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This book is dedicated to all the presidents I’ve covered, who maintained their sense of humor in the best of times and the worst of times.

And, always, my beloved family.
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Introduction



The scene: the White House Correspondents Association annual dinner, April 2000.

Cuing up is the now famous “The Final Days” video detailing how President Clinton is spending his time in the waning days of office.

Cut to press secretary Joe Lockhart, who says, “With the vice president and the first lady out on the campaign trail, things aren’t as exciting as they used to be around here. In fact, it’s really starting to wind down.”

Cut to Clinton standing at the podium in the White House pressroom:

“There’s bipartisan support for it in Congress…and at least the principles I set out in my State of the Union. If they send me the bill in its present form, I will sign it. Okay, any questions? Helen? [Then a little desperately] Helen?”

Camera pans over to me sitting in my chair, my head back. I wake up, lift my head, and see the president standing there: “Are you still here?”

A dejected Clinton leaves the podium and the camera follows him out—and in the background you hear Frank Sinatra crooning “One More for the Road.”

 

Well, I’m still here. And, in a matter of speaking, so is Bill Clinton. But only one of us is still working at the White House.

And here it is 2001: I’ve covered eight chief executives so far, and now I’m breaking in a new one. For a while, Clinton was going to be the last, when I decided to hang up my daily news spurs with UPI in May 2000. But hey, someone has to show these people the ropes, and when Charles J. Lewis, Washington bureau chief for Hearst Newspapers, came calling with an offer to be a columnist, I gratefully said, Why not? After all those years of telling it like it is, now I can tell it how I want it to be. To put another point on it, I get to wake up every morning and say, “Who am I mad at today?”

I also got a call from Lisa Drew at Scribner, who made my book Front Row at the White House happen. She suggested I try another, this time a lighter look at all those presidents who have known me. When a friend of mine heard about the project, she said, “Gee, Helen, do you think these are very funny guys?”

“Well,” I said, “I told Lisa it might be a pretty thin book.”

 

Not only did I discover that on the whole, “these guys,” their families, and their staffs are indeed a pretty funny lot, but given that they were funny while they were in office, I think it could be described as its own genus of humor: humorata presidentis—maybe that’s what George W. Bush would call it. There also have been the poignant, the touching, and the sad moments in their lives, the kind that have given the public a human touchstone. Some things that have happened could just as well have happened to a member of your family, a neighbor, a coworker; we should remember that presidents are people, too. They just get to live rent-free for four or eight years, travel in their own aircraft, and have someone else pick up the dry cleaning.

Each president I’ve covered has also displayed his own kind of humor, from Kennedy’s wit to George W. Bush’s Middle English. Johnson had the down-home story and the stem-winder; Ford had dry observation and a pratfall or two; Reagan had the impeccable anecdote; Bush senior had his own way of “plain speaking” and a dislike for broccoli; Clinton had great timing and was smart enough to joke about how smart he is; Carter had his comebacks; and Nixon—well, I did say it was going to be a pretty thin book.

Humor is a saving grace in the White House. And if a president has a sense of humor—even better, wit—it goes a long way to lighten the atmosphere and to bring people together for a good laugh.

Of the presidents I covered in the White House, John F. Kennedy and Ronald Reagan were the best at deflecting the sometimes bitter acrimony associated with hard-driving politics and at easing the tension. Neither of these two presidents hesitated to use the weapon at their command that gave them an aura of being good-natured and still confident. They had on their side that the public liked—and sometimes adored—them.

But that didn’t mean they didn’t cuss out their tormentors and have a few choice profane words for those who crossed them. Even Kennedy had to admit at a news conference that he had said, “My father always used to say that businessmen were SOBs.” He said that after Roger Blough, president of U.S. Steel, had gone back on a promise not to raise steel prices.

For choice words that are not spoken in public, listen to the tapes of private conversations of Presidents Lyndon B. Johnson and Richard Nixon.

Self-deprecating humor has come into style in recent years with presidents. It is a surefire winner, especially before press audiences such as at the Gridiron Club, the White House Correspondents Association, and the Radio-Television Correspondents Association dinners. If the joke is on the president, all to the good.

It disarms his usual detractors and conveys a sense of good sportsmanship. In other words, anything for a laugh. But, hey, it works and warms up the crowd with a heavy dose of bonhomie.

How does the saying go? Laugh and the world laughs with you. Cry and you cry alone. In the years I covered the White House, there have probably been more somber, grim times to recall. But the humor has always been appreciated. We in the press have not been immune. We have often been the butt of a joke, probably not repeatable. Some, such as LBJ and Nixon, have called us names. President George W. Bush tags reporters with nicknames.

In his wonderful book Humor and the Presidency, Gerald Ford noted there are two ways to become an authority on humor: “The first way is to become one of the perpetrators. You know them: comedians, satirists, cartoonists, and impersonators. The second way to gain such credentials is to be the victim of their merciless talents. As such a victim, I take a back seat to no one as far as humor is concerned.”

In the foreword to Humor and the Presidency, Edward Bennett Williams wrote: “Humor is indispensable to democracy. It is the ingredient lacking in all the dictatorships in what seems to be an increasingly authoritarian world. It is the element that permits us to laugh at ourselves and with each other, whether we be political friends or foes.”

I couldn’t agree more.

 

When I started to look back, remember, and check my files for this book, I was struck by the sheer number of remembrances, anecdotes, news conferences, press briefings, and by the other millions or so words uttered by presidents, first ladies, aides—and the accompanying media accounts—which made for some lively reading. I was also prompted to include events that touched the nation, made us shed a tear, left us breathless or just bewildered. I also recalled events that reminded me of the awesome power and responsibility of the presidency and the personal strength and public travails of some chief executives.

