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A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR


Considering the many hundreds of books published about members of the Kennedy family over the last forty years, it’s surprising that no author before me has attempted an in-depth examination of the relationships among the sisters-in-law, Jackie Bouvier Kennedy, Ethel Skakel Kennedy, and Joan Bennett Kennedy. While it had been long assumed by some observers that no connection existed among the three women, I always believed that their lives—as well as those of their families—were so completely transformed by marrying three of Joseph P. Kennedy’s sons that there would at least be some interesting interplay among them. And if there were no relationship at all, I decided, then the reasons for such estrangement could also prove to be interesting. As it turned out, much to my fascination, they related to one another very much like sisters—sometimes lovingly, sometimes contentiously.

The concept behind this book has been an interest of mine for many years, dating back to January 1980 when, as a Los Angeles magazine reporter specializing in African-American pop culture, I was given the unusual assignment to write a series of articles about the Kennedy family’s relationship with that of Martin Luther King Jr.’s for a magazine called Soul (which I would later edit and publish). As part of my research, I not only interviewed King’s widow, Coretta Scott-King (excerpts of which are included in this text), I also conducted a number of personal interviews and had many conversations with longtime Kennedy family friend and unofficial historian Kirk LeMoyne “Lem” Billings. At first I found Lem to be a difficult and conflicted person, but I later learned that his complexities were the result of his loving but often ambivalent relationship with the powerful Kennedy family. As a college roommate of John Kennedy’s and constant companion to many family members, he was a fountain of information for me and—as I found out after conducting hundreds of interviews with others—he was accurate in just about every observation he ever made about any of the Kennedys.

He told me one story that I didn’t use in the text of this book, but it illustrates the kind of relationship he had with Jack and Jackie.

Lem was a big fan of Greta Garbo’s, whom he had once met at the Cannes Film Festival. “I was obsessed with her,” he told me, “and couldn’t stop talking about her for quite some time. Jackie told me she was sick of hearing about her. I couldn’t blame her.”

The President and First Lady decided to play a practical joke on Lem. They invited Greta Garbo to the White House for a private dinner. They also invited Lem. When he showed up, he found his idol, Garbo, casually sitting with Jack and Jackie, talking and laughing as if they were old friends (which they weren’t). Lem was astonished. “Why, Greta! Oh my gosh. How are you?” he said excitedly. After the actress had sized Lem up from head to toe as only Greta Garbo could, she turned to Jackie and, in her most imperious tone, said, “Who is this man?” (Many years later, in the 1980s, Jackie would tell her secretary and close friend Nancy Tuckerman that she herself was fascinated by Garbo, so much so that she once followed her through the streets of New York for ten blocks “before she finally lost me.”)

When Lem died of a heart attack at the age of sixty-five in May 1981, the Kennedys paid tribute to him at his funeral. “Yesterday was Jack’s birthday,” Eunice Kennedy Shriver said in her moving eulogy. “Jack’s best friend was Lem, and he would want me to remind everyone of that today. I am sure the good Lord knows that heaven is Jesus and Lem and Jack and Bobby loving one another.” At the time of our interviews, though, it seemed that Lem Billings’s status in the family was in jeopardy as a result of personal disagreements. “I think they hate me now” is how the emotionally charged Billings put it to me. “I doubt they ever appreciated me. To the Kennedys, the line between love and hate is not only thin, it’s blurred. But love knows many paths,” he concluded, “and always finds its way back to the right heart.”

I was deeply touched by Lem Billings’s devotion to the Kennedys, troubled by his strained relationship with them, and also inspired by his optimism that somehow it would all work out for the best. I quickly became intrigued by his recollections that—politics aside—the Kennedy family was like most large families, in that loving relationships often gave way to conflict and then usually—or at least hopefully—to reconciliation.

I decided to research and then write an in-depth article about Jackie, Ethel, and Joan. My intention was that the resulting feature would be candid enough to relay the kinds of stories that would be identifiable to anyone who has ever watched as his or her own family, regardless of wealth or status, grew and its members interacted with one another during difficult times. After just a few interviews with key people in the Kennedy circle, the story of the three sisters-in-law quickly began to emerge.

My career as a reporter took a different turn when, in 1984, I signed with Doubleday and Company to write my first book, a biography of Diana Ross. Throughout the years, as I wrote a number of other books, I continued developing the story of Jackie, Ethel, and Joan Kennedy, hoping to one day find a publisher for the work. Like most things having to do with the publishing business, the timing had to be right, the research completed, and the publisher willing—all of which finally occurred after my eighth book, Sinatra: A Complete Life, was published in 1997. It was then that Warner Books publisher Maureen Mahon Egen agreed with my ICM agent, Mitch Douglas, that it was time to publish this work, which was originally titled The Kennedy Wives. Over a two-year period, Ms. Egen masterfully helped me shape the manuscript into the book you are now holding in your hands, Jackie, Ethel, Joan: Women of Camelot.

Jackie Bouvier Kennedy, Ethel Skakel Kennedy, and Joan Bennett Kennedy were strong and courageous women who, despite the many challenges presented them, still managed to lead full, joyous lives. Over the years that I dedicated myself to this work, I found their stories to be heartwarming and moving. This was truly a labor of love for me; I became personally attached to these women in a way perhaps only another biographer can relate to. It is now my hope that the reader will recognize just a bit of his or her own familial experience in the complex relationships among the Kennedy sisters-in-law because, power, politics, and money aside, people are still people, families are families… and most of us, at one time or another, have to work to get along with those we dearly love. In the end, at least in my view, it’s always worth it.



“Even though people may be well known, they hold in their hearts the emotions of a simple person for the moments that are the most important of those we know on earth: birth, marriage, and death.”

—Jackie Kennedy
October 1968





Prologue: Long Live the Queen


It was a somber Monday morning in May 1994, when the friends and family of Jacqueline Bouvier Kennedy Onassis gathered at St. Ignatius Loyola Roman Catholic Church in New York City for a final farewell to her. It wasn’t easy for anyone to say good-bye to this remarkable woman—those who knew her well, those who loved her dearly, and the rest of the world, fans and skeptics alike, who had watched her extraordinary life unfold over the years.

Though she was an accomplished woman with a wide scope of personal experiences, her friends realized that Jackie’s greatest source of pride was the way she had raised her two children, John and Caroline. When they were grown, she then found satisfaction as a book editor for two major publishing companies, Viking and then Doubleday: simply another working woman fetching her own coffee rather than troubling her assistant with such a task.

In truth, she must have known that she was much more than just another nine-to-five member of the Manhattan workforce. After all, she had been married to a president. She had been the First Lady. She had traveled the world in grand style, met with kings and queens, lived in luxury and wealth, never wanted for much (at least in terms of the material), and experienced the intense love and unabashed adoration—and, of course, criticism—of millions of people, just for being who she was: Jackie. Though her last name was now Onassis, she was still Jackie Kennedy to everyone who remembered a certain time… a certain place.

Once, long ago, though it seemed like just yesterday, Jackie had been the queen of what was the brightest and best of Camelot: the mythical kingdom she took as an emblem of the Kennedy years when she spoke to a journalist in the days after her husband, John Fitzgerald Kennedy, was brutally cut down in his prime, shot to death as he sat next to her in an automobile in Dallas in 1963. As First Lady, and even beyond her classic reign over this so-called Camelot, she was a woman whose style, personality, and refinement had made such an indelible imprint on our culture that she actually seemed immortal—which was why her death was such a shock. If it was sometimes difficult to remember that she was a woman—flesh and blood like the rest of us—her mortality, the result of the very human and unforgiving disease, cancer, was an all-too-cruel reminder.

Hundreds of mourners—friends, politicians, socialites, writers, artists, entertainment figures—as well as the many members of the Kennedy family came to bid a tearful adieu to Jackie and to remember their experiences with her. It was a funeral of deeply felt prayers, music, poetry, and warm feelings in the same great marble New York church in which the former First Lady had been baptized and confirmed.

“It was a service that Jackie would have loved,” said Joan Kennedy afterward, “full of meaning, full of genuine emotion. If you knew Jackie, you knew that there was nothing insincere about her.”

Perhaps no one understood Jackie better than her Kennedy sisters-in-law, Ethel and Joan, for the three of them shared the special burden of having married into a powerful, ambitious, and often confounding family. Like sisters, they would reach out to one another over the years to comfort and console during times of immeasurable disappointment and pain. And, like sisters, they were also known to accuse and attack one another. However, throughout the Camelot years of the 1960s they would forge a sisterhood, sometimes against great odds.

Ethel and Joan likely would never forget what Jackie had meant to them. As Ted Kennedy delivered the eulogy, his ex-wife, Joan, must have been reminded of Jackie’s patience and kindness to her during the many challenges presented by a life sometimes gone awry. “She was a blessing to us, and to the nation, and a lesson to the world on how to do things right,” said the senior senator from Massachusetts. Joan had been able to depend on her older sister-in-law for a sympathetic ear and sensible advice. Now, with the finality of Jackie’s death, Joan might find it difficult to reconcile the fleeting passage of years.

Sitting with her large family, Ethel seemed contemplative and understandably saddened this morning. Through the years, her relationship with her sister-in-law had been complex, a mixture of admiration, respect, and understanding, as well as envy and the inevitable contentiousness that arises from vast differences in temperament. As often happens in life, the two sisters-in-law allowed a personal disagreement to come between them. With the passing of time, their difficult estrangement became the natural order of things, almost a habit. Still, inextricably bound to Jackie by tradition and history, a visibly shaken Ethel Kennedy was present at her sister-in-law’s bedside in New York the day that non-Hodgkins lymphoma took her from this world.

At just sixty-four years old, Jackie most certainly was gone too soon—“too young to be a widow in 1963, and too young to die now,” as Ted Kennedy put it in his stirring eulogy. Just as she had requested, she was laid to rest on a verdant hillside in Arlington National Cemetery beside the eternal flame she herself had lit thirty-one years earlier for her husband. As their mother’s mahogany casket, covered with ferns and a cross of white lilies, was placed next to the final resting place of their father, Caroline and John Jr. knelt at the graveside and fought back tears in the stoic manner known to all Kennedys. On either side were buried Jackie’s stillborn daughter, Arabella, and infant son, Patrick.

“God gave her very good gifts,” intoned President Bill Clinton at the graveside, “and imposed upon her great burdens. She bore them all with dignity and grace and uncommon common sense…. May the flame she lit so long ago burn ever brighter here and always brighter in our hearts.” The President concluded, “God bless you, friend, and farewell.”

For Jackie Kennedy Onassis it had been a life of joy, laughter, and fairy-tale endings, as well as despair, sadness, and tragedy—much of it shared in common experience with her sisters-in-law, Ethel Skakel Kennedy and Joan Bennett Kennedy.

There is much to remember of a time that was like no other. Indeed, even after all these years, we still look back with wonder.



PART ONE




Joan…


Young Joan Bennett Kennedy gazed out upon a cold but clear Cape Cod morning from the veranda of the large three-story clapboard house owned by her in-laws, Rose and Joseph P. Kennedy. Ignoring the many friends, family members, photographers, and Secret Service agents coming and going, rushing in and out of the house and slamming the screen door behind them, she quietly slipped into a knee-length wool coat before wrapping a silk scarf around her head. As she walked down the porch’s few wooden steps, she tied the scarf below her chin to keep her blonde hair from being mussed by unpredictable ocean breezes. After a stroll across an expansive, well-manicured lawn, and then down a wood-chipped pathway, she found herself on the sandy coves where the Kennedys went to seek rare moments of privacy and reflection. Joan walked along the shore of wild dune grass and sand, and slowly headed for the breakwater.

It was November 9, 1960. In what would turn out to be the closest election race in American history once all the votes were tabulated, Joan’s brother-in-law John Fitzgerald Kennedy had been elected thirty-fifth President of the United States. In fact, he had received only about 100,000 more popular votes than Richard M. Nixon, out of some 103 million cast, the equivalent of about one vote per precinct. This close call would find Jack ensconced in the most powerful office in the world—a lot to take in for any member of Kennedy’s close-knit family but especially for Joan, the least politically inclined of them all.

