his fingers red and swollen, cuff links missing because of all the hands grabbing his, wanting to be part of him.


Since then, I’ve heard literally thousands of stories from people around the world, all saying what Robert Kennedy meant to them. Each story is different, but there is one common thread that made RFK so special: he reached deeply into the hearts of his audiences, and what he touched was the noble soul in each of them, and in us.


Robert Kennedy was a presidential candidate, a senator, the attorney general, his brother’s confidant and campaign manager, a prosecutor, a lawyer, a husband, a son, a brother, an uncle, and a friend. But his most important role, as far as I was concerned, was that of father, to his brood of what would become eleven children, seven boys and four girls, spanning sixteen years.


As kids, my father made us read an hour a day. He loved poetry, and he read it aloud on campaign trips. We would memorize the lines and recite them Sunday nights around the dinner table: Kipling’s “If,” Robert Service’s “The Cremation of Sam McGee,” Tennyson’s “Ulysses.”


Books were everywhere in our home: floors, ceilings, shelves, bathrooms, closets, the attic, the basement, and every coffee table. The breakfast table was covered with daily newspapers: the Washington Post, the Washington Sun, the New York Times, the Daily News, the Wall Street Journal, the New York Post. We subscribed to Time, Life, Look, Newsweek, US News & World Report, National Geographic, Harper’s, the Village Voice—and a strange magazine with a 3-D cover called Venture. WWD and Vogue occasionally found their way into the mix as well.


Perhaps the importance of current events in our house, Hickory Hill, was most reflected in the first room on the left as you walked into the large center hall colonial where we lived in McLean, Virginia. It was dominated by an RCA Victor and known as “the TV room.” With all those children, rules were important. Whoever turned on the TV first decided what channel to watch. But any program, at any time, could be trumped by the news. As a result, the news was almost always on.


While breakfast was for reading the papers, dinner was all about content. Daddy would go around the table, asking each of us to tell one thing we read in the paper that day. Seating became strategic, as no one was permitted to repeat an article previously cited. Next came a discussion on the issues, when Daddy would ask our opinions and a lively debate would ensue. The only one I recall in detail was, if he ran for president, should we abandon Hickory Hill in favor of the White House—at eight years old, I was fine with the campaign but firmly against the move. Current events were followed by educational games—Botticelli, a history game, and Ghost, a spelling game, were standards. Then, after dessert—and there was always dessert (usually vanilla ice cream with hot fudge sauce)—Daddy took down the Children’s Bible and read aloud from the Old Testament. After dinner we played games: hall hockey in the front hall or freeze tag on the staircase landing. Before bedtime, we gathered in front of the lighted crucifix or around our parents king-size bed, recited the Rosary, and went off to sleep.


Many children of politicians dislike the campaign trail, but we loved campaigning because Daddy made it fun. He took us to the Bronx Zoo, where we fed the elephant, then rafting on the headwaters of the Hudson River, ice-skating at Rockefeller Center, and, later, to Bedford-Stuyvesant, where we played with neighborhood kids, and to the World’s Fair in Queens. When Daddy ran for president, he took us to Disneyland—every kid’s dream! There’s a great photo of Chris and Max on a rocket ship ride with Daddy and John Glenn—who else!


Most of my memories with Daddy involved exercise. In Virginia, we rode horses from Hickory Hill onto trails in back of the CIA, played chase-one-chase-all on the roof of the barn, kick-the-can with a tree for base, had relay races in the pool, round robins on the tennis court, and, nearly every day, played football. When Daddy was quarterback, the girls had actual roles in the game, and were not consigned to the usual hike-the-ball and flood-the-zone.


Winter found us skiing in Waterville Valley, New Hampshire; Stowe, Vermont; and Sun Valley, Idaho. I remember coming up to the top of Bald Mountain on the Warm Springs chairlift, the wind howling, the woolen blanket frozen to my stretch pants, crying for hot chocolate. And Daddy patiently removing my leather lace-up boots, pulling off my two pairs of woolen socks, slipping off the stockings beneath, and carefully, lovingly taking my frostbitten toes between his warm hands and rubbing until I was warm enough to put it all back together, ski down the mountain, and then repeat the process.