As for September 11, 2001—we look back on September 10 as the end of the good old days, when we were carefree and confident, and we thought we were going to live happily ever after. But our world, and everyone else’s, has changed, and we may never return to the America we once knew with our essential liberties intact.

I hope we encounter this brave new world with courage and a fierce intention to keep our freedoms and not lose them all in the name of national security. Benjamin Franklin said if we give up our essential freedoms for some security, we are in danger of losing both.

And when all is said and done, let’s hope there will be happy times again, more smiles and more laughter in the twenty-first century.

Helping me put it together was a great network of ex-colleagues at United Press International who shared coverage duties with me at the White House and across the country. They all combed their files and their memories (some didn’t have to worry about their hair) and sent me a number of stories for inclusion. I thank them all for their generosity and I’ve named names. I hope I’ve done right by them.

So, let’s settle back and enjoy. After all, as Samuel Butler remarked, “Man is the only animal with a sense of humor—and a state legislature.”

I am often told how lucky I have been to see history in the making in the White House and to observe our leaders in their triumphs and defeats. All I can say is “Thanks for the memories, Mr. President.”








John F. Kennedy



John F. Kennedy was the first president I covered nonstop. He was chummier with the press than any other I have covered because, I think, he was one of us: the first president born in the twentieth century. He knew about our deadlines, our problems, our policies, and our shenanigans. He also knew that reporters satirized members of the handsome Kennedy clan at every opportunity. He was a convenient target with his youthful looks, his accent, his hair, and that finger-jabbing he would do when answering questions. But he took it all in stride and sometimes even enjoyed it. In an interview with college students for Medill News Service in 2001, I said Lyndon B. Johnson was my favorite president to cover but JFK was the president I liked best because of his vision—launching the Peace Corps and promising to put a man on the moon. As I told the students, “Great presidents set great goals for mankind.”

 

As Kennedy rode in an open car through several Massachusetts towns during the 1960 campaign, Catholic nuns would turn out in droves, lining the streets and hailing the candidate. An aide asked Kennedy if he thought the priests would vote for him. “I don’t know,” he said, “but I’m sure the nuns will.”

 

Two of Kennedy’s most formidable opponents in the Democratic primaries were fellow senators, Stuart Symington of Missouri and Senate Majority Leader Lyndon B. Johnson of Texas, who was particularly formidable, given his long legislative service and his huge ambition. Of his two opponents, Kennedy liked to relate the following story:

“I dreamed about the 1960 campaign last night, and I told Stuart Symington and Lyndon Johnson about it in the [Senate] cloakroom yesterday. I told them how the Lord came into my bedroom, anointed my head, and said, ‘John Kennedy, I hereby anoint you president of the United States.’ Stu Symington said, ‘That’s strange, Jack, because I, too, had a similar dream last night, in which the Lord anointed me and declared me president of the United States.’ And Lyndon Johnson said, ‘That’s very interesting, gentlemen, because I, too, had a similar dream last night—and I don’t remember anointing either one of you.’”

 

Kennedy’s religion was a key campaign issue, but he was able to use humor here as well, in his disarming way. “The reporters are constantly asking me my views of the pope’s infallibility,” he said. “And so I asked my friend Cardinal Spellman what I should say when reporters ask me whether I feel the pope is infallible. And Cardinal Spellman said, ‘I don’t know what to tell you, Senator. All I know is that he keeps calling me Spillman.’”

 

In a speech before the Women’s National Press Club, Arthur Larson, former director of the U.S. Information Agency under Eisenhower, suggested that Senator Kennedy switch his party allegiance and become a “new” Republican. This was Mr. Kennedy’s reply: “One temptation to accept Mr. Larson’s invitation to become a ‘new’ Republican is the fact that I would be the first senator in either party to do so.”

 

One thing that struck a chord with the public was not only Jackie Kennedy’s sense of style but JFK’s sartorial flair. But that dress-for-success look was put to the test on the campaign trail one night in Houston when Kennedy was to speak to a group of Presbyterian ministers. In his book Johnny, We Hardly Knew Ye, Kenneth O’Donnell recalled Kennedy calling for Dave Powers, who saw to all things for the candidate. It seemed Powers was about to make JFK commit a fashion faux pas because Powers had only packed brown shoes. Kennedy asked O’Donnell if he had any black shoes he could borrow, and O’Donnell said he had no extra black shoes.

“Well, it’s too late now,” Kennedy muttered. “I ought to send Powers back to Charlestown on this one.”

So Kennedy donned the brown shoes and headed for the elevator with his aides. Holding the door was Powers, trying to act as if nothing had happened. JFK stared at Powers, then looked down at his blue suit and brown shoes and looked at Powers again. As the elevator descended, Powers stared off into space.

“Dave, do you notice anything out of place in my attire?” Kennedy asked.

Powers cleared his throat nervously and said, “Are those brown shoes?”

“Yes,” said Kennedy. “These are brown shoes. Brown shoes with a dark blue suit. Thanks very much, Dave.”

“Well, Senator,” said Powers, “they won’t see your shoes on television. Besides, you know most the men in this country wear brown shoes. Do you realize tonight, by wearing these shoes, you’ll be sewing up the brown-shoe voters?”

Kennedy laughed and went off to face the ministers.

 

Kennedy’s campaign motorcades always drew crowds, and in those crowds were throngs of young women hardly able to contain their enthusiasm for the candidate. The traveling press had nicknames for all of them: the squealers, the jumpers, the runners, the leapers, and the criers.