As Joan walked along the beach, other family members celebrated Jack’s victory in a fashion so typical of the Kennedys: by playing a raucous game of touch football in Rose and Joseph’s sprawling, beachfront yard. William Walton, an old friend of the family who had assisted Jack in the campaign and who was now his and Jackie’s house guest, was on one of the teams. He recalled, “That family had the meanest football players ever put together. The girls were worse than the men; they’d claw, scratch, and bite when they played touch football. Playing to win was a family characteristic. Jack, Bobby, Teddy, Peter Lawford, Eunice and Ethel… tough players, all.”

“That’s my brother Jack,” Bobby said with a laugh as the new President fumbled the ball. “All guts, no brains,” The President-elect, dressed in a heavy sweater over a sport shirt, tan slacks, and loafers, took a tumble. As he raised himself from the soft ground, his shock of auburn hair mussed and his blue eyes twinkling, he looked more like a high school student than the next leader of the Free World. The only reminder of his age—forty-three—and his aching back was the groan he let out as he got to his feet.

Joan, the youngest Kennedy wife at twenty-four, had arrived the night before from her home in Boston, without her boyishly handsome husband, Ted. He showed up in the morning by plane from the West Coast where, as the campaign’s Rocky Mountain coordinator, he had been given charge of thirteen states—ten of which had been lost, including the most important, California, Joan had been up late. At midnight, she was still at Ethel and Bobby’s with the rest of the family, monitoring election results. Exhausted, Jackie and Jack had already retired to their own home, though Jack kept popping over to his brother’s throughout the early morning hours to get updates. When it looked as though a win was probable for her brother-in-law, Joan became caught up in the excitement and started calling Republican friends on the telephone to collect election bets. “Pay up,” she told one chum in Boston. “I told you he’d win.” (Later that morning it wouldn’t look quite as promising for the Kennedys when Jack’s lead began to dwindle, but eventually the slim margin would be decided in his favor.)

Joan and Ted were parents of a baby daughter, Kara, born in February of that year. They had been married for a little over two years and were about to move from their first home—a modest town house in Louisburg Square, the most exclusive part of Beacon Hill—into a three-story, ivy-covered, redbrick house, one of fifteen others in a horseshoe-shaped enclave in nearby Charles River Square. Ted had actually wanted to move to California to get out of his brothers’ shadow and away from the overwhelming Kennedy family influence. In fact, when he and Joan went there to look for a home, Joan enjoyed the West Coast so much she began to anticipate a contented life there, with the large family she hoped to one day raise in year-round California sunshine. However, much to her dismay, the Kennedy patriarch, Joseph, wouldn’t hear of such a move. He suggested—insisted, actually—that the newlyweds return to the Washington area. As Joan would tell it, “And that was the end of that.” She expressed amazement at Ted’s compliance and the way he changed their plans without another word being spoken about it, even to his own wife.

A year and a half earlier, the family and its advisers sat down at Joseph Kennedy’s dining-room table in his Palm Beach estate and, over a lunch of roast turkey and stuffing, decided that Jack would run for highest office. (Joan, who had just one sibling, once wondered aloud, “Why is it that large families always make big decisions while eating lots of food?”) It was then that Ted abandoned any long-range goals for himself, at least for the foreseeable future. Though he had graduated from Harvard, had received his law degree from the University of Virginia Law School, and had been admitted to the Massachusetts bar, he and his father decided that he would not practice law. Rather, he would devote himself to active political work on behalf of his brother’s presidential campaign. A month after their daughter Kara was born, a still-weak Joan joined Ted on the campaign trail, probably not because she wanted to but because she had no choice. Still recovering from a difficult pregnancy, she couldn’t possibly have found the idea of dragging herself and her infant from one state to the next the least bit appealing. In fact, she would confide to certain friends of hers that she thought it was “unfair of the family to expect me to go.” Joan didn’t last very long on the campaign trail with Ted—and then, later, with Ethel—but certainly not for lack of trying.

The election of John Kennedy was an exciting milestone for the family, and of course, Joan joined in their enthusiasm. However, she must have had certain reservations. From the day she became engaged to Ted, her life was not her own. He and his family had overpowered her, from dictating the kind of wedding she would have to deciding where she would live—and that was before Jack had become President. Now that he had won the election and the family was even more influential, the Kennedys had more ambitious plans for Ted. So what would the future hold for her and her family? As she later put it, “I wondered if I would ever be who I really wanted to be, who I was inside, or would I have to conform in some unnatural way. With that family, I found out fast that if you didn’t join in… you were just left out.”



Jackie…

Out in the distant vista of space and sea, Joan saw a slender female figure standing on the beach, facing the rolling ocean. Long arms wrapped around herself and slim shoulders hunched forward, she appeared to be trying to keep the Nantucket Sound chill at bay. It was Joan’s thirty-one-year-old sister-in-law, Jacqueline Bouvier Kennedy.

Wearing a beige raincoat, flat-heeled walking shoes, and a scarf around her hair, Jackie, too, had slipped away while the others played touch football. She rarely, if ever, participated in such family rough-housing. Luckily for her, she was nearly eight months pregnant and not expected to play sports, even by the always competitive, game-loving Kennedys. “She seemed completely dazed as people kept coming over to her to congratulate her, to talk about what had happened, to just share in the joy of it all,” recalls Jacques Lowe, the family’s photographer, who documented official as well as candid moments on that day. “It was too much to take. She needed to get away.”

Jackie Kennedy was the kind of woman who lived her life fully, getting as much from each day’s experiences as possible and savoring every moment along the way. While being the wife of a senator had obviously afforded her a certain amount of respect and prestige in which she had delighted, becoming the country’s First Lady promised an even headier adventure. However, Jackie was known for her paradoxical personality. As would later become well known, she enjoyed recognition yet abhorred publicity. While she savored her celebrity, she expected her privacy and that of her family to be respected. True, she enjoyed money, power, and status, but she placed equal importance on practical female concerns of the day, such as raising her family and being a good wife.

By this time, November 1960, Jackie had one child, two-year-old Caroline, That morning, she prompted the tot to greet her father at breakfast by saying “Good morning, Mr. President.” In seventeen days, Jackie would give premature birth to a boy at Georgetown University Hospital, John Fitzgerald Kennedy, Jr., nicknamed “John-John” by the press. The baby would be so sickly at birth, it would be thought that he wouldn’t survive. However, in time, he would grow to be strong and healthy, like most Kennedy stock. Just after his birth, Jackie would move from her home in Georgetown to a new one in Washington, the White House.

Jackie’s greatest concern about becoming First Lady had to do with the scrutiny her new position was sure to guarantee her and her family. She had become aware of her duty to be accessible to the press—or at least appear to be that way—early on in her husband’s campaign. When she watched Jack’s historic debate against his opponent, Richard Nixon, on television in her Hyannis Port living room, she was joined by twenty-five reporters and photographers. They sat with her and took note of her every “oooh” and “aaah,” in the hope of divining her opinion of his performance. “It was so dreary,” she later recalled, using a favorite phrase.

Meeting with some of the female members of the Washington press corps in her Georgetown home was undoubtedly another memorable event for Jackie. A few had intimated that if she didn’t invite them to her home, they might not be kind to Jack in their reporting. Jackie probably knew that once they had a chance to become more familiar with her, they would become allies. However, the prospect of their trooping through her private residence must have been repugnant to her. Like her sister-in-law, Joan, Jackie was obviously not happy doing things she didn’t want to do, just to benefit her husband’s political future, but for Jack and his family she would often be asked to subordinate her own desires. So Jackie had some of the more important female reporters over for tea and, true to form, proceeded to dazzle each one of them.

The media’s euphoria about Jackie would not last long. Soon the press would be criticizing everything she did, from how much money she spent on clothing to how much time she spent away from the White House. Throughout her life she would engage in a love-hate relationship with the press, seemingly reveling in the fact that everywhere she went she was recognized and photographed, yet also acting as if she detested the attention, never revealing more of herself than absolutely necessary. After Jack was elected, Bess Truman said of Jackie, “I think she will be a perfect First Lady. But she drops a curtain in front of you. No one will ever get to know her.” When Jackie brought her new German Shepherd puppy, Clipper, on a flight from Hyannis Port to Washington, a journalist sent her a note asking what she intended to feed the dog. She responded with one word: “Reporters.”

The salty air and crisp breeze of the southern Cape had always seemed to invigorate Jackie Kennedy on her solitary walks along the beach during times of confusion. It was one of the few things she had in common with the other Kennedys—and one other Kennedy wife. Joan finally caught up with her sister-in-law. Sharing a smile, the two women walked together along the shore.



Ethel…

Bobby Kennedy cocked back his arm and sent a pass sailing off to his athletic wife, Ethel, “I’ve got it. I’ve got it,” she hollered as she positioned herself right under the dropping football. Ethel’s prowess in sports had always been a marvel. After catching the ball gracefully, she let out a loud “Yes sir, kiddo!” and then spiked it to the sand. She began jumping about, arms raised to the sky, hands shaking in the air, in her own victory dance. Certainly few were filled with more joy on this chilly November election day than Ethel Kennedy. If she had a care in the world, it wasn’t obvious.

Not really a contemplative woman, Ethel Skakel Kennedy seemed always eager to meet her destiny head-on. She experienced life for all it was worth, much like Jackie. However, whereas Jackie (and, to a certain extent, Joan) needed meditative moments to analyze her problems, sort out inner turmoil, and then determine productive courses of action, Ethel surrendered all responsibility for her life to God. It was easier for her to handle unexpected circumstances that way, she had said, and it worked for her.

Thirty-one-year-old Ethel’s brood already numbered seven: Kathleen Hartington, Joseph Patrick, Robert Francis, Jr., David Anthony, Mary Courtney, Michael LeMoyne, and Mary Kerry (two girls named Mary!), all born in the last eight years.

Ethel and Bobby lived in a rambling two-story home in a McLean, Virginia, estate known as Hickory Hill. The white-brick Georgian manor—which was once the Civil War headquarters of Union General George B. McClellan and now included stables, orchards, and a swimming pool—was always filled with children, friends, family, business associates, and anyone else who happened by. Ethel loved to entertain. Jackie and Jack had lived at Hickory Hill first; it was rumored that Joseph had given the six-acre estate to them as a gift, but Jack had actually purchased it himself. Jackie had planned to raise her children there; however, when she had a stillbirth in 1956, she no longer wanted anything to do with Hickory Hill. So after Jack lost a bid for the vice-presidential nomination in 1956, the couple moved back to Georgetown. Meanwhile, Ethel and Bobby bought Hickory Hill.

Ethel was complex. She could be as critical as she could be accepting, as heartless as she could be generous, as wicked as she could be loving. Moreover, even though the Kennedys were known to be competitive (and not only with outsiders but also against each other), her aggressive nature was a source of amazement even to family members. Jackie liked to say, “Ethel loves politics so much, I think she could be the first female president, and then, God help us all.”

Whereas Jackie and Joan worried about the encroachment into their personal lives that would result from Jack’s election—not only from outsiders, but also from the family itself—Ethel had no such concerns. She actually seemed to enjoy the intrusion. The more chaos in her life, the better; it seemed to make her feel involved, a part of important things. She would do whatever she had to do in the name of “Kennedy” because family loyalty was paramount to her. Hers was no ordinary family, either. The Kennedys held an important station in life, were influential in government, and had, as they say, “friends in high places.” She once explained, “Whatever my problems were, they didn’t matter. In the bigger picture, we were doing great things for the nation. How dare I complain about a lack of privacy?”

If she had to host reporters for lunch, Ethel would lie awake the night before—not fretting the occasion, as Jackie or Joan would have done, but anticipating every moment, anxious to do her best to represent her husband and his family in the best possible light. She would be sure to know the right meal to serve, the perfect outfit to wear, the appropriate thing to say. In the end, the success of the event would be not only a victory for the family but a personal one as well, giving her a sense of purpose and accomplishment.