One time we went skiing in Lake Placid. As usual there was a large entourage, all the more so with skis, boots, poles, and the accoutrements of the sport. In addition, our family had a habit of sleeping with all the windows open and a large three-foot fan at the foot of the bed, so there were a half-dozen large fans added to the luggage. Soon after we had sorted rooms, unpacked the bags, and gone off to sleep, Daddy learned that the hotel enforced restrictions based on race. We stuffed our gear back in place, buttoned our parkas over our pajamas, then drove through a blinding blizzard to the only hotel that could accommodate our brood and was free of Jim Crow. After a brutal day of campaigning and travel, and in the face of a snowstorm, it would have been easy for Daddy to let it go, just for the night—but his integrity never wavered. And rather than making the move feel like an enormous burden (which it must have been, on some level, with all those kids), Daddy transformed the evening into a great adventure, full of fun.


Summers we were based in Hyannis Port. My earliest memories are of that sweet anticipation, waiting for the air force helicopter to land on Grandpa’s lawn, then racing down the hill with a flood of siblings and cousins, jumping into Daddy’s outstretched arms while the Shrivers ran for Sarge and Caroline ran to Uncle Jack, Kara and Teddy ran for Uncle Teddy and Steven ran to Uncle Steve. Daddy always took us for a dip in the ocean before breakfast. We swam, sailed, raced, and dragged in a long line knotted with orange life preservers behind the Resolute, our Wianno Senior. We dug for clams on Egg Island, climbed the break wall, fished for scup off the pier, and picnicked on the beach. Grandpa was bedridden in those years after a series of massive strokes. We spent weeks creating and practicing plays for his birthday and, despite the fact that we had no acting talent and couldn’t possibly carry a tune, Daddy always seemed delighted by the results.


The highlight of the summers were the rafting trips out west. We rode horses at dude ranches and then ran the rapids on the Green, the Yampa, the Snake, and the Colorado Rivers. Daddy read poetry around the campfire and calmed my fears that bats would make nests in my hair as we slept beneath the stars. After downing our lunch of hot dogs and potato chips, Daddy took us to find a cliff and we would all jump off—an early lesson in mustering the courage to overcome fear. He taught us to fish and kayak, and he encouraged us to float down the river in life preservers, bobbing along like so many rubber ducklings.


One day we heard a mournful whine high up on a cliff in the Grand Canyon. Daddy scaled a ridge and rescued the ugliest, mangiest starving chihuahua mutt on earth. The poor thing had fallen off a raft days earlier and had been left to fend for itself. Daddy carefully wrapped the shaking, biting, barking mongrel in a towel and gave her carefully to me. From that day forward, “Rocky the Rockhound” never left my side.


People sometimes ask if I felt forced to work on social justice. Daddy made everything he did so much of an adventure, we didn’t see his work as a duty. Daddy didn’t press us to take up causes. That’s why one dinner stands out. Mummy and all the kids were sitting around the table at Hickory Hill, eating what we wanted and passing around second helpings. Meanwhile, Daddy had been on a trip to the Mississippi Delta for the Hunger Committee of the US Senate. Suddenly he appeared in the doorway, and the room became silent. He said “I’ve just been to a part of this country where three families live in a room this size—we’ve got to help those children.” He then went to the secretary of agriculture, held hearings, worked with Marian Wright, and expanded the food stamp program.


When he wasn’t playing with us, Daddy sat upstairs in his study, working in the one room of our sprawling house that none of his children could storm into unless it was a matter of utmost urgency. I now know that his big brown desk was where he wrote his books, important speeches, and legislation.


One particular day is etched in my memory. All I knew was that I needed my father’s immediate attention. My brother Michael and I were reenacting World War II in the ancient magnolia tree that dominated the sloping backyard of Hickory Hill. As usual, Michael demanded he be the victorious American, whereas I, eighteen months younger, weaker, and not nearly as good a shot, was again assigned the lesser role of the doomed German. The branches were so perfectly spaced that we boasted not one but two tree houses, with the Americans holding the more elaborate fort dominating the top branches. I vainly scaled upward as my brother lobbed down volley upon volley of magnolia pods, which eerily resembled hand grenades but felt more like boulders as they bounced off my head. After taking one direct hit too many, I scrambled out of the tree and ran for the house, bounding up the red-carpeted stairs and bursting into my father’s study without even pausing to knock. Tears were streaming down my face and the white satin bow atop my platinum curls, a daily fixture, was hopelessly askew.


My father turned from the desk as I tumbled into his arms. He hugged and kissed me, and told me he loved me. As I recounted my woes, Daddy wiped away the tears and told me to go fetch Michael. I knew right then I’d be saved from this horrendous assault, and that justice would prevail. After all, my father was always fair, not to mention having been attorney general of the United States. When we returned, Daddy told me I could not interrupt while Michael gave his side of the story. Then Michael had to listen while I told my side. These many years later the details are fuzzy, but I know it was hard and irritating. Even at age five or six, however, I was forced to accept that I wasn’t all right, just as my brother was not all wrong. Ultimately, Daddy made us kiss and make up, and he sent us to our rooms to read for an hour.