 

As for presidential news conferences, in my experience JFK and Bill Clinton would probably rank at the top when it comes to quick wit and ready repartee. JFK actually seemed to enjoy sparring with members of the press. We got the first inklings of what we would be in for at the White House during the 1960 presidential campaign. Just as candidates do now, he spoke at innumerable fund-raising dinners, and one October night, in Green Bay, Wisconsin, he told the crowd, “Ladies and gentlemen, I was warned to be out in plenty of time to permit those who are going to the Green Bay Packers game to leave. I don’t mind running against Mr. Nixon, but I have the good sense not to run against the Green Bay Packers.”

 

One of the more popular stories that circulated during the 1960 campaign was when Kennedy visited a mine in West Virginia.

“Is it true you’re the son of one of our wealthiest men?” asked one of the miners.

Kennedy admitted that this was true.

“Is it true you’ve never wanted for anything and had everything you wanted?”

“I guess so,” said Kennedy.

“Is it true you’ve never done a day’s work with your hands all your life?”

At this Kennedy nodded.

“Well, let me tell you this,” said the miner. “You haven’t missed a thing.”

 

At another speech in New York City, Kennedy commented on the debt the Democratic Party was accumulating with the campaign: “I have been informed that with this dinner I am now responsible as the leader of the Democratic Party for a debt of over one million dollars. I don’t know—they spend it like they were sure we were going to win.”

 

The Republicans used Kennedy’s lack of experience as an issue in the 1960 presidential campaign. At a speech in Minneapolis a month before the election, Kennedy told the crowd, “Ladies and gentlemen, the outstanding news story of this week was not the events of the United Nations or even the presidential campaign. It was the story coming out of my own city of Boston that Ted Williams of the Boston Red Sox had retired from baseball. It seems that at forty-two he was too old. It shows that perhaps experience isn’t enough.”

 

Religion was a big issue in the Kennedy-Nixon race, and the future president handled the question delicately but forcefully.

During the 1960 primary campaign in Morgantown, West Virginia, he decided to meet the religious issue head-on, and after speaking of the need for change in government, he told a street crowd, “Nobody asked me if I was a Catholic when I joined the United States Navy.”

He went on in a passionate vein and asked if 40 million Americans lost their right to run for the presidency on the day when they were baptized as Catholics.

“That wasn’t the country my brother died for in Europe,” he said. “And nobody asked my brother if he was a Catholic or a Protestant before he climbed into an American bomber plane to fly his last mission.”

 

At an appearance before a meeting of Presbyterian ministers in Houston, Kennedy told them, “Because I am a Catholic and no Catholic has ever been elected president, the real issues in this campaign have been obscured. So it is apparently necessary for me to state again not what kind of church I believe in, for that should be important only to me, but what kind of America I believe in. I believe in an America where the separation of the church and state is absolute, where no Catholic prelate would tell the president how to act and no Presbyterian minister would tell his parishioners for whom to vote…where no man is denied public office merely because his religion differs from the president who might appoint him or the people who might elect him.”

 

JFK knew his poetry. On the campaign trail in 1960 he ended a speech at New York University quoting his favorite poet, Robert Frost, saying, “But I have promises to keep…and miles to go before I sleep…and miles to go before I sleep.”

He paused and then added: “And now I go to Brooklyn.”

 

My boss in the White House bureau at UPI when I first started was the great Merriman Smith. Smitty, as he was known, was one of the most tenacious, fearless reporters I’d ever worked with, his prodigious output of stories matched only by that of his AP counterpart, my husband, Douglas Cornell. On election night in 1960, Smitty was dispatched to Massachusetts, and upon seeing him, Kennedy remarked, “Does this mean I’ve won?”

 

Elected at the age of forty-three, Kennedy was often asked what he would do when he left the White House since he would be younger than most of his predecessors. His reply: “I’ll be too young to write my memoirs and too old to start a new career.”

 

Kennedy always went out of his way to recognize Johnson’s sensitivity and not to ruffle his feelings, although his brother Bobby detested LBJ and vice versa. In Johnny, We Hardly Knew Ye, Kenneth O’Donnell and Dave Powers recalled that on election night in 1960, Johnson phoned from his ranch to say Texas was very close, but safe, and also told Kennedy, “I see we won in Pennsylvania, but what happened to you in Ohio?”

 

Kennedy definitely wanted his brother Bobby to be in the cabinet as attorney general, but there was the question of nepotism. It was humorously considered that Kennedy would come out on his porch in fashionable Georgetown in the dead of night and whisper, “It’s Bobby.” When the announcement occurred during the Christmas season, Bobby flew to Palm Beach, Florida, to join his family. We reporters also went to the West Palm Beach airport, and when Ethel Kennedy saw her husband, Bobby, at the top of the stairs, she flashed a big smile and shouted, “We did it.”

There was less criticism than expected.

 

At a press conference in Anchorage, Alaska, in September 1960, a reporter asked, “Senator, you were promised [a] military intelligence briefing from the president. Have you received that?”

“Yes,” said Kennedy, “I talked on Thursday morning to General Wheeler from the Defense Department.”

“What was his first name?” the reporter asked.

“He didn’t brief me on that,” said Kennedy.

 

Early in his term, a reporter asked Kennedy, “If you had to do it over again, would you work for the presidency and would you recommend the job to others?”

“Well,” said JFK, “the answer to the first is yes, and the answer to the second is no. I don’t recommend it to others, at least not for a while.”