In fact, the preceding evening, at just before midnight, Ethel Kennedy was in her bedroom, dressed in brightly patterned wool slacks, holding an impromptu press conference with reporters from Time and Life magazines. The journalists had been staying in Rose and Joseph’s servants’ quarters for the last couple of nights.

“Are you happy, Ethel?” one writer asked her.

“Oh, I sure am,” she answered enthusiastically. “It’s terrific. This is the day we’ve been waiting for, the happiest day of our lives.” After a few more questions, Ethel told the press to “go on downstairs and get some food. Go ahead, help yourself.” She loved the press, and in return, the reporters loved her.

As far as her father-in-law’s dictates were concerned, Ethel would gladly live where he wanted her to live, say what he wanted her to say, and do what he wanted her to do—not grudgingly, but willingly. It all seemed a joy to Ethel. It wasn’t that she lacked an identity; she was a Kennedy wife, she was proud of it, and that was her identity. Though she had been up late the night before with the family, that didn’t stop her from doing her duty and rising at 6:30 A.M. to fix a breakfast of ham and eggs, rolls, and coffee for the eleven guests staying at her home. “The maids are all out,” she explained, as her visitors devoured the meal. “So I did the best I could.”

“You know, in November [1962], I think Bobby may run for governor of Massachusetts,” Ethel had told Jackie a couple of weeks earlier at a family dinner. “If he does, he’s bound to win. Then after that, it’ll be one step at a time, until we’re in the White House.”

“Does Bobby know of these plans?” Jackie asked her sister-in-law. Jackie had been given to understand that he would become Jack’s Attorney General. After all, Bobby had devoted the better part of recent years to his brother’s campaigns and had been the skilled manager of his presidential run. A tireless worker, he gave uninterrupted eighteen-hour days to Jack’s race, so much so that Ethel was concerned he would have a breakdown. Throughout the night before, Bobby sat in front of the television screen, his eyes red-rimmed and hollow, monitoring the returns, while everyone else—even Jack—went to bed.

Ethel answered Jackie’s question: “Bobby and I discuss everything,” she said. “You see, we happen to be close that way. It’s nice, that kind of closeness in a relationship.”

Ethel’s probable implication was that Jackie had no influence over her husband’s plans, whereas Ethel mapped out every one of Bobby’s career moves in tandem with him. “Well,” Jackie responded, “hopefully you will also discuss any plans with Grandpa [Joseph]. Because, as you and I both know, he’s the one who will have his way in the end. Not you. Not Bobby, Grandpa.”



… and the Secret Service

Like all of those in the Kennedy family, Jackie, Joan, and even, to a certain extent, Ethel treasured the privacy of their family lives—what little privacy they had while living in the public eye. However, the entire family realized that the spotlight was about to intensify, now that their beloved Jack was the nation’s Chief Executive.

Already the family compound of homes was surrounded by not only reporters but also the Secret Service agents responsible for John Kennedy’s security and for that of his family. Sixteen of these dark-suited, officious-looking men had arrived at seven that morning with full knowledge of the backgrounds of not only family members but their employees as well. Each agent walked about the compound greeting people as if already having made their acquaintance when actually—at least in most cases—no introductions had been made before this day.

Like all First Ladies, Jackie would be assigned her own Secret Service agent, Clinton (Clint) J. Hill, who would be at her side whenever she ventured forth, whether in this country or abroad. In time, just by virtue of their constant association, “Dazzle” (his Secret Service code name) would come to share a special friendship with “Lace” (Jackie’s code name). Still, it was typical of Jackie’s sense of formality that she would always refer to him as “Mr. Hill.” She also made certain that her children addressed the agents responsible for their well-being in the same fashion.

Clint Hill recalls, “When you’re with the wife of the President, you’re pretty much on your own, without a lot of other Secret Service support. You become close, as Mrs. Kennedy and I did. It was really an invasion of privacy for her. She lost her freedom. If a woman hasn’t been in a position that required great security prior, which she had not, it’s something that is very new and causes problems for her. She hated it.”

As Jackie and Joan continued their walk along the sandy Cape Cod shore, according to what Joan later told friends, they talked about the future. “I wonder what will happen to us now,” Jackie said. “What will happen to our children? Will we ever have any privacy again?”

Just as Jackie was posing her question regarding privacy, Joan turned around to find three Secret Service agents running toward her. In seconds, one of the men caught up to her and Jackie. Wearing a dark business suit, thin black tie, and black hat, he must have looked out of place on the beach with his walkie-talkie. “Maybe you should both go back to the Big House,” he suggested, using the family’s name for Rose and Joseph’s home. Clearly, he didn’t like idea of the two of them walking along the beach alone. “You do have a press conference soon. Just a reminder…”

“Well, there you have it,” Joan said to Jackie. “Does that answer your question?”

“Oh, how dreary,” Jackie responded. “I’ll tell you one thing: I will not be followed by these men for the next four years. I refuse to allow it.”

Jackie turned to face Clint Hill. “I refuse,” she repeated.

Ignoring the agent’s request, the two young women continued their walk in the bracing, sea-charged air—with the three identically dressed Secret Service men trailing close enough behind to hear their conversation.

“So what do you think about Ted’s plans?” Jackie asked Joan.

Unlike Ethel, Joan barely had a clue what her husband—and his father—had in mind for the future. She knew that Ted was being groomed to run for Jack’s senatorial seat in 1962, but she could provide no details. He mentioned something about leaving for Europe soon for a six-week fact-finding tour with a Senate Foreign Relations Committee unit. However, all Joan knew about that trip was that she would not be accompanying him. (Upon his return, Ted would end up taking a job as a dollar-a-year assistant district attorney of Suffolk County in Massachusetts while he prepared for his senatorial campaign.) There would always be a marked difference between the wives in terms of how they related to their husbands, and nowhere was it more evident than in Joan’s ignorance of her husband’s plans. Contrary to what Ethel liked to believe, Jack always discussed his future intentions with Jackie, just as much as his brother, Bobby, did with Ethel. Not so with Joan and Ted.

“Ted doesn’t tell me anything,” Joan said as she and Jackie walked along. “Usually I get my information through the grapevine. And when I ask him about it, he treats me as if I wouldn’t understand what he was talking about.” Jackie merely shook her head. If Joan had asked for advice, Jackie would perhaps have given her some. She didn’t ask, however, so Jackie didn’t offer.

“Well, at least we have some good parties coming up,” the incoming First Lady offered, changing the subject. Jackie, who always enjoyed social gatherings, was referring to the balls, receptions, and other inaugural festivities that would usher in the new administration. When one considers that this was 1960 America, with all that that involved—the Cold War, growing tensions in Cuba, a communist regime sixty miles off the coast, the Civil Rights movement, a supposed missile and arms gap, nuclear proliferation, and the expansion of the Soviet sphere of influence—Jackie’s observation appears in a strange light. Above all else, at the outset of this administration the new First Lady seemed to be looking forward to balls and parties. Even the Secret Service agents thought this was odd, though they weren’t supposed to be listening.

Joan stopped walking. “Oh, my God,” she exclaimed. “I have nothing to wear. What will I wear?”

“Oh, the ever-so-important details,” Jackie said with a laugh. She had already started planning her wardrobe with her couturier, Oleg Cassini.

“So how’s it shaping up?” Joan asked.

“Why, it’s wonderful,” Jackie said. “In fact, I’m completely overwhelmed by my own good taste.”

The two sisters-in-law dissolved into laughter. Jackie hooked her arm around Joan’s. Then, as the good friends turned and began to walk back to the Big House, Jackie nestled her head on Joan’s shoulder.



Jack Defeats Nixon

The so-called Kennedy compound, where the family had congregated to await the results of the 1960 election, was actually a triangle of large Cape Cod–style houses separated by a common, meticulously kept lawn. At one corner of the triangle was the Big House on Scudder Avenue, a large seventeen-room home with green shutters, facing Nantucket Sound, which had belonged to Joseph and his wife Rose since 1926. Their eldest living son, Jack, and his wife Jackie owned a smaller home a hundred yards away on Irving Avenue, surrounded by hedges. Another hundred yards across Jack’s back lawn was the middle son Bobby’s home. The youngest male sibling, Ted, and his wife Joan would purchase a home on Squaw Island, a peninsula about a mile from the compound, in March 1961. These were all summer homes—typical white-clapboard New England structures that looked like large oceanfront hotels, which were usually closed up after the Christmas holidays. For election day, Bobby’s house had been utilized as a makeshift campaign post, complete with telephones linked to Democratic headquarters all across the nation, televisions, Teletype machines, fourteen secretaries, and a vote-tabulating machine, all set up in Ethel’s dining room.

On the afternoon of the presidential victory, the entire Kennedy family was scheduled to go by motorcade to the Hyannis Armory, which had been converted into a pressroom. There, about four hundred television, radio, and print reporters from around the world had been waiting for hours for an opportunity to share in the family’s victory and to hear the new President and First Lady speak. “There were so many of them and they were all so charismatic, it seemed even more newsworthy,” recalls Helen Thomas, who has been UPI’s. White House bureau chief since 1961 and the first woman to be elected an officer of the National Press Club. “People were fascinated by them. It wasn’t just as if we had elected a man into office. In some odd way, it was as if we had given national approval to a new dynasty.”

Before the press conference, the family gathered at Rose’s for a lunch of tuna-, lobster-, chicken-, and egg-salad sandwiches; the kinds of “simple foods” they most often favored for lunches on the Cape, all leftovers from the night before when the Mayflower Catering Service had provided a buffet at Ethel’s for campaign workers. For dessert, they enjoyed a nice assortment of petits fours, eclairs, and turnovers. Afterward, the casually dressed Kennedys would need to change clothing quickly for the media.

With his eye on the historical value of having the family together on such an important day, young Jacques Lowe—who had been Jack Kennedy’s official and personal photographer since his reelection to the Senate in 1958—wanted nothing more than to take a family photograph for posterity. “I knew that if I wanted to do it, though, I’d have to do it rather quickly,” he recalls some thirty-five years later. “You couldn’t get them all in the same room at the same time, let alone have them pose for a picture. It was all just that hectic. As they raced about, I asked this family member and that one whether we could all get together for a picture, and everyone kept saying ‘Later, Jacques, later.’ Finally, I spoke to Joe, and he agreed with me. A photo should be taken.” Joseph then ordered everyone to be suitably attired for posterity and to meet in the library.

Half an hour later, the family drifted in, the men (except for Peter Lawford, Jack’s sister Pat’s husband) in dark business suits with the requisite amount of white handkerchief showing in the breast pocket. The women had their own version of the uniform. Jewelry consisted of pearls, either one or two strands, and/or a tasteful gold pin worn close to the right shoulder. Earrings should be inconspicuous enough to be barely noticed. All the ladies wore black or gray long-sleeved dresses or suits, with two notable exceptions: Rose and Ethel. Rose wore a bright red short-sleeved sheath dress, which highlighted her still slim figure; it would be sure to stand out against all the dark clothes everyone else was wearing. Ethel appeared in a bright pink dress with matching sweater. Not only did the color clash with her mother-in-law’s outfit, but she also wore a shade of pink that Rose occasionally claimed as her own because it matched her name. (Rose was probably too excited by the importance of the occasion to make mention of it to Ethel, however.)

Everyone was there but Jackie, “Jackie was always late,” says Jacques Lowe, laughing. Because she had gone for another walk along the beach, she was delayed in getting ready for the photo session. But the wait was worth it when she finally appeared at the door, stunning in a sleeveless maternity dress in a shade that just matched her mother-in-law’s and made her look radiant, with two strands of pearls and a pin. “Oh, my, is everyone here already?” she said.