As an adult, I recognize the lessons my father taught us as children mirrored the very beliefs he wanted the entire nation to embrace: we must build a system of justice that enjoys the confidence of all sides; that peace is not just something to pray for, but something each of us has the responsibility to create, daily; and that we must muster the courage to face the truth about ourselves as well as about those we perceive as enemies.


I think there was no quality my father admired more than courage, save perhaps love. I remember after dinner one night my father picked up the battered poetry book that was always somewhere by his side and read aloud Tennyson’s poem “The Charge of the Light Brigade.” We listened aghast to the story of a group of soldiers whose commanding officer orders them to ride into an ambush, knowing they will be slaughtered—yet they still obey the command. My father then explained that he and my mother were going on a trip and challenged us to a contest to see who could best memorize the poem while they were away. I did not win that contest—Courtney did—but four lines still remain with me:




Theirs not to reason why,


Theirs but to do and die,


Into the valley of Death


Rode the six hundred.





Why would a father ask his ever-expanding brood of what became eleven children to memorize a poem about war and slaughter? I think there were three reasons: He wanted to share with us his love of literature. He wanted us to embrace challenges that appear daunting. But most of all, he believed it was imperative for us to question authority, and to learn how those who fail that lesson do so at their own peril. Now, coming upon fifty years after Robert Kennedy’s last campaign, those are also among the lessons I think he would have liked to impart to all Americans. We face daunting challenges both nationally and globally. But we must rise to those tasks armed with courage, faith, love, and an abiding commitment to justice, yet girded with a healthy sense of skepticism.


So how did Daddy influence the work I do today? My parents didn’t separate their home life from Daddy’s work. There were always Justice Department lawyers, administration officials, and social justice activists at Hickory Hill to see Daddy, for parties, and to play with us, especially on weekends. The civil rights movement was in full swing when I was a little girl, and when I learned to tie my shoes, I was careful to make sure that if I put on the left one first, I would tie the right one first, because I didn’t want anything to be unfair. I think growing up with three sisters and seven brothers, and being the seventh down the line, makes one appreciate human rights at a very young age. My mother used to pile six or seven of us into her convertible, along with a football and a few dogs, and we would often go visit my father at the Justice Department. I had a special affinity for his office, as my godfather, Carmine Bellino, and my godmother, Angie Novello, worked with Daddy, and I especially loved to see them. After one visit, Daddy wrote me a letter:






Dear Kerry,





Today was an historic day, not just because of your visit, but because, over the objections of Governor Wallace, two negroes registered at the University of Alabama. It happened just a few minutes ago. I hope these events are long past by the time you get your pretty little head to college.




Love and Kisses,


Daddy








Imagine the idealism of a man who, having sent in the National Guard in order to protect James Meredith, could declare, only five years later, with heartfelt conviction, “Forty years from now we will have an African American president of the United States.” In some measure because of the tenacity and daring of his work at the Department of Justice, that prediction came true when Barack Obama was sworn in as president.


Between the time Daddy wrote me that letter and the time I went to college, many events had passed. In almost every way I had an ideal childhood. But it was punctuated by a series of horrors that threw my world into chaos again and again.


When I was three, Uncle Jack was assassinated. Five years later, Martin Luther King was killed, and then a few short months later my father was taken from us. I am grateful to the many people who took up his cause, but some work cannot be done by others. The death of a parent leaves the work of love undone.


When I was in fifth grade my friend told me her father was beating up her mother. I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t know if it was a secret or if I should tell my mother. I didn’t know how to protect my friend or her mother whom I loved. And I didn’t know how to think about her father, whom I loved as well.


These were grim times.


Then, in high school, two friends were raped by men they had recently met. Again, I felt unmoored by the violence, the secrecy, the impossibility of stopping the perpetrators, the injustice. Shortly later, one of my best friends from high school was among the earliest known victims of HIV/AIDS in the United States. He was gay but was not out of the closet because he knew he would be ostracized and hated simply because of the people he loved.


All these things made no sense to me—they caused pandemonium in my life.


Still, I understood, even in the midst of the bedlam, that everyone has these stories—that I had far more resources than most, that none of us escape suffering, and that I was blessed to have family and friends who showed me, in those awful times, an abundance of love.