 

Kennedy’s news conferences always had a good deal of back-and-forth; he enjoyed bantering with the press. I remember the venerable May Craig got up and, in her combined Southern-and-Maine twang, asked Kennedy what he had done for women lately. “Well, obviously, Mrs. Craig,” he said, “not enough.”

 

At his meeting with Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev in Vienna, the president noticed a medal on Khrushchev’s chest and asked what it was. Khrushchev replied that it was the Lenin Peace Prize.

“I hope you keep it,” Kennedy commented.

*  *  *

So many times I heard Kennedy say the Chinese proverb “A journey of a thousand miles begins with the first step.”

In his meeting with Khrushchev, the Soviet leader also commented, “You seem to know the Chinese well.”

To which Kennedy responded prophetically, “We may both get to know them better.”

 

Jackie Kennedy, however, was a whole other matter when it came to coverage. At thirty-one, she didn’t seem too enthusiastic about the nonstop coverage, and as a mother of two small children, she was fiercely protective of their privacy. In early 1960, someone asked her where she thought the Democratic National Convention should be held. “Acapulco,” she replied.

 

On the campaign trail, coverage of Jackie’s clothes, hairstyle, and fashion sense netted quite a bit of attention. At one point, rather annoyed, she told Nan Robertson of the New York Times that if all the reports about her spending habits were true, “I’d be wearing sable underwear.”

 

In March 1961, Congress honored the poet Robert Frost, presenting him with a Congressional Medal recognizing his achievements and contributions to American letters. At the White House ceremony to present Frost with the medal, Kennedy noted that perhaps Frost was disappointed because not only had the vote been a noncontroversial issue, it had been unanimous: “It’s the only thing they’ve been able to agree on for a long time.”

 

In The Wit and Wisdom of John F. Kennedy, edited by Alex Ayres, it was noted that the Kennedys hosted many dinners for artists at the White House.

“It’s become a sort of eating place for artists,” Kennedy was heard to say. “But they never ask us out.”

*  *  *

At a White House dinner honoring Nobel Prize winners, among the guests was theoretical chemist and Nobel winner Linus Pauling, who had spent the day picketing the White House in a ban-the-bomb protest. After the demonstration, Pauling went to his hotel, changed into a tuxedo, and returned to the White House for dinner, whereupon Kennedy greeted him with an appropriate sally: “I’m glad you decided to come inside to dinner.”

 

Jacqueline Kennedy was an extremely shy and private person but the public loved her, and she became renowned for her glamour and sense of mystique. She could also be tough. Once when a naval aide annoyed her, she told him in no uncertain terms, “Shape up or ship out.”

 

In Columbus, Ohio, in 1961, Kennedy said, “I do not want it said of our generation what T. S. Eliot wrote in ‘The Rock’: ‘And the wind will say these were decent people. Their only monument an asphalt road and a thousand lost golf balls.’

“We can do better than that.”

 

Long before women were admitted to the National Press Club, there was the Women’s National Press Club, and we staged a show every year, lampooning the high and the mighty with song and dance. In December 1961, I got to portray Jackie in a song written by Sidney Schwartz and Gwen Gibson that went:



If I want to fly away

Without taking JFK

That’s me, Jackie.




If I’m fond of French champagne

If I’d rather not campaign

That’s me, Jackie.




If I want to give a ball

For just me and Charles de Gaulle

I have absolutely all the gall

I need…




If I like to water-ski

And I want my private sea

Don’t look askance,

With half the chance,

You’d be like me, Jackie.




Si je suis très débonnaire

Or wear sable underwear

That’s me—Jackie.




If I like to live in style

On my own Aegean isle

That’s me, Jackie.




If I use Mount Vernon’s lawn

For amusing Ayub Khan

And we choose to dance till dawn

Then c’est la vie.




If I rewrite history

Name the White House “Chez Jackie,”

Am I to blame?

You’d do the same

If you were me—Jackie.





Pierre Salinger, JFK’s hardworking press secretary, was used to getting strange calls at strange hours from reporters and recalled, “Helen Thomas of UPI woke me out of a sound sleep one morning at three o’clock. ‘I wouldn’t call you at an ungodly hour like this, Pierre, if it weren’t important. But we have a report that one of Caroline’s hamsters has died. Would you check it out for me?’

“I exploded. ‘Who would you like me to call, Helen? Caroline? Mrs. Kennedy? The president himself?’ I fell back into bed without waiting for her answer.

“Later that morning, I found out that Helen was correct. One of Caroline’s hamsters had, indeed, crawled into the president’s bathtub and drowned.”

 

In 1961 women reporters in Washington were waging an uphill battle to be allowed to cover major speeches by local and visiting dignitaries at the all-male National Press Club. Women were allowed to listen to the newsmakers but were not permitted to eat there and had to sit in the balcony, watching their male counterparts dine in comfort below. As president of the Women’s National Press Club, I had sent cables to a number of heads of state, including Nikita Khrushchev, urging them to speak at our club instead of the National Press Club, on grounds that we provided a balanced and integrated audience.

Venezuela’s President Rómulo Betancourt had also been apprised of the matter, but he spoke at the National Press Club anyway, then went to the White House for a meeting with JFK. When the meeting ended, JFK escorted his guest through the lobby of the West Wing. A number of reporters stopped the two and asked for a comment.

“I just told the National Press Club that I felt it might be a good idea to permit women correspondents to join their club activities,” Betancourt said.

“There’s one of your revolutionaries right over there,” said Kennedy, pointing to me. “Here she is trying to bring her own revolt into the White House.”

Over the laughter, I told Betancourt, “We forgive you, officially.”