Jack, magnificently tanned and looking fit in his dark suit, stood up and walked to the entryway to meet his wife. Taking her by the arm, he escorted her into the room, beaming with pride. As if on unspoken cue, the elderly Joseph stood up and began to applaud. Rose joined her husband, standing and applauding, then Bobby and Teddy followed suit. Soon the library was filled with cheers and whistles as the entire family gave Jackie Kennedy a rousing standing ovation, a heartfelt demonstration of their respect for her new position as the nation’s First Lady.

“Oh,” Jackie exclaimed, visibly moved by the overwhelming reception. “How absolutely wonderful.”

As everyone applauded, Jackie stood in the center of the room, looking from person to person, making brief eye contact with each cheerful Kennedy face. All the while she grinned broadly, shaking her head in disbelief. She went to Rose and embraced her, then to Joseph. When she found Joan, who was clapping while standing alone in a corner, Jackie walked directly to her and kissed her on the check. After whispering something in her ear, the two women hugged each other.

Then, as the applause continued, Jackie worked her way to the other side of the library, embracing the Kennedy sisters, Eunice, Pat, and then Jean.

During the long campaign, the women born into the Kennedy family had become impatient with Jackie’s stubborn reluctance to do press interviews and become chatty with reporters, feeling that she was shirking her responsibility as the wife of the candidate. The Kennedy sisters would do almost anything to get their pictures in the paper for, as far as they were concerned, every published article about them was helpful to their brother’s cause and served to inch him—and them—just that much closer to the White House. They took after their mother, the family’s matriarch, Rose, who, even at the age of seventy, never stopped touring the country, posing, speaking, shaking hands, and doing what was expected of all Kennedy women when their men were running for office. Rose had been the one to define the duties of the female members of the family by virtue of the fact that her experience as a campaigner went all the way back to her youth, when her father, the legendary “Honey Fitz,” ran for mayor of Boston. Campaigning had always been an important part of the lives of these Kennedy women, and they expected Jackie to be just as excited about the traveling, the speeches (which were usually short and inconsequential), the photos—all of it.

“Those girls all looked and sounded like their brother Jack,” recalls Liz Carpenter, Lady Bird Johnson’s press secretary, who campaigned with Lady Bird and some of the Kennedy women, including Ethel, in six cities through Texas. “They all made speeches, used the word ‘terrific’ a lot. Everything was ‘just terrific, kiddo.’ They threw themselves into it, the Kennedy sisters, and Ethel fit right in, with high energy. In August of 1960, this Kennedy enthusiasm—all those bucked teeth and talk of ‘vig-ah’—completely captivated Texas. In fact, we ended up carrying the state. Jackie wasn’t there, though. So all you heard was, ‘Where’s Jackie? Where’s Jackie?’ ”

The one Kennedy woman people seemed to care most about was the one who seemed the least interested: Jackie. This fact served only to exasperate further the rest of them. Poor Eunice, so politically savvy that her father Joe once said she could have been President herself if she’d only been “born with a set of balls,” found herself at political tea parties answering inane questions about her sister-in-law’s ever-changing hairstyles. “Well, she does change it a lot, doesn’t she?” Eunice patiently agreed with one socialite. “However, I don’t think she does it for any kind of effect, but rather because, well, she just likes her hair to be in different styles from time to time. I’m sure you understand.” When the satisfied voter walked away, Eunice rolled her eyes.

Campaigning was difficult for Jackie, especially when she had to be in front of an audience. For instance, she had been asked to warm up the crowd before her husband made an appearance in Kenosha, Wisconsin. Completely unprepared to render a speech, she didn’t know what to do, only that she would have to do something, and do it quickly. “Just get ’em singing,” a campaign worker said to her as she walked nervously onto the stage.

Jackie Kennedy stood in the spotlight and, with her characteristic whisper, said, “Now come on, everybody, join me in this wonderful song.” She then began singing a weak, tin-eared, a cappella version of “Southie Is My Old Hometown.” This tune, apparently, was a popular one in Boston but nowhere else and, judging from the audience’s reaction, definitely not in Kenosha. As Jackie sang, the crowd of potential voters sat before her slack-jawed and bewildered.

After Jackie was finished, she acknowledged a smattering of polite applause and hastily brought out her husband, the candidate, to wild cheers. “It was the most embarrassing moment of my life,” Jackie cried afterward. “Well, I don’t know about that,” Jack said with a grin. “I thought you sounded rather tuneful.” The next day, newspaper reporters made unkind jokes about Jackie’s “unusual concert performance.”

Luckily, because Jackie was pregnant, she was able to sit out the last few months of the campaign.

As frustrated as the Kennedy women were about Jackie, they were even more aggravated by Joan. Whereas Jackie was fully capable of doing what was expected of her but just didn’t want to, Joan seemed emotionally unprepared to handle the rigors of campaigning. Despite her great beauty and vivacious personality, she was too shy and self-conscious to he an effective stumper.

In September, Joan and Ethel embarked on a trip to Chicago, where they spent three days attending rallies and meetings with female voters. Ethel was in her element and found it all exhilarating: meeting the voters, answering questions, talking about Jack, Bobby, and the family. A public relations strategist by instinct, Ethel fairly dragged Joan from meeting to meeting, prompting her in her answers, coaching and cajoling her every step of the way. By the time they left Chicago, Ethel was more exhausted by her tutoring of Joan than she was by the purpose of the trip itself.

When Joan was asked to appear on a television show with Lady Bird Johnson, she declined the invitation, explaining that she wouldn’t know what to say. Ted was embarrassed by her lack of confidence and later chided her for it, which only added to her humiliation. He wanted her to satisfy his family’s criteria for the perfect Kennedy woman, which meant that she should be able to handle herself in front of people, be charismatic and personable, and, if called upon to do so, appear on television and make it look like second nature.

In San Francisco, Joan joined her sister-in-law Pat at rallies and meetings, looking like a frightened child on the first day of grade school, while Pat displayed the kind of exuberance and public relations savvy for which the Kennedy women were well known.

Jean had just given birth in September to her second son, William Kennedy Smith, but that didn’t stop her from replacing Joan at Ethel’s side in Florida during the month of October. “Ethel and I are a great team,” she told one packed audience, “because we have the same goal: to see John Fitzgerald Kennedy elected as President,” As Ethel followed Jean on the podium, she smiled appreciatively at her, probably relieved to be paired finally with someone who could make an impact on voters. “Believe me when I tell you that the difference between Joan and Jean is a lot more than just a letter,” she said later.

The impromptu standing ovation the Kennedy women gave Jackie in the library on the day Jack was elected was a clear acknowledgment that whatever their frustrations about her, they now recognized that she was the First Lady and thus deserved their respect. Also, the brief and personal moment Jackie shared with each of them was, in a sense, her recognition of the role they had played in her husband’s successful campaign. After kissing Joan, Eunice, Pat, and Jean, Jackie finally reached Ethel. By the time she got to her, the applause had died down.

Jackie reached for Ethel. However, rather than melt into an embrace with Jackie, as had the other women, Ethel took a step backward and then held out her hand, palm down. After Jackie took it in hers, the two sisters-in-law shared an uncomfortable and brief moment, one that said a great deal about their uneasy relationship. Later that evening, in the presence of photographer Stanley Tretick at a photo session for the Kennedy women, Ethel would be overheard expressing concern that perhaps the family had afforded Jackie more preferential treatment than necessary by giving her such an ovation.

“Okay now,” Jackie finally said, turning from Ethel, “let’s take those pictures now, shall we?”

“Show us how they do it in Hollywood,” Eunice joked to Peter Lawford, who crossed his eyes and made a face. Everyone laughed.

As the motorcade that would take the Kennedys to the Armory for the press conference began to form in front of the Big House, the family members inside busied themselves deciding who would sit where for the photograph. Two more photographers, Paul Schutzer of Life and Stanley Tretick of UPI, were invited to join Jacques Lowe in his work. “It was sheer bedlam, with all three of us shouting at the Kennedys,” Lowe recalls. “ ‘Look this way, Mr. Kennedy. Over here, Mrs. Kennedy.’ It was just madness. Everyone was laughing, trying to figure out what to do, where to look. It was a wonderful, joyous time.”

In the several photos taken that afternoon in the library, the entire Kennedy family—Rose and Joe, Jack and Jackie, Bobby and Ethel, Ted and Joan, Pat and her husband Peter Lawford, Eunice and Sargent Shriver, and Jean and Stephen Smith—look to the future with confidence, their faces frozen in bright smiles.



The Pre-Inaugural Gala

January 19, 1961, was the date on Jackie Kennedy’s calendar that marked the Pre-Inaugural Gala at the National Guard Armory in Washington. Calling upon her “overwhelming good taste,” the new First Lady had decided that she wanted to wear the color white for the occasion, and so, following her explicit instructions, Oleg Cassini designed a white, double-satin gown with elbow-length sleeves, princess-shaped bodice, and a two-part bell-shaped skirt. World-renowned hairdresser “Mr. Kenneth” (whose full name is Kenneth Battelle) was flown in from New York to create a hairstyle that he hoped would be dazzling with the dress.

It would be a new era of elegance in the White House; clearly, Jackie had already decided as much. The dowdy and dreadfully conservative Eisenhowers were “out.” After eight years of that stuffy old guard, it was now time for youth, elegance, and glamour in Washington. All of Jackie’s fashions would be original creations, she insisted to Cassini. “Make sure no one else wears exactly the same dress I do,” she would write to him, adding that she did not want to see any “fat little women hopping around in the same dress.”

This was a Big Night, and Jackie had always savored Big Nights. However, she was ill and weak after the recent cesarean section necessary for the arrival of John Jr. and not feeling at all well. Was she up to the task of re-creating herself, of masking any appearance of poor health and of radiating nothing but youthful, blooming vigor? As a public person, she believed it to be her responsibility to always be cordial, look her best, and pretend she felt that way even if she didn’t. “You shake hundreds of hands in the afternoon and hundreds more at night,” she said. “You get so tired, you catch yourself laughing and crying at the same time. But you pace yourself, and you get through it.”

Oleg Cassini’s shimmering winter-white satin gown turned out to be another lucky choice in the life of Jackie Kennedy, for the night of the Pre-Inaugural Presidential Gala (organized by Frank Sinatra and actor Peter Lawford) marked one of the biggest blizzards in Washington’s history. In some ways, Jackie’s superbly cut gown transformed the unfortunate snowstorm into a magical backdrop for a modern-day snow queen. By the time the Kennedys left for the gala, huge snowdrifts had brought the city to a standstill, but that didn’t prevent hundreds of spectators from lining the streets, all straining to catch a glimpse of the glamorous First Couple as their limousine crept by at ten miles per hour.

When Sinatra heard that the Kennedy car was at last pulling up to the door, he rushed into the swirling snow to personally escort them inside. Jackie, her hair heavily lacquered to withstand the fiercest gusts, extended her white-gloved hand and Sinatra led her into the building.

At this time, it was no secret that Jackie disliked Frank Sinatra. She found the singer’s personal style and behavior unseemly. On this point, she and Bobby were in wholehearted agreement. About three weeks after the Pre-Inaugural Gala, when Jack mentioned that he and Jackie should buy Sinatra a gift to thank him for his work on the campaign, Jackie would suggest a book of etiquette—“not that he would ever actually read such a thing.”

However, this was such an important night—the kickoff to what would be her career as First Lady—that Jackie transcended her dislike for Sinatra. While flashbulbs popped all around her, the glamorous Mrs. Kennedy just smiled broadly as the handsome crooner led her to the raised presidential box.

Sinatra’s friend Jim Whiting, who was a part of the singer’s circle for years, recalls that “Sinatra once told me that when he was escorting her to the box, she may have been all smiles, but she was very tense. She was gripping his hand so tightly he didn’t know whether she was angry at him or just nervous.”

According to Whiting, when Sinatra whispered words of comfort in Jackie’s ear, she poked him in the ribs with her elbow and, still maintaining a happy face for the photographers, hissed at him under her breath, “Look, Frank, Just smile. That’s all you have to do, okay? Just smile.”

