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You just keep going along.

You just keep going along or you’re left behind.

—CAROLINE KENNEDY




People keep telling me I can be a great man.

I’d rather be a good one.

—JOHN F. KENNEDY JR.







AUTHOR’S NOTE



AFTER THE assassination of President John F. Kennedy on November 22, 1963, his widow, Jacqueline Bouvier Kennedy, took it upon herself to raise their two children, John Jr. and Caroline, in as normal an atmosphere as their celebrity would allow. As a single parent, Jackie gave them her love and her time, and supported them in their daily activities and life decisions. Her strong commitment to her children and her fervent desire to keep them out of the glare of the spotlight—not always successfully—were nevertheless a testimonial to her diligence, a true sign of her devotion. The results of her efforts were (and are) clearly visible. Unlike so many of the other Kennedys of their generation, John and Caroline were centered and successful. For all their losses and travails, they managed to avoid the pitfalls and scandals that beset so many of their cousins. Their values reflected the better part of their heritage. They were humble, modest, and refined—rare attributes in any individual regardless of background.

What makes John and Caroline’s story unique is that from the moment of their births, they occupied a central position in what is generally regarded as the most famous family in the United States, if not the world. Even as young children growing up in the White House, their most subtle gestures and actions made headlines. As they grew older, their fame derived less from their accomplishments than from what each came to represent in historic terms. As the children of arguably the most famous American couple of the second half of the twentieth century, they were destined to live their lives in the public domain, the subject of countless magazine articles, television specials, and newspaper reports. Yet until now they have not been the subject of a dual biography. In that sense, this volume represents a first.

In good times and bad, John and his sister, Caroline, were unusually close, bound together not only by common heritage and circumstance but by a series of traumas and tragedies that ultimately altered the course of their lives. Yet what seems particularly unique about them is that despite their shared intimacy, the two were vastly different in personality and temperament. A wife and mother, Caroline has always been introverted and intensely private. She possesses her father’s appearance but her mother’s strength of will. She is as devoted to her own children as her mother was to hers. Like her mother, she is something of a mystery, difficult to read, hard to interpret. John looked more like his Bouvier mother but boasted his father’s debonair charm, outgoing conviviality, and sense of humor. Caroline has always been reticent, whereas her brother shone in public. Had he lived, it is likely he would have followed in his father’s footsteps and entered the political arena. Given the opportunity—and with a bit of Irish luck—he might well have gone all the way.

In several respects, this book is more about John than it is about Caroline. His life is complete. For better or worse, his tragic (and untimely) end allows us to examine him in a fuller, more definitive vein. Many of his friends and acquaintances were willing to speak on the record for the first time. Caroline’s life continues to evolve. In this regard, she remains very much a work in progress. While generally cooperative, her friends and associates were less forthcoming and more protective. Approaching the age of fifty, she is still an open book, a volume with an ending yet to be written. What emerges is a portrait of two siblings, a brother and sister—one perspective drawn in full color, the other limned in shades of black and white. This, then, is their story.







Part I









Chapter 1

THE FALL OF ICARUS (1)




ON NOVEMBER 17, 2002, Caroline Kennedy, accompanied by her uncle Senator Edward M. Kennedy, flew from New York to Paris, France, to celebrate the opening at the Louvre of “Jacqueline Kennedy: The White House Years,” an exhibition of Jackie’s Camelot-period fashions, featuring formal attire, travel outfits, sportswear, riding clothes, and personal favorites. On loan from the John F. Kennedy Presidential Library and Museum in Boston, Massachusetts, the exhibit had been shown the year before at New York’s Metropolitan Museum of Art, opposite the Fifth Avenue apartment building where Jackie had resided the last thirty years of her life, until her death in May 1994 at age sixty-four.

In flawless French, Caroline addressed an overflowing audience, including French government officials and members of the European press, at the Louvre’s Musée de la Mode et du Textile, telling them that Jacqueline Kennedy’s élan and trendsetting flair were born of the French capital. “While a student at Vassar,” said Caroline, “my mother spent her junior year abroad, studying at the Sorbonne. She took courses in French art and literature. Her passion for French history guided and informed her work in the White House. Paris is the city my mother loved best and that inspired her the most. And so it is fitting that this exhibit should come to the Louvre.”

Caroline continued in the same vein for another five minutes. As she concluded her speech, the audience rose and gave her a resounding ovation. The next speaker was Ted Kennedy. Standing at the podium, the Massachusetts senator, hale and hearty looking if a bit overweight, observed that the exhibit represented a milestone for the Kennedy clan. “The Kennedys have come full circle,” he remarked. “Jackie