“But not personally,” said Kennedy.

*  *  *

The “space race” with the Soviet Union hit a high note in the spring of 1961, when astronaut Alan Shephard Jr. made the first successful space flight for the Americans. In a ceremony honoring him, Kennedy’s laudatory remarks were to the point, as were his words on what might have happened if the test had not gone as planned:

“We have with us today the nation’s number one television performer, who I think on last Friday morning secured the largest rating of any morning show in recent history. And I think it does credit to him that he is associated with such a distinguished group of Americans whom we are all glad to honor today—his companions in the flight to outer space—so I think I’ll give them all a hand. They are the tanned and healthy ones—the rest are Washington employees.

“I also want to pay a particular tribute to some of the people who worked in this flight: Robert Gilruth, who was director of the Space Task Force Group at Langley Field; Walter Williams, the operations director of Project Mercury; the NASA deputy administrator, Dr. Hugh Dryden; Lieutenant Colonel John Glenn Jr.; and of course, Jim Webb, who is head of NASA.

“Most of these names are unfamiliar. If the flight had not been an overwhelming success, these names would be very familiar to everyone.”

 

At his first Gridiron dinner as president in the spring of 1961, Kennedy decided to respond to reports about his brother Bobby’s relative inexperience, given his appointment as attorney general.

“Bobby has just received his law degree,” JFK told the crowd, “and we thought he should have some experience before he goes into private practice.”

 

I’ve said time and time again that no president has ever liked the press, and these days I still stand by that assessment. But each one in his own way has recognized the necessity of the job of covering the White House. While Kennedy said of the nation’s newspapers after he was in office—and after the press began covering him seven days a week, twenty-four hours a day—“I’m reading more and enjoying it less,” he did pay tribute to those in the press corps and the value of the media at large when he spoke to the American Society of Newspaper Editors in April 1961:

“I appreciate very much your generous invitation to be here tonight.

“You bear heavy responsibilities these days, and an article I read some time ago reminded me of how particularly heavy the burdens of present-day events bear upon your profession.

“You may remember that in 1851, the New York Herald Tribune, under the sponsorship of Horace Greeley, included as its London correspondent an obscure journalist by the name of Karl Marx.

“We are told that the foreign correspondent, Marx, stone broke and with a family ill and undernourished, constantly appealed to Greeley and managing editor Charles Dana for an increase in his munificent salary of five dollars per installment, a salary which he and Engels labeled as ‘the lousiest petty bourgeois cheating.’

“But when all his financial appeals were refused, Marx looked around for other means of livelihood and fame and eventually terminated his relationship with the Tribune and devoted his talents full-time to the cause that would bequeath to the world the seeds of Leninism, Stalinism, revolution, and the Cold War.

“If only this capitalistic New York newspaper would have treated him more kindly, if only Marx had remained a foreign correspondent, history might have been different, and I hope all publishers will bear this lesson in mind the next time they receive a poverty-stricken appeal for a small increase in the expense account from an obscure newspaperman.

“I have selected as the title of my remarks tonight ‘The President and the Press.’ Some may suggest that this would be more naturally worded ‘The President vs. the Press,’ but those are not my sentiments tonight.

“It is true, however, that when a well-known diplomat from another country demanded recently that our State Department repudiate certain newspaper attacks on his colleague, it was necessary for us to reply that this administration was not responsible for the press, for the press had already made it clear that it was not responsible for this administration.

“If in the last few months your White House reporters and photographers have been attending church services with regularity, that has surely done them no harm.

“On the other hand, I realize that your staff and wire service photographers may be complaining that they do not enjoy the same green privileges at the local golf courses which they once did. It is true that my predecessor did not object as I do to pictures of one’s golfing skill in action. But neither, on the other hand, did he ever bean a Secret Service man.”

 

UPI held a dinner for Kennedy on June 9, 1961. In his speech, he noted that he had worked for a time for International News Service, the I that got attached to United Press when the two companies merged. “I used to work for INS for a short time,” he said, “although I never have been able to figure out whether UP belongs to INS or INS belongs to UP.”

Then he noted the omnipresence of Smitty at the White House, saying, “I want to say that I come here not as a stranger, because I have had in my first months in office the close observation of Mr. Merriman Smith, who carried other presidents through difficult periods before, and who is regarded as one of the leading presidential collectors of our time.”

 

The Kennedys were returning from a trip to Hyannis Port one weekend, and Joseph P. Kennedy had given Jackie a German shepherd puppy that she named Clipper. The press corps sent a note to the family quarters in the front of the plane and asked her what she planned on feeding the newest addition to the Kennedy pets. She wrote back, “Reporters.”

 

Her children, however, were a source of delight—when we were able to see and talk to them. One day, we spotted Caroline, then three, wandering around. “Where’s your daddy?” someone asked her. She replied, “He’s upstairs with his shoes and socks off, doing nothing.”

 

“Helen would be a nice girl if she’d ever get rid of that pad and pencil,” Kennedy told Salinger in the early days of the administration. On one occasion, Salinger called reporters and photographers to the Oval Office for a picture-taking session.

I was the only member of the writing press in the lobby at the time, so off I went, the lone “pad and pencil” reporter amid all the cameramen.

Kennedy looked up, assessed those assembled, and said, “Well, if it isn’t Miss Thomas of the Universal Press.”

 

I usually drew press duty on Sundays with Kennedy, which meant accompanying him to church. He would take Communion in private and seemed a bit embarrassed about being observed as a devout, practicing Catholic, feeling no doubt a spiritual display was not his style.