“Frank said that she was very rude,” recalled Whiting. “He said she was pissed off, at the weather, at him, and who knows at what else. Frank was annoyed at her as well, because as he said, ‘If it wasn’t for me, the whole goddamn event wouldn’t have taken place.’ He set it all up, every second of the entertainment, anyway.”

During the show, Sinatra sang a special rendition of “That Old Black Magic” (changing the lyrics to “That old Jack magic has me in its spell”), while a white spotlight fell on the President and First Lady, bathing them in an ethereal glow. Later Sinatra sang the title song from his 1945 Oscar-awarded short film on racial tolerance, “The House I Live In,” which reduced even the chilly Jackie to sentimental tears. “She was dabbing at her eyes like some little bobbysoxer,” Whiting said. “In the end, I guess even she couldn’t resist him.”

The next day, January 20, was a bitterly cold Inauguration Day, but the always distinctive Jackie would be the only woman on the President’s platform not covered in mink. Her refusal to wear a fur coat had inspired Cassini to design a simple, fawn-colored suit with a trim of sable and a matching muff. On her head she wore what would soon become a trademark of hers—a pillbox hat—this time in matching beige, by Halston.

At twelve o’clock, Jackie stood in the freezing cold between Mamie Eisenhower and Lady Bird Johnson in the stands and watched the historic moment as her husband was sworn in as the thirty-fifth President of the United States, taking his oath on the Bible that had belonged to his maternal grandfather, “Honey Fitz” Fitzgerald. Along with her sense of style and fashion, Jackie’s other touches were already imprinting a sense of culture and beauty on the Kennedy administration. It was she who had suggested that Robert Frost recite a poem at the ceremony. The eighty-six-year-old poet, blinded by the sun and continually interrupted by the fierce winds blowing at his pages, gave up trying to read what he had written especially for the occasion and instead recited a poem from memory. It was Jackie’s idea also for black opera singer Marian Anderson to sing “The Star-Spangled Banner,” making a statement about civil rights right from the beginning of her husband’s administration.

Ethel, Joan, and the other Kennedy women—the sisters, Eunice, Pat, and Jean, and mother, Rose—watched with misty-eyed reverence. “We all knew that Jack had reached a new plateau,” Ethel would later recall, “and that nothing would ever again be the same, for any of us.”

Probably because so much attention was focused on Jackie, there was some discussion among reporters about the fact that her relationship with Jack seemed remote, even on this important day. For instance, after the swearing-in ceremony, he didn’t follow tradition and kiss his wife, as his predecessors had done. Because she was regarded as having been so loving and supportive through the years, the fact that Jack seemed to ignore her did trouble some female observers. (He hadn’t mentioned her name when he accepted the nomination of his party in Los Angeles, either.)

“Why didn’t he kiss her? That was what a lot of women wanted to know,” recalls Helen Thomas. “Actually, he didn’t really pay any attention to her at all. It made some women in the country a bit uncomfortable. However, Jack also fairly ignored his own mother, Rose, that day. His was considered a male victory by the men in the family, and the hugs and handshakes between Jack and his father and brothers made that fact clear not only to Jackie, but also to Eunice, Pat, and Jean, as well as Ethel and Joan.”

For her part, Jackie did not attempt to kiss her husband when she saw him at the Capitol rotunda following his speech, not so much as a matter of taste but rather because she was just feeling so unwell. “Everyone noticed how detached she looked during the ceremonies,” recalls John Davis, Jackie’s first cousin, who was present, “and how she and Jack never seemed to exchange even so much as a glance during the speeches and recitations. Grimly, she hung in there, trying to look enthusiastic in the freezing cold.”



Jack

John Fitzgerald Kennedy, known to his friends and family as “Jack,” was born on May 29, 1917, in the Massachusetts suburb of Brookline, the second of nine children. Descended from Irish forebears who had immigrated to Boston, his paternal grandfather, Patrick J. Kennedy, was a saloonkeeper who went on to became a Boston political leader. Jack’s father, Joseph Patrick Kennedy, a Harvard graduate, was a bank president at twenty-five before marrying Rose Fitzgerald, the daughter of John Francis “Honey Fitz” Fitzgerald, mayor of Boston.

As an infant, Jack lived in a comfortable but modest home in Brookline, but as the family grew and Joseph made more money in the stock market, the Kennedys moved to larger, impressive estates, first in Brookline, then in the suburbs of New York City. Jack’s childhood was a happy one, full of the family games and sports that would characterize the Kennedys’ competitive nature. He attended private, but not Catholic, elementary schools. He later spent a year at Canterbury School in New Milford, Connecticut, where he was taught by Roman Catholic laymen, and four years at the exclusive Choate School in Wallingford, Connecticut. Jack grew up in the shadow of his older brother, Joseph, who dominated family competitions and was a better student. However, after young Joseph was killed when his plane exploded in midair over England during World War II, father Joseph focused on Jack as the family’s entree into political prominence.

Of the three remaining brothers, Jack was the first to enter the political arena, running for Congress from Massachusetts’ Eleventh District in 1946, which he won by a large majority. He stayed in the House of Representatives until 1953, when he was elected senator. Every step along the way, Jack was encouraged, prodded, coaxed, and bullied by his father to run for President. However, during the 1960 Presidential campaign, Joseph kept a low profile. Even though he was constantly advising Jack and Bobby, he stayed away from crowds and photographers, giving rise to the then-popular chant: “Jack and Bobby will run the show, while Ted’s in charge of hiding Joe.” Joseph realized that coming out in support of his son would not enhance the candidate’s progressive image. It was good that he stayed out of sight because, politically, Joseph was poison. He had completely destroyed his own political career and reputation by making negative comments about FDR and seeming to endorse some of Hitler’s policies, so suppressing his inflammatory nature was the best thing he could do at this time. The less said by him during his son’s campaign, the better.

Jack was an urbane, Harvard-educated, good-looking, Northeastern Irish Catholic—the first President of that faith in a country that was, at the time, only 26 percent Catholic. Brimming with ideals and youthful vigor—or vig-ah, as the Kennedys pronounced it in their Boston accents—he would usher in a new era in history, not just for this country but for the world at large. At forty-three years of age, he was the youngest President ever elected.

During his short Presidency—the New Frontier, as it was called—JFK would be best remembered for the deep sense of idealism he would rekindle in millions at the dawn of the sixties. He was a President who made Americans feel that anything was possible. His optimism and eloquence, his ability to communicate to all Americans the possibility of a better life, made him unique in every way as he challenged Americans to look beyond the selfishness of their daily lives and focus attention on their communities, their nation, their world. Many young people would enter politics because of Kennedy’s influence. On a larger scale, Kennedy’s attempt to communicate a giving, open spirit caused many to join the Peace Corps or begin careers as teachers, nurses, and other public servants. Kennedy’s Inaugural Address that wintry day in 1961 would be widely acclaimed as the most memorable and unifying symbol of the modern political age: “Ask not what your country can do for you, ask what you can do for your country.”

Perhaps the late Laura Bergquist Knebel, who covered the Kennedys for Look magazine and wrote many insightful pieces about the family, said it best when, at the age of forty-five in 1963, she observed, “For the first time in my life, the President of the United States was not an Olympian-remote, grandfatherly figure, but a contemporary—brighter, wittier, more sure of his destiny and more disciplined than any of us, but still a superior equal who talked your language, read the books you read, knew the inside jokes. In a world run by old men, he was a leader born in the twentieth century, and when they said a new generation had taken over, you realized it was your own.”




The Five Inaugural Balls


Five official Inaugural Balls were held to celebrate the incoming administration. For the first one, at the Mayflower Hotel in Washington, D.C., Jackie was spectacularly gowned in a white chiffon sheath with a bodice embroidered in silver thread, over which she wore a billowing, floor-length, white silk cape. She accessorized with long white opera gloves and dazzling diamonds borrowed from Tiffany’s. With an afternoon’s rest, her troop of beauty experts, and the aid of the Dexedrine flowing in her veins administered by her husband’s doctor, Janet Travell, an exhausted Jackie managed once again to rise from the ashes like a glittering white phoenix.

Joan and Ethel were, of course, also dressed in elegant evening gowns. Ethel’s was white with straps and matching gloves; Joan’s was white too, but with a black-sequined strapless bodice. Ethel had been concerned earlier because her gowns for the day’s and evening’s events had been stuck in the trunk of her dressmaker’s car, which was buried under heaps of snow. She was relieved to find that, once the snow was shoveled off the automobile, her expensive gowns were unharmed.

But the crowds really weren’t that interested in Joan or Ethel anyway, nor in Rose, the Kennedy sisters, or any other woman at the ball. At least in terms of exquisite glamour, this evening was all about Jackie, for she was the greatest symbol of the new Kennedy era. Or as Ethel put it to Bobby, “Jeez. They just want to touch her, don’t they? It’s like being at a wedding with the most popular bride in the world.”

Even Ethel, who was rarely impressed by Jackie, appeared awestruck by her sister-in-law’s charisma and beauty. In fact, there were times when she was caught staring at Jackie, a curious expression on her face. During these moments, she would watch the new First Lady’s every movement: the lively way she greeted boring dignitaries, as if she had found a long-lost friend; the casual way she tilted her head back when she laughed at jokes she must have known were not funny; the frosty way she stared at anyone who approached her before first greeting her husband, the President. It was as if Ethel were studying her sister-in-law in the hope that she might learn a little something—a new trick, perhaps—about the simple but not easy art of high elegance. At one ball, a Secret Service agent noticed Ethel watching intently as Jackie stood alone, doing nothing at all, Just being Jackie.

For Joan’s part, whenever she got near Jackie, she could only gaze at her and become tongue-tied whenever she tried to speak. To Joan, it was as if her sister-in-law had undergone some magical transformation. No longer was she the worried, pregnant Jackie who needed an understanding ear while walking along the beach a couple of months earlier. Now she was a completely different woman, someone who possessed so much self-confidence that it was difficult to believe she had ever experienced a confused or vulnerable moment. This new Jackie was not to be touched, certainly not to be comforted, but rather to be just looked at and adored from afar as if she were a portrait in oil crafted by a European master. As happy as she surely was for Jackie, Joan must have felt a great divide between herself and this rare work of art.

Ethel felt it as well. “Jackie completely ignored me the whole night,” Ethel would later complain to Eunice, who had sprained her ankle earlier in the week and was limping about throughout the festivities. “I would walk over to her, wanting to introduce someone, and she would look right through me. It was humiliating. At one point, I waved my hand in front of her face and said, ‘Hello? Is anyone there?’ And she just stared at me. I’m telling you,” Ethel decided, “that girl was on drugs or something.”

“Of course she was,” Eunice said. “She was sick because of the baby. And Ethie [the family’s nickname for her], do you have any idea how much pressure she was under? She was dazed the whole time.”

But as far as Ethel was concerned, Jackie was not the only one with overwhelming responsibilities that evening. “We were all under pressure,” she told her sister-in-law. “But I was friendly to everyone, just as I always am. And you know I always am!” Ethel was obviously disgruntled. “You would have thought she would be the happiest woman in the world,” Ethel continued, according to a Kennedy intimate. “But no, not Jackie Kennedy. To tell you the truth, I felt like going over to her, shaking her, and saying, ‘Would you please smile? You’re the First Lady, for goodness’ sake!’ ”

By the time the Kennedy contingent reached the third ball at the Armory, Jackie’s Dexedrine was wearing off. The crowd of one thousand people gave the First Couple a twenty-minute standing ovation, which, as Rose Kennedy later observed, “engulfed the President and First Lady with a tide of love and admiration,” As Jack and Jackie waved from their silk-draped presidential box on the balcony, a spotlight shone on the new President and the band played “Hail to the Chief.” It was a thrilling experience, but not enough to keep Jackie afloat. The blinding glare of the searchlights that had been trained on her and Jack had given her an intense headache, even though one would never know it from the wide smile on her face for the benefit of cameras.