As a college student I interned at Amnesty International and read the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.


I realized all the crazy challenges in my life had one thing in common: they were all abuses of human rights—political assassinations, violence against women and sexual minorities, impunity and violations of due process. Uncle Teddy brought home stories about Refusniks in Russia, anti-apartheid leaders in South Africa, the mothers of the disappeared in Chile. Amnesty showed me a whole world full of brilliant, strategic activists who were using the Universal Declaration of Human Rights to right the wrongs. I realized I could learn from colleagues and join them in the struggle to stop the horrors. That realization changed my life.


It wasn’t a stretch to connect the dots from upholding international human rights to my father’s efforts on civil rights and poverty, and on aligning our country with liberation movements abroad.


When I graduated from law school I went to work at the organization now known as Robert F. Kennedy Human Rights. Since then I’ve spent my career partnering with the bravest people on earth across the world—people who face imprisonment, torture, and death for basic rights. They embody Bobby Kennedy’s admiration for courage, and share his vision of a just and peaceful world.


Speaking to university students in Cape Town, South Africa, in 1966, Bobby Kennedy spoke about the power of the next generation. He said, “It is a revolutionary world that we all live in; and, it is the young people who must take the lead.”


I wanted to help students feel empowered to change the course of their lives, even if that meant changing the course of their communities. The RFK human rights curriculum—known as RFK Speak Truth to Power—teaches students about the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and then helps them use it to create change. Participating in the lesson plans transforms the way students see themselves from passive bystanders to human rights defenders. Our attitude is, “You are valuable; you have something to contribute; you can create a better world—a more just and peaceful world—and we are going to work with you to decide what is important to you and help you do it.”


Even if both governments and corporations comply with human rights norms, our accomplishments will be short-lived unless we train the next generation of human rights defenders.


Bobby Kennedy said, “I think there are injustices and unfairnesses in my own country and around the world. I think if one feels involved in it, that one should try to do something about it.”


In our country and around the world, Robert F. Kennedy Human Rights speaks out against injustice—and does something about it.


Robert Kennedy believed that long-term transformation would not happen without changing laws. Today, RFK Human Rights holds governments accountable for human rights violations through advocacy and litigation of emblematic cases including sexual minorities in Uganda, children’s advocates in Egypt, families of femicide victims in Guatemala and Mexico, and, in New York, reforming the bail system and closing Riker’s Island. I think my father, who always aimed to win, would be proud to know our team has never lost a case.


Bobby Kennedy spoke of the central role of private enterprise in addressing our most pressing issues, and engaged the largest corporations, IBM and Mobil, when he set out to transform Bedford Stuyvesant, Brooklyn. Of the 100 largest economies on earth today, fifty percent are corporations. Human rights work can no longer be confined to addressing government action—we must find new and effective ways to engage the business community. At RFK Human Rights, we expanded our work to hold corporations accountable through the investors who own them—often pension plans which invest the savings of the very workers at the bottom of the supply chain most at risk. We work to assure that the pension plans’ investments are aligned with the needs of the pensioners whom they represent. (Consider, for instance, that the pension plans of the teacher’s union at Sandy Hook and Parkland were both invested in the company which sold the assault weapons used to murder their teachers and students.)


RFK HUMAN RIGHTS is not about process—it is about progress. We do not just advocate for legal change—we support social movements that sustain civil society and transform our global community.


That’s how I have taken the lessons of my dad’s life and put them to work. I am well aware that mine is only one of many ways to learn those lessons. I draw inspiration daily from my daughters, my mother, my siblings, nieces and nephews, who are all engaged in social justice, if not professionally, then as volunteers. I look at the many people in this book—politicians, journalists, actors, business leaders, students, activists, and more—and how they draw from Daddy’s speeches and life to inform their decisions about how to create a better world. I think of, and am grateful to, the thousands of people who, throughout my life, have told me what Daddy meant to them.


The pages of this book are filled with people inspired by Robert Kennedy to stand up when it was easier to stay seated. Each has sent forth his or her own ripples of hope. Just as Daddy inspired them, I hope their stories will inspire others, so that, together, we will sweep down the mightiest walls of oppression and resistance.




Each time a man stands up for an ideal, or acts to improve the lot of others, or strikes out against injustice, he sends forth a tiny ripple of hope, and crossing each other from a million different centers of energy and daring, those ripples build a current that will sweep down the mightiest walls of oppression and resistance.


—Robert F Kennedy South Africa, 1966
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