One day the press filed into the Oval Office for a picture-taking session, and Kennedy asked me whether I was going on his upcoming trip to New York.

“No, Mr. President,” I said, “I only go to church with you.”

A few days later, I was standing behind the rope, doing the usual press checkout, and as he boarded the helicopter, he spotted me and grinned. “You get all the good trips,” he said.

*  *  *

Following Jackie to church was another story. She had dubbed me and Fran Lewine of Associated Press “the harpies” and was constantly complaining that we wouldn’t leave her alone. One day she summoned the Secret Service agents and told them “two strange-looking Spanish women” were following her.

 

I was constantly amazed by Kennedy’s grasp. In the middle of a hectic schedule he would notice some minute detail and find humor in it. Just before Jackie had received her $7,000 Somali leopard coat from Emperor Haile Selassie, I had bought a fake leopard number of my own, on sale for $40. One chilly autumn day, I wore my bargain coat to cover Kennedy’s helicopter arrival on the Ellipse. I was standing amid a number of reporters, photographers, aides, and tourists when he stepped off the chopper, spotted me, and yelled over the crowd, “Everybody’s wearing leopard these days!”

 

On St. Patrick’s Day in 1962, the White House hosted a party for a number of friends and family members. I walked up to JFK and he started talking about Caroline, noting that she had thought up the name Leprechaun for her new pony, given to her by Ireland’s President Eamon de Valera.

“It’s a great day for the Irish,” I said.

“So what are you doing here?” he quipped.

 

In 1962 I covered Kennedy’s working luncheon with German Chancellor Konrad Adenauer. In a toast, the chancellor said his visit had been beneficial “although we know these communiqués are written in advance.”

After the meeting, Kennedy escorted Adenauer to his limousine and I asked Kennedy about the meeting. “You’ll be getting a communiqué from me,” he said.

“Is that the one you wrote before he came?” I asked.

*  *  *

Al Neuharth, the man who delivered USA Today to the nation, has had a long and illustrious career in the newspaper business. He now lives near Cape Canaveral, Florida, and told a story that he gleaned from the astronauts in training at the Cape. It seems that in 1961, Kennedy invited the astronauts of his era to a White House dinner in their honor.

During the conversation, JFK asked them, “Do you think we can land on the moon?”

Not wanting to say anything was impossible to the president of the United States, the astronauts told Kennedy, “Absolutely” and “Yeah, sure—you bet.”

When they left the White House, the astronauts turned to each other and said, “Is this guy nuts? Is he crazy?”

Within a year Kennedy announced in a speech to the United Nations that the United States had a goal of putting men on the moon in a decade. He didn’t live to see it. But Lyndon B. Johnson kept the vision alive with the necessary funding, and Neil Armstrong landed on the moon in July 1969. He was officially greeted by President Nixon on a ship in the Pacific. And what president’s name did the astronauts put on the moon? “President Richard M. Nixon.” Such is fate.

 

In 1961, according to Wit and Wisdom, after Kennedy blocked the steel price hike, a gloomy businessman came to call, and he was reassured by an upbeat president.

“Things look great,” Kennedy told his caller. “Why, if I weren’t president, I’d be buying stock.”

“If you weren’t president, so would I,” the businessman replied.

 

I became the first woman to close a presidential news conference, but looking back, I think my first attempt was without much aplomb. Merriman Smith, who traditionally closed them with his loud “Thank you, Mr. President,” was out of town. I closely watched the clock during the session, and at what I thought was the appropriate time, I stood up and said my line—“Thank you, Mr. President”—but got drowned out by a chorus of newsmen still seeking recognition. It was a terrifying moment. I waited a bit longer until Kennedy was struggling with the answer to a complicated question and shouted, “Thank you, Mr. President!”

Kennedy looked over and said, “Thank you, Helen.”

 

After another news conference I spotted Kennedy standing at a side entrance to the White House, puffing on a cigar and looking pretty satisfied with himself.

“Boy, you really handled that one,” I said, and added I was quite impressed with how he had reeled off some esoteric statistics about the number of gallons of molasses that went into daily Cuban sugar production.

Kennedy laughed and said, “Someone came in and gave me the figures a few hours before the conference.”

 

It may be hard to believe in these post–Cold War times that the Cuban missile crisis nearly brought the United States to war with the Soviet Union. Kennedy agonized over whether to launch a surprise, preemptive strike to destroy the Soviet missiles that had been deployed on the island nation, ninety miles from Florida, or to impose a naval blockade and hope the threat of an invasion would deter the Russians.

As the world held its breath in the autumn of 1962, Kennedy huddled nonstop with his advisers. In one meeting, Air Force Chief of Staff General Curtis LeMay told Kennedy, “You’re in a pretty bad fix, Mr. President.”

“What did you say?” said Kennedy.

LeMay repeated his remark, and Kennedy coolly replied, “Well, maybe you haven’t noticed—you’re in it with me.”

*  *  *

The White House press corps was so hungry for news during those cold October days when everyone in Washington waited for the other shoe to drop. One afternoon, Kennedy strolled out of the Cabinet Room and Merriman Smith asked him how things were going. “It’s been an interesting day,” the president replied. Reporters ran to the telephones with that noncommittal remark. It was the lead of the day—even though no one knew what it meant. After all was said and done, I thought about another of JFK’s favorite phrases, one I’d heard him say often: “Victory has a thousand fathers; defeat is an orphan.”