Right behind Jackie sat her young and completely awed sister-in-law Joan, her eyes wide with astonishment at all the pomp and circumstance. She had never seen so many people, all packed shoulder to shoulder below her, gazing up at the presidential box. “It was like we were somehow different from them,” she would later recall. “A very strange feeling to be stared at and cheered by so many people.”

The Kennedys were used to pageantry—though perhaps not of this magnitude—having been in politics for years, winning elections, dealing with people, being respected and the subject of great attention and even adoration. While Ethel had already seen a number of campaigns through to their conclusion, this one had been a new experience for Joan. The inaugural proceedings had the younger sister-in-law captivated. As her sister Candy put it, Joan was “like Dorothy in Oz, it was all new and exciting. But more than that, it was surreal. Joan said she spent most of the time walking around with stars in her eyes, spellbound.”

Joan was supposed to be seated next to Jackie’s stepfather, Hugh “Hughdie” Auchincloss, with Ted to her left. However, because Hughdie didn’t show up—though no one seemed to know why—there was an empty seat between Joan and Jackie’s mother, the socialite Janet Auchincloss. Throughout the proceedings, Joan seemed preoccupied. Should she remain with her husband, or should she move over and sit next to the dour-looking Janet? Or was the presence of Janet’s stepson, Hugh “Yusha” Auchincloss, Jr., to Janet’s right, enough to keep the older woman from looking so alone on television? For Joan, this was a predicament.

Joan glanced at Janet and then motioned to the vacant seat. With all of the noise and lights, perhaps Janet misunderstood Joan’s intentions and thought she was indicating that she (Janet) should move over and sit next to her. Or maybe Janet simply didn’t want Joan filling the empty seat. Whatever the case, she shot Joan a cross look so uninviting that it visibly startled the Kennedy wife. Joan quickly averted her eyes, probably hoping nobody had noticed the exchange.

Ethel, however, seated to the left of Ted, had observed exactly what had occurred between Joan and Janet. The next day she commented, “Jackie’s mother gave Joan a look that took the poor dear’s breath away. Now, if it were me and she had ever dared to look at me that way, I would’ve hit the old bag right over the head with my purse.”

After this ball was over, Jackie made her apologies and told Jack to go to the rest of the functions without her. She would regret it later, saying, “I was just in physical and nervous exhaustion because the month after the baby’s birth had been the opposite of recuperation. I missed all the gala things…. I always wished I could have participated more in those first shining hours with him [her husband], but at least I thought I had given him the son he longed for. It was not the happy time in my life that it looks like in all the pictures. You know, you just sort of collapse. He [John Jr.] was born prematurely because of all the excitement. He was sick. I was sick.”

Ethel also begged off early, as did Joan and Ted. “I was so exhausted by the whole thing,” Joan recalled, “that my knees were weak. I felt every emotion. You were sorry it was over and glad it was over at the same time. I also wondered: What now? What next?”

Bobby and Jack continued on to two more balls before ending the evening after midnight by stopping at columnist Joseph Alsop’s home for a nightcap and some hastily warmed-over terrapin (turtle) soup.

Meanwhile, Ethel slept alone at Hickory Hill, perhaps dreaming of bigger and better things for herself and her husband.

And Jackie slept at the White House. The elegant toast of the nation was now alone with her thoughts, her pounding headache, and her sore lower back, which she treated with a heating pad. Perhaps appropriately enough, while her bedroom was being remodeled, she had taken the Queen’s Room, a guest bedroom on the second floor that was usually reserved for royal visitors—no fewer than five reigning queens had slept there at one time or another—and not ordinarily occupied by First Ladies. She was so physically and emotionally drained that she would stay in bed for the next few days, seeming almost paralyzed by the magnitude of the life change she was about to experience.




Bobby


One of the first controversies of the Kennedy administration occurred just after Jack was elected, and it had to do with his decision to name his thirty-five-year-old brother, Bobby, to the post of Attorney General. Jack was adamant that Bobby deserved the position in that he had devoted the last ten years to getting Jack into the White House. However, Bobby wasn’t so sure he wanted the job. “I had been chasing bad men [criminals] for three years,” he once said, “and I didn’t want to spend the rest of my life doing that,” Bobby also knew he was a hothead. As Attorney General under Jack, he might become embroiled in controversies that could reflect poorly on his brother.

Critics in the media, such as the political analysts at the New York Times, cited nepotism as the major reason Bobby should not be appointed to such an important post. Privately, even Lyndon Johnson joined the group of naysayers, calling Bobby “a little fart.” But Jack announced that he wanted Bobby to take the job—though he did not explain that his father, Joseph, had been so insistent that there was no talking him out of the notion.

“Poor Ethel wasn’t happy about it at all,” the late Kirk LeMoyne “Lem” Billings, a close friend of the family’s, once said.* “She wanted Bobby to break away from Jack. She had her heart set on him running for governor, that was her plan. She was afraid he would always be connected to his brother’s achievements. She was also afraid she would always be in Jackie’s shadow, a prospect that sent chills down her spine.” Once the offer was officially extended, however, and the critics began to descend upon the Kennedys, Ethel adopted a different stance. “He’s the man for the job,” she said in 1961, “and he should have it. I don’t care what anyone says.”

Bobby brought out Ethel’s most competitive streak. No one could say a word to her, or in her presence, against Bobby. Bobby was not like Jack, a man who could turn away wrath with wit and a smile. Especially during his early days in politics, Bobby was much more like his father, Joseph: a temperamental person compelled to speak his mind, and often without forethought, when someone had an opposing point of view. As a result, Bobby would make more than a few enemies during his short lifetime. In turn, Ethel would make each of them her enemy; and although at times she may have appeared to have forgotten their transgressions, she rarely, if ever, forgave them.

“Ethel Kennedy adored Bobby,” recalls Helen Thomas, “and, I would have to say, to the exclusion of everything else. Whereas Jackie made certain that she had a life separate and apart from her husband’s, Ethel had no such desire. From the beginning,” she concludes, “Bobby was the center of her universe. While it’s a cliché to say that ‘he was her life,’ if ever a cliché rang true, it would be this one.”

When Bobby finally went before the Senate Judiciary Committee for his confirmation hearings on January 13, 1961, with Ethel and his sister Jean watching, only a few Republicans noted his lack of experience as an attorney (he had graduated from law school ten years earlier but had never tried a case), concerns about his finances, and whether any of his holdings would conflict with his job. In the end, after two hours of questioning, all fourteen of the committee members voted to approve Bobby’s nomination as Attorney General. Ethel was so excited that she went out and bought Bobby a six-foot mahogany desk that had belonged to Amos T. Ackerman, U.S. Grant’s second Attorney General and the first to head the newly created Justice Department in 1870.

As the nation’s top law official, Bobby would wield a great deal of power. “And along with that power, came those perks that Kennedy men loved more than life itself,” says Kennedy friend George Smathers (a senator from Florida from 1950 to 1968), “Women, women, women.”

Some have speculated that Bobby’s womanizing was a way of competing with his older brother. Bobby was smaller and more wiry than Jack. He was also shy and withdrawn, while Jack was bold and gregarious. Bobby often appeared unruly—his hair always looked as though he had just driven a fast sports car with the top down—whereas Jack was meticulously groomed. In the past, Bobby had certainly seemed determined to assume those facets of Jack’s personality he admired, and perhaps he even appreciated Jack’s way with women.

In 1961, just after Jack moved into the White House, Ethel all but ignored Bobby’s brief affair with blonde actress Lee Remick, ten years his junior and remembered today for her roles in Anatomy of a Murder and Days of Wine and Roses. “Bobby Kennedy gave such eloquent expression to his passion for me,” the late Remick told Marilyn Kind, once a close friend of hers.

According to Kind, Lee telephoned Ethel Kennedy one evening to inform her of the affair. “You’re on your way out,” Lee coolly informed Ethel.

As Lee remembered it, Ethel was understandably angry. Before hanging up, she told Lee that Bobby was sleeping right next to her and warned her to never call again.

Bobby was, indeed, sound asleep. But in Lee’s bed.

Whenever a friend or even a Kennedy family member informed Ethel of one of Bobby’s indiscretions, she often chose not to believe them. “It’s not true,” she once said, “I have asked Bobby if he ever cheats on me, and he assures me that he does not. And that is the end of that.”

Though Ethel usually ignored stories about her husband and other women, there were times when her curiosity seemed to get the best of her, especially if people close to her were whispering about certain liaisons or if she kept reading about them in the fan magazines she so enjoyed. On rare occasions, she would go to Jackie and ask if she had personal knowledge of a particular rumor regarding Bobby and another woman. However, Jackie always seemed uncomfortable discussing Bobby’s personal life, perhaps afraid that she would become involved in a dispute between her in-laws that was really none of her business.

By 1961, the dawn of the Camelot years, Ethel and Bobby already had seven children, with four more to come. Many aspects of their life together were favorable; Ethel’s marriage was not a complete sham, Bobby’s infidelities aside. He was tender and loving to his young wife, though not in an overt, obviously passionate manner. He fascinated her with his intelligence, his drive, his passion and ideals. They had common goals and ambitions, and their life together at 1147 Chain Bridge Road—Hickory Hill—in McLean seemed to be a happy one, at least to outsiders. The Kennedy family photographer, Jacques Lowe, recalled the first time he visited Hickory Hill:

“Oh, it was a gorgeous experience entering the Robert Kennedy home for the first time. I remember the first night coming to dinner, having spent the day with Robert on Capitol Hill. They had five children then and had recently bought Hickory Hill. I had known Robert for some time in my role as a magazine photographer covering the up-and-coming investigator. He had been sober and serious, revealing sudden flashes of humor and sometimes anger; but I was not prepared for the man I met on coming to the house late that night. All of his reserve seemed to melt in the glory of his family, and the long, difficult day was forgotten in the warmth of love of a father for his children and vice versa. It was chaos, with all the children talking at once and Bobby answering each of them with humor and sometimes trying to be stern, at which he didn’t fully succeed. Ethel instantly accepted this stranger [Lowe] into the house, and later on I had to go upstairs to say the evening prayers with the children, which took place after a family pillow fight.”

It seemed the picture-perfect, happily married lifestyle; maybe for Ethel Kennedy it was and perhaps she sensed that it would remain that way as long as she refused to accept that Bobby had a secret life. As long as he was there for her when she needed him and for his children—and he always was—she seemed content.



The Skakels

Ethel Skakel was born on April 11, 1928, at Chicago’s Lying-In Hospital, the sixth child to be born in the Skakel home in ten years; three brothers, two sisters, and a younger sister born five years later completed the family. Ethel’s mother, Ann, was a large woman, taller and heavier than her husband, who kept the weight she gained with every child and eventually tipped the scale at close to two hundred pounds. Nicknamed “Big Ann” by friends and family members, she was a formidable woman both in stature and determination.

Big Ann was married to the ambitious and distant George Skakel, owner of Great Lakes Coal and Coke Corporation, which was well on its way to becoming one of the largest privately held corporations in America. The family was prosperous and never wanted for anything material, even when the Great Depression of 1929 hit. Though Great Lakes Coal and Coke foundered at that time, the Skakels curtailed some of their extravagances, though not many. In fact, against all odds, now sole owner George Skakel became a millionaire during that economic hardship. When the aluminum industry recovered, the fortunes of the Skakels soared.

Because George conducted so much of his business on the East Coast, the family moved to a rented mansion set on twelve acres in Larchmont, New York, in 1933. Whenever George utilized the house for business entertaining, Ann assisted in grand style. The parties were always impressive, with a hired staff to serve the finest foods and liquors—especially liquor. George had apparently inherited a tendency toward alcoholism from his father and soon became afflicted with the disease. (With such an abundance of liquor always available, some of the Skakel offspring would experiment by drinking whatever was left in the guests’ glasses after parties. Unfortunately, Georgeann, the oldest, was an alcoholic at fifteen.)

A year later, the family moved from Larchmont to a furnished thirty-room mansion on Lake Avenue in Greenwich, Connecticut, complete with parklike grounds, a guest house, servants’ quarters, stables, and six-car garage. George was proud that he had purchased it at a bargain price in the midst of the Depression.