 

When he was campaigning for the presidency in 1964, LBJ shared his recollection of the Cuban missile crisis at many a campaign stop. He would tell the crowds: “I sat in the Cabinet Room for thirty-seven meetings during the Cuban missile crisis. I saw Mr. Khrushchev bring his missiles into Cuba, ninety miles from our shores, and point them in our direction. I saw Mr. Kennedy bring in all the men with the stars on their shoulders and the gold braid on their uniforms. I never knew a single morning when I left home that I would see my wife and daughters again that night. It looked like it was just about the time, the clock was ticking. And Mr. Kennedy and Mr. Khrushchev were staring at each other eyeball to eyeball, with the knives at each other’s sides.

“But I am proud to tell you we were careful and cautious, and deliberate and sober, and sound—and the coolest man in that room was John Fitzgerald Kennedy, your president.”

 

What was going on inside the White House was wild enough, but an incident was going on outside that I suppose could only happen in America. The Adventures of Rocky and Bullwinkle was airing at the time. Not only children but adults enjoyed this one-of-a-kind program for its sophisticated yet wacky treatment of the Cold War, as Rocky and Bullwinkle periodically tangled with agents Boris Badenov and Natasha Fatale. One of the show’s creators, Jay Ward, had an irrepressible sense of humor, and a handful of the cartoons dealt with a small island called Moosylvania. Ward had actually bought a small island on a lake in Minnesota, which he named Moosylvania, and then set up a petition drive and nationwide tour to give Moosylvania statehood—“the Only State in the Union with an Entirely Non-Resident Population.”

In a PBS interview for the documentary Of Moose and Men, Howard Brand, the publicist for the cartoon show, described one series of incredible events:

“We got this van, this poor van with this calliope that played circus music, and we took off cross-country and we visited fifty, sixty cities…. It culminated when we got to Washington, D.C., and Jay had this huge list of names—signatures—for statehood for Moosylvania. And we got into the van, and we were accompanied by Pat Humphrey, who was Hubert Humphrey’s daughter-in-law, and who was the NBC representative. Jay was driving the van. She was next to him and I was sitting in the back—hiding in the back is more like it—and we got to the White House gate, and the [entrance guard] said, ‘What are you doing?…Turn off that music!’

“And Jay said, ‘We’re here to see President Kennedy. We want statehood for Moosylvania.’

“And the guy said, ‘Turn around and get out of here!’

“And Jay said, ‘You know, you could be civil. I mean—’

“I said, ‘Jay, turn around!’

“‘No,’ said Jay. ‘I don’t like his attitude.’

“Of course the guy then started to unbuckle his revolver. And I panicked. ‘Jay, let’s get out of here!’

“‘Well, I will, but I mean the man is absolutely rude,’ said Jay. And we turned around and left.”

That afternoon, Brand took the photographs that were taken of us by the White House and went to the [Associated Press] office.

“Look,” he told them, “we tried to get into the White House and they wouldn’t let us! I thought Kennedy had a sense of humor.”

One of the reporters took him aside and said, “Come over here, let me show you something.”

“And he took me over,” said Brand, “and showed me the photographs of the Russian ships with the missiles going toward Cuba…. We had arrived at the White House on the day of the Cuban missile crisis.

“So nobody paid any attention to us, even though we were very funny.

“That ended the tour, and we drove back home. Never did get statehood for Moosylvania, either.”

 

During his campaign, JFK had pledged to get America moving again. At a press conference in July 1963, a reporter asked him, “Do you think it is moving? And if so, where? The reason I ask you this question, Mr. President, is that the Republican National Committee recently adopted a resolution saying you are pretty much a failure.”

“I’m sure it was passed unanimously,” Kennedy responded.

 

For grace and style, I witnessed Kennedy at his best when civil rights leader Martin Luther King came to the White House for a reception soon after he had delivered his famous “I have a dream” speech at the Lincoln Memorial on August 28, 1963.

As King went through the receiving line, Kennedy shook his hand and with a big smile said, “I have a dream.”

 

The Kennedys’ trip to Paris is notable for JFK’s often-remembered remark: “I’m the man who accompanied Jacqueline Kennedy to Paris.”

*  *  *

Wit and Wisdom recounts another remark when JFK posed for pictures with his host, President Charles de Gaulle. The French president dismissed the photographers with a flick of a finger.

“Don’t you wish you could dismiss photographers like that?” a reporter asked Kennedy.

“You must remember,” said Kennedy, “I was not recalled to office as my country’s savior.”

 

In March 1963, White House reporters were getting a bit annoyed at some of the news management in play. One of the sillier moments occurred when Al Spivak of UPI and another reporter smelled smoke. They asked what was going on and were told a fire extinguisher had been carried “in one hell of a hurry” from the lobby to the “off-limits-to-newsmen” office area.

White House aide Malcolm Kilduff treated the matter rather lightly, telling Al that it was nothing more than someone forgetting to open the damper in the president’s fireplace and then lighting a fire. “He denied up and down—to me but not to the AP—that any fire extinguisher had been brought in,” said a memo Al later wrote recounting the event. “I took him at his word and found out this morning he had misled me about the fire extinguisher. I also was somewhat miffed at his sneering attitude about, ‘Are you guys so hard up you can’t find anything else to write about?’ so I penned the following note to him:

“‘Thanks for all your help on the fire story, which my opposition got on page one of the Washington Post by forgetting to check with you for accuracy. It’s an insignificant matter, as you say. People haven’t been interested in fires at the White House—particularly in the president’s office—since 1814. Andy Tully once wrote a scholarly book called The Burning of the White House—but I understand he got his information from a previous administration.’”