Ethel’s relationship with both parents was strained and distant. She was closer to her brothers and sisters, always in trouble with them and joining them in antagonism against Ann and George. As a youngster, Ethel was enrolled in Greenwich Academy, one of the leading Northeast day schools, where the girls wore uniforms and discipline was strict. She had no respect for authority, however, which may have enhanced her status with her classmates but completely dismayed her instructors. She was in trouble so often it was a wonder that she was not expelled.

The behavior of the other Skakel children was also troubling. Because George was a hunting enthusiast, there were always guns lying around in the Lake Avenue home. The Skakel boys would shoot the firearms from the windows of their cars, using the .45 caliber weapons to destroy mailboxes and streetlights.

Once old enough to drive, every Skakel child had his or her own automobile, which he or she drove at high speed; the Skakel boys, particularly Jim and George Jr., were such notorious drivers that most Greenwich mothers forbade their daughters to ride with them. Skakel cars were wrecked on a regular basis, and brand-new automobiles would be abandoned in ditches, ponds, and swimming pools. Ethel had a red convertible, which she often drove as recklessly as her brothers.

When Ethel was fifteen, she enrolled in the Convent of the Sacred Heart, Maplehurst, in the Bronx, New York. There, as at Greenwich Academy, Ethel excelled at sports but was a mediocre student. Despite her rowdy, trouble-making nature, she had always felt a strong emotional connection to God, and at Maplehurst she showed the greatest interest in religion classes. She embraced those studies with a zeal that made her mother proud. After graduating from the convent in the spring of 1945, she followed her older sister by enrolling in Manhattanville College in New York City in the fall.

At Manhattanville, Ethel’s best friend and roommate was the shy Jean Kennedy, next-to-last child in the large and wealthy Kennedy family. The first time Jean took Ethel home to Hyannis Port to visit her family, Ethel was immediately struck by how different the Kennedy lifestyle was from her own. She saw discipline; she saw order; she saw caring.

Early in their friendship, Jean introduced Ethel to her brother Bobby on a ski weekend, certain they would hit it off. However, Ethel was interested in the much more debonair Jack, who was also present during that particular vacation break. If Jack noticed her at all, though, he would probably have seen her as a skinny tomboy—the way most young men viewed her, which did not bother her in the least. She was always completely comfortable with who she was, or at least she appeared that way. With Ethel clearly interested in Jack, Bobby became attracted to Ethel’s sister Pat. Still, for the next two years, Bobby and Ethel dated occasionally.

After dating Pat—and a few others—Bobby finally turned to Ethel in a more serious manner. Friends would observe that the relationship seemed to lack romance, noting that Bobby and Ethel were more like close siblings than boyfriend and girlfriend, but after two years he proposed marriage.

At the time that Bobby proposed, Ethel was seriously considering becoming a nun. Her family’s spiritual zeal had always been clearly in evidence in the Skakel home when Ethel was growing up. Crucifixes and other religious objects hung on the walls; shelves in the large library were filled with Catholic books, some of them rare manuscripts. Her mother often played host to the most pious of nuns and priests. So zealously did mother and daughter proselytize that some of Ethel’s friends were actually forbidden by their parents to play at the Skakel home.

“How can I fight God?” Bobby asked his sister Jean when he learned that he was competing with the Lord for Ethel’s devotion. Ethel was unsure whether she wished to marry any man. She didn’t feel the passion for Bobby she had read about in the fan magazines and seen on the screen in movie theaters. Her friends from school shared with her stories about their romances, and even though they were Catholic girls, well aware of certain limitations in a relationship, their experiences may have seemed more intense, more romantic, more loving than Ethel had known in her time with Bobby—or with any man, for that matter. “She thought, ‘Maybe I’m just nor cut out to be married, to be anyone’s wife,’ ” recalled a friend of hers from Manhattanville. “She was confused, but back then we didn’t address such confusion as we would today. In our circle, you either got married, or you became a nun. Those were your choices.” In the end, Ethel opted for marriage to Bobby.

Once Bobby and Ethel became engaged, Ethel couldn’t wait to get out of Manhattanville. With her major in English and her minor in history, she was only an average student when she graduated in June 1949.

Soon afterward, a tray holding a wide variety of diamonds from which Ethel would choose arrived at the Skakel home, sent by Bobby (an unusually generous gesture for a member of the thrifty Kennedy clan). Ethel chose an exquisite, large-sized, marquis diamond. Unlike most grooms-to-be, Bobby was not with Ethel when she made her selection. (At least Ethel had the opportunity to select her own ring. Future father-in-law Joseph would select Jackie’s engagement ring, as well as Joan’s!)

Big Ann was delighted with her daughter’s decision to marry Bobby. She realized that Ethel’s marriage into the rich and famous Kennedy clan could raise the Skakels to the top of Catholic society. From the time the engagement was announced, Ann took charge of planning the various pre-wedding parties and other family gatherings. Ann sent out twelve hundred invitations, forcing employees at the small Greenwich post office into overtime work.

The day of the wedding started in typical madcap Skakel fashion. Years before, Big Ann had equipped her home with a beauty salon, believing that it would be cost-effective and convenient to have one in a household inhabited by so many females. The room was fully appointed with chairs, hair dryers, sinks, and an array of beauty products. On the day of the wedding, the bridesmaids had their hair and makeup done in the home salon by hairdressers brought in especially for the occasion. After their hair was perfectly coiffed, the young ladies went out on the grounds to mix with the male members of the bridal party, many of them Bobby’s hulking football-playing chums from Harvard. As unexpected high jinx got into full swing, several maidens ended up in the pool, their hairstyles ruined. “So typical of a Big Ann wedding,” one guest remarked to the press later.

On June 17, 1950, twenty-two-year-old Ethel Skakel stood in the rear of St. Mary’s Roman Catholic Church in Greenwich on the arm of her father, George Skakel, about to marry Bobby Kennedy and forever join the ranks of the elite Kennedy family. In this well-planned and tastefully executed affair, she would be the first woman since Rose to take a Kennedy husband. All of Ethel’s attendants wore white lace over taffeta dresses with wide-brimmed, eggshell-white hats delicately trimmed with pink and white flowers. Ethel looked lovely in a white satin wide-neck gown with pearl-embroidered lace overskirt. The same lace held her fingertip-length tulle veil. Around her neck she wore a tasteful single-strand pearl necklace. In her arms she held a bouquet of lilies, stephanotis, and lilies of the valley, matching the white peonies and lilies that decorated the church. Also waiting to make its entrance was the Skakel-Kennedy bridal party, filled with young and promising relatives and friends, including Ethel’s and Bobby’s siblings.

At the altar stood the handsome twenty-four-year-old groom, Bobby. Next to him was his best man, older brother John

As the two thousand guests, hundreds of whom were uninvited, crammed into the church, waiting for the ceremony to begin, the pipe-organ music began. In the pews, waiting amidst the gorgeous floral arrangements for the bride’s entrance, sat the well-heeled, well-known guests, including diplomats, politicians, entertainers, and socialites. The bridesmaids entered, followed by Ethel, who appeared to be an ethereal cloud of white in her beautiful wedding finery. It was a memorable ceremony.

“What I want for you is to have a life with Bobby as happy as the one I have had with his father,” Rose told Ethel afterward as she embraced her new daughter-in-law during the lavish reception at the Skakels’ Lake Avenue mansion. “Lots of children, Ethel. Have lots and lots of children. They’ll keep your marriage strong, as strong as mine.”

From the start, Ethel and Bobby were devoted to one another. Neither would ever seem to regret their decision to wed; the differences in their personalities meshed together to create what many of their peers considered to be the perfect couple. “The best thing I ever did was marry Ethel,” Bobby would later comment of the woman who was his partner, his supporter, his friend.

“Whatever they did, they put their whole hearts and souls into it,” observes Mary Francis “Sancy” Newman, a neighbor of the Kennedys in Hyannis Port. “They were ideal in that way and seemed to have the kind of marriage most people of that time wanted. You could see in the way they looked at one another that they adored each other.”

As she would later tell friends, Ethel was a virgin when she met Bobby—not a surprise, considering her strict Catholic upbringing and education. In fact, the word “sex” was never uttered in the Skakel home because Big Ann was so puritanical. Women weren’t even allowed to wear pants in the Lake Avenue home, because Big Ann found them amoral. Short tennis dresses were deemed acceptable for sports activities, but a woman had to change into something more appropriate as soon as she got off the court. Bobby later told friends that he didn’t know Ethel was a virgin until their wedding night, though he certainly must have suspected as much. He didn’t dare ask, and she wouldn’t think to tell him.

Years later, at a Hyannis Port luncheon with Jackie, Joan, Jean, Eunice, and some close friends, Ethel admitted that her wedding night had been “a disaster.” She said that her inexperience had been obvious, and that she had been intimidated by Bobby. “It was just terrible,” she said. “I think Bobby was finished before I got into the room… or at least that’s how it felt to me.”

Joan laughed. “Well, really, whose honeymoon has ever been anything but terrible?” she asked.

At that moment Rose walked into the room. Immediately, the women stopped talking. Discussing such matters in front of the family matriarch was considered inappropriate. Ethel instinctively put a hand over her mouth.

“Now, just what are you ladies talking about?” Rose asked.

“Oh, we were just saying how well Bobby sleeps at night,” Jackie said quickly.

“That he does, dear heart,” Rose said. “That he does,” Then she added, “He gets that from me, you know.”

After honeymooning in Hawaii and a drive back east in Par Kennedy’s convertible, which the newlyweds picked up in Los Angeles, Bobby went back to his final year of law studies at the University of Virginia in Charlottesville, while Ethel began her life as a Kennedy wife. The couple settled into a small one-and-a-half story colonial home—much simpler surroundings than Ethel was accustomed to, but it was an environment in which she seemed content. Ethel surrounded herself with friends who knew how to cook—because she didn’t—and domestics who knew how to clean—because she didn’t. “A girl has to have some help, after all,” Ethel explained to Rose, who was already harping on her daughter-in-law to cut back on her spending, a running theme throughout their relationship.

For the next year, Ethel focused her attention on getting to know her husband’s personality. He could be explosive at times but was for the most part gentle and retiring. She assisted him with his studies in any way she could and, as she would later recall, she set about “doing what newlyweds do, try to learn all you can about your spouse before the children come along and completely ruin any time you may have with him.”

On spring and summer weekends the couple would fly to Hyannis Port to be with Bobby’s parents and in fall and winter they flew to Palm Beach, Florida, for the same purpose. Ethel spent much time poring over books, encyclopedias, and almanacs, in an effort to learn as much as possible about every subject so that she could, as she put it, “keep up with those Kennedys.” Parlor games such as Twenty Questions were especially popular in the Kennedy household, and competitive Ethel wanted to be certain she was not embarrassed by all of those erudite Kennedy offspring.

Dorothy Tubridy, a friend of the family’s from Ireland, understood Ethel’s predicament. In an oral history for the Kennedy Library, she once recalled, “They all read the newspapers every day, and at dinnertime somebody might come out with a name, or something that happened that had been written about, and if you didn’t contribute to the conversation, you’d be immediately pounced on and asked why you haven’t read one of the twelve newspapers! It was frightening. I would feel so stupid if I couldn’t follow the conversation.”

In 1951, three years after Bobby had graduated from Harvard, he was admitted to the Massachusetts bar. He and Ethel departed for the Skakel estate in Greenwich to await the arrival of their first child, Kathleen (named after Bobby’s late sister), who was born on Independence Day.

“It was a difficult pregnancy,” recalls the Kennedy family nurse, Luella Hennessey, who tended to Ethel at Greenwich Hospital. “Ethel was depressed, upset. She was too small to have a baby as large as Kathleen, and it caused her to have certain female problems, very severe internal problems. [Her perineum was damaged during the birth.]

“She was embarrassed about it. She told me that none of the men in the family should ever know. For her to not have an easy pregnancy was a sort of defeat. She hated to be defeated. I don’t think Bobby ever really knew how much pain she was in, how she suffered. When he would walk into the hospital room, she would have a full face of makeup on and a smile on her face. Then when he would leave, she would absolutely collapse in tears. Already, she had that Kennedy stiff upper lip in a time of great stress.” Luella concluded that “Ethel was hand made for the Kennedy family.”

“I won’t be having any more children,” a choked-up Ethel told Luella as she held her newborn in her arms.

“Oh, yes you will, honey,” said the nurse, trying to comfort her. “You’ll forget the pain. All women do. I promise.”

“Oh no I won’t,” Ethel countered. “A smart woman would never forget this kind of pain.”

After the baby’s birth, Ethel and Bobby moved into one of the Skakel family guest houses, and in less than six months Ethel was pregnant again—just in time to start stumping for Jack’s senatorial campaign (of which Bobby was campaign manager) in Massachusetts. Though she was afraid of the pregnancy because of how difficult her first one had been, Ethel was expected to help campaign for Jack’s election through the summer of 1952, just as all of the Kennedy women did: Rose, Jean, Pat, and Eunice. “They expect a lot of you in this family,” she told one friend. “And I can’t let them see me as weak. That would be the worst thing possible.”

On September 24, Ethel gave birth to a boy, Joseph Patrick (Joseph after Bobby’s deceased brother). Two months later, in November, Jack won his senatorial campaign.

In January 1953, Ethel and Bobby moved their small family to Washington, D.C., where Bobby had just taken a job working for the Permanent Subcommittee on Investigations of the Senate Government Operations Committee, known as the McCarthy Committee for its chairman, Senator Joseph McCarthy of Wisconsin. Ethel found a modest four-bedroom home in Georgetown, which the couple would rent. While the surroundings in their new home weren’t opulent, Ethel couldn’t help but hire a staff of servants, who wore different color uniforms every day to work. It was a happy time for Ethel, Bobby, and their small family. Their life together was just beginning, and although they didn’t know it at the time, they would soon devote themselves to the most important of all family goals: getting a Kennedy elected to the White House.




Not One to Feel Sorry for Herself


On a blustery Sunday in January, three days after JFK’s inauguration, Bobby Kennedy was sitting behind blonde movie star Kim Novak, his arms crossed in front of her. After somebody gave them a shove, the toboggan on which they were sitting went sliding down a snow-covered hill. Kim squealed in delight as Ethel Kennedy, who was leaning against a nearby tree, watched with an unhappy expression on her face. She had heard rumors of an affair between her husband and Kim, and—from what she told friends—she didn’t believe the stories, yet found them troubling just the same.

Bobby had invited a group of friends, including Dave Hackett and Samuel Adams, chums from the Milton Academy he had attended as a youth, to Hickory Hill for a day of tobogganing. Four inches of snow remained on the ground from a recent blizzard, the air was cold and crisp, and Bobby was relaxing for the first time in a long while. Among the invitees was the actress Novak, who had been at the Sinatra party on the night of the inauguration.

Bobby and Kim walked back to the top of the hill, giggling and laughing all the way, before getting back on their toboggan.

“Bobby, don’t you want to play football?” Ethel hollered out at him.

“Not now, Ethel,” he answered, as he and Kim positioned themselves on the sled for another trip down the hill.

Ethel finally went back into the house alone.

About an hour later, Ethel’s assistant, Leah Mason, found her employer in the kitchen with Pat Kennedy Lawford. (The divorced Mason, who lived near Hickory Hill and now lives in Europe, would work for Ethel on and off for many years; she says that she was dismissed and rehired “at least a dozen times” over a ten-year period.) As soon as Leah walked into the room, Ethel snapped at her about something. She seemed upset. It was Leah’s feeling that the presence of Kim Novak in her home had made Ethel very uncomfortable.

“Don’t be mad, Ethie,” Pat said.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Ethel responded, as she put dishes into a cabinet. “Everything is fine. Bobby’s just having fun.”

Just then Ethel dropped a plate onto the floor. It shattered into pieces. “Oh, no! That was one of my mother’s best dishes.” Ethel crumpled into a chair. “And now it’s broken. Oh, my God.”

When he heard the dish break, Bobby and some of the other guests ran into the kitchen, to find Ethel sobbing. Bobby got on his knees in front of her and asked her to tell him what was wrong. Tearfully, Ethel said that she was distraught, that the campaign, the inauguration, and the many before- and after-parties had completely worn her down.

“I know,” Bobby said, patting her on the back softly. “I know.”

Ethel looked up at the ceiling. “Oh, dear Lord,” she said, as Bobby continued to comfort her. Then, after about five minutes, she composed herself, perhaps feeling self-conscious about her outburst. “Well, enough of that.” She stood up and began wiping away her tears. “I’m not one to sit here and feel sorry for myself. You know me, Bobby,” she added. “I have all the energy in the world.”

Bobby grinned at her as he got up off his knees. “That’s my Ethel,” he said to the others in the room. “Never one to let anything get her down.” Everyone agreed. Then, as Bobby, Leah, Pat, and the others left the room, Ethel hollered after them, “We’re going to have dinner soon… so don’t think you’re gonna be stayin’ out there too long.”



White House Infidelities

During the Camelot years, the Kennedys’ home and family were unlike most others. Because of their power, money, and influence, Jackie, Ethel, and Joan had different concerns and pressures from most young women. While family values were important to them, power, prestige, and money were also meaningful to Jackie and Ethel. Joan was much less interested in being powerful or famous.

Just by virtue of their prominence in society, the Kennedys and others of their class lived by different rules. In Washington and especially in its tony Georgetown section, they lived in a world in which one code of behavior applied to the middle class and another to the wealthy upper class. Infidelity was an accepted transgression if the players had wealth and status. Perhaps it was thought that these privileged philanderers were better equipped—just by virtue of their worldly experience—to handle emotional ambiguities than were everyday married couples living in the heartland.

“In the Kennedy world, infidelity wasn’t supposed to matter,” noted the prolific author Gore Vidal, who was obliquely related to Jackie through marriage (his mother had been married to Hugh Auchincloss before he married Jackie’s mother, Janet). “In the rest of the world, yes, heterosexuality, marriage, and children were—are—ideals. But the Kennedys moved in a world of money and power. Women who cared about money and power knew how to strike a balance between what they had and what they didn’t have. Someone like Joan Kennedy, I can understand why she never fit in. If she wasn’t interested in money and power, what was she doing in that family, anyway?”

Divorce was a complex matter in the fifties and sixties, especially among Irish-Catholics like the Kennedys. To say that it was “frowned upon” would be an understatement. It was unacceptable. “You just had to live with it,” is the way Joan once put it.

Some of the Secret Service agents who protected Jackie during her White House years recall a marriage that, at times, seemed ideal. “From the way it appeared on the outside, it seemed to be an excellent relationship,” says Anthony Sherman, who served two years on presidential detail, “I was with them a lot, and I saw what seemed like a genuine love there. I never heard any yelling or anger between them. I was with them many times where they had the children at the beach, or they would go to get ice cream at the local parlor in Hyannis Port, holding hands, being loving. I think that they were best together when they were with the children.”

President Kennedy’s risk-taking and infidelities have been well documented over the last three decades by everyone from mainstream journalists and academic historians to muckrakers and tabloid reporters. Even his friend and Kennedy loyalist Arthur Schlesinger now says, “His sexual waywardness does not constitute John Kennedy’s finest hour.” (He hastens to add, “But exaggeration is possible.”) As George Smathers put it, “I’ve shaken hands with eleven presidents in my lifetime, and the only two who were one hundred percent totally faithful to their wives were Harry Truman and Richard Nixon. Those were the only two. The rest, at some point or another, slipped.”

It would seem that once John F. Kennedy got into office, with an army of Secret Service men to protect his privacy, he more than just “slipped.” Joseph Paolella, an agent who worked at the White House from 1960 to 1964, recalls, “His womanizing was one of those things you didn’t talk about to anyone except other agents. You just accepted it as a part of the job.” Paolella notes that an important part of his job during the Kennedy administration was to prevent Jackie from stumbling upon the President’s indiscretions—not because she didn’t know about them but, rather, to save the couple from an embarrassing situation.

“Jackie was full of love, and full of hurt,” said Lindy Boggs, who succeeded her husband, Hale Boggs, as a Louisiana congresswoman. “When she really loved something, she gave herself completely. But I don’t think he could love anyone too deeply. They were two private people, two cocoons married to each other, trying to reach each other. I think she felt that since he was so much older than she was, that it was up to him to reach more than she did. But he couldn’t.”

Jackie was a smart woman who had made a choice to remain with an unfaithful husband. She was not only standing by her man, she was standing by her political party, her job as First Lady, her country, and, of course, her children. Try as she might to ignore it, though, her husband’s unfaithfulness had to hurt. Her cousin John Davis referred to it as “Jacqueline’s festering wound, one which remained for a lifetime.” Her longtime friend Joan Braden, the wife of columnist Tom Braden and a close friend of all of the Kennedys since having worked as an aide to Jack in the 1960 campaign, called it “the cross she didn’t have to, but chose to, bear.”

Even though she had decided to accept it, Jackie sometimes lashed out at Jack for his behavior, especially if he seemed to be flaunting his unfaithfulness. A source close to the Kennedy administration tells this story: One afternoon while taking inventory of White House furnishings, Jackie walked into the Lincoln Room, where Abraham Lincoln held many cabinet meetings and where his large bed was now kept. There she found her husband and a secretary—not in a compromising position, but suspiciously alone just the same. Jackie discreetly closed the door. When Jack emerged from the room, he found his wife’s clipboard on the floor, propped up against the opposite wall. On a blank page was written in Jackie’s handwriting two words: “See Me.”

Later, Jackie confronted Jack in an argument loud enough for some of the Kennedy staff to overhear, which was very uncharacteristic of the First Couple. Jack denied that anything inappropriate had transpired in the Lincoln Room and explained that he was merely showing it to a new secretary who had never seen it. Jackie, exasperated by his feeble excuse, demanded to know if he was “some [expletive deleted] little tour guide or the [expletive deleted] President of the United States.” It would seem that she could live with his unfaithfulness, but she could not accept it when he treated her as if she was completely naïve.

That same week, Jackie and George Smathers were dancing together at a White House gathering. “I know you and Jack get so tired of this sort of stuffy function,” Smathers recalls her saying to him. “I know that you’d much rather be sailing with Jack down the Potomac on The Honey Fitz with some pretty girls, like Marilyn [presumably Monroe].” When Smathers protested, Jackie said, “Oh, please, George. Don’t give me that. I’ve watched you guys too long. I know what’s going on, and I’m not fooled by any of it. When are you two going to grow up?”

George Smathers didn’t have an answer to her question.

“That’s what I thought,” Jackie said as she broke free of his hold.

Jackie, Ethel, and Joan each felt the sting of a cheating husband, and their shared experiences caused them to unite in a special sisterhood. Shortly after the incident in the Lincoln Room, Jackie hosted one of her small dinner parties at the White House. The sisters-in-law sat with their husbands, Jack, Bobby, and Ted, and a few other friends. After dinner in the White House dining room, beautifully refurbished in an American Federal motif, they adjourned to the Treaty Room for cigars, coffee, and liquor. Once used as a cabinet room by President Andrew Johnson, it had been transformed by Jackie into the Treaty Room, with Grant furniture and framed facsimiles of all the treaties that had been signed in it through the years. (Always with an eye toward history, she would ask Jack, when the time came, to sign the U.S.–Soviet Nuclear Test Ban Treaty in this room, which he did.) There was no personal covenant in the Treaty Room this evening, however, as a brief and heated exchange occurred between Ted and Joan. According to a witness who worked as a social secretary to Ethel at the time, all were eating their soufflé au chocolat when Ted and Joan began discussing a young secretary who worked for Ted. Joan hinted that she felt Ted was becoming “just a little too close” to the woman.
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