*  *  *

Another item in what Al referred to as “keeping our files up-to-date on the efficacy of White House news handling” came from me in April 1963:

“Picking up the Washington Post this morning like any other housewife, I flipped when I saw the story that the Kennedys were seeking a tenant for Rattlesnake Mountain. I got to the White House at 9 A.M., didn’t take my coat off, and hit the phone and asked for Pam Turnure. She wasn’t in, so I went in to see Kilduff, who said he didn’t know but added, ‘That makes sense, since they won’t be here this summer.’ He said he’d check with Pam.

“A couple hours later, still with no answer, I went to [White House aide Andy] Hatcher, who looked at me in astonishment and said, ‘Absolutely untrue.’ ‘May I quote you,’ I said. ‘No,’ he replied, ‘we don’t want to say anything about it. You check with Pam.’ When I called Pam, she apparently was on the line with Mrs. Kennedy. I insisted on waiting with Pam’s secretary. I told the secretary that the question was about the house and that Hatcher had denied the story. When Pam got on, her voice was very nervous and she was noticeably disturbed. She referred me back to Hatcher, who would ‘correct’ what he had told me earlier. I told her, ‘Pam, I’m now putting the question to you.’ After going back and forth that way a couple times, she said, ‘The house is rented. But you go to Hatcher.’ I told her I would do that but now I wanted the details, to whom it was rented, etc. She said there would be none at this time. As I was dictating, Hatcher came to the phone booth and said the story was ‘true.’

“Also, I forgot to mention that Hatcher told me he had told a reporter yesterday who had queried him that the story was ‘ridiculous.’”

 

The late Aline Mosby, who had a long and legendary career at UPI, accidentally figured in the story of John F. Kennedy’s assassination by Lee Harvey Oswald.

Oswald had gone to Russia and tried to renounce his American citizenship. One day Aline, making her beat calls, asked the U.S. consulate in Moscow if there were any newsworthy visitors. She was told that there was nobody important, but an American had walked in and turned in his passport, saying he didn’t want it anymore.

Aline called Oswald at the Metropole Hotel and set up an interview. The story didn’t amount to much, but Mosby remembered and resurrected it after the assassination of JFK.

 

I traveled with Kennedy when he attended services at Arlington National Cemetery on Veterans Day, November 11, 1963. He took his young son with him. Kennedy appeared pensive and alone on that sad anniversary. After a while, he realized his son was not in the amphitheater where the ceremonies were being held, and I heard him tell a Secret Service agent, “Go get John-John. I think he’ll be lonely out there.”

Two weeks later JFK was buried on a gentle hill at Arlington, surrounded by thousands of other slain veterans, near the Custis-Lee mansion.

 

The late, great reporter Tad Szulc recounted a story long after the Bay of Pigs invasion:

Twenty-three years later, Castro said in twelve hours of interviews with Szulc that he had received a private message from Kennedy the day the president was assassinated seeking a dialogue between their countries.

The Cuban leader also absolved Kennedy of blame for the invasion and said he regarded the president’s death as “a terrible blow” for relations between Cuba and the United States, according to Szulc’s account, which appeared in Parade magazine in 1984.

Castro told him the message was delivered to Havana on November 22, 1963, by Jean Daniel, a French editor. “It was noon,” Castro said, “and we were just talking about it when we were informed of the assassination.”

 

After Jackie Kennedy left the White House, she and her children went into seclusion. One can only imagine what her first Christmas without her husband was like. She spent some time in Florida, and UPI’s Tony Heffernan shared this story with me about what must have been a trying time:

“In December 1963, I was working as the bureau manager in Mobile, Alabama, and H. L. Stevenson, the Southern division news manager, phoned me to ask if I would take the Jackie assignment, since Helen and Smitty were with LBJ. It was, I guess, because I was the only bachelor and therefore I guess Steve figured I wouldn’t mind working on Christmas Day if the story were commensurate with the sacrifice.

“Jackie wasn’t cooperating and no one could blame her. For several days we [the press corps] were chasing all over Palm Beach, West Palm Beach, for a glimpse of her, but we never caught up with her. Whenever she would leave the Kennedy compound, she’d exit and quickly slip into a car and be driven away. Our cars were parked too far away to give chase without causing a scene, and under the circumstances that would have been highly inappropriate.

“After a couple of days of coming up with very little, I and our excellent photographer—a stringer whose name I regret that I cannot recall—asked the head of the Secret Service detail to let us get some good photos of her and then we’d leave her alone for good. He said he’d see what he could do.

“The Service tipped us when Jackie would make her next trip to town for some Christmas shopping. At the appointed time, Jackie quickly exited the compound, immediately ducked low, and went quickly to the car door nearest her—and oops, it was locked.

“She was no dummy and immediately she showed she knew what was going on. Jackie quickly stood up straight, head held high, turned toward us, and circled the car to get to the unlocked door on the other side of the vehicle. Our photographer must have gotten off about fifteen frames.

“About one hundred people had been waiting across the street, and they broke into applause. Jackie smiled slightly.

“This was one of those times that I learned that pictures do lie. Jackie was one of the most beautiful people I’d ever seen, but her facial features were angular, and in many of our prints her face resembled the caricature of a witch. I picked out five prints in which she looked fine and [the photo department] asked for us to transmit all five. The freelance photographer was ecstatic because he was making twenty-five dollars per transmitted photo, a fortune in those days. He phoned up his girlfriend, and they took me out to a fine dinner.

“We killed the AP in the play on the Jackie story, which Helen noted from our log, and she relayed that to my father, Pat Heffernan, White House correspondent for Reuters, who was very proud. I never did thank Helen for her kindness—and I do now.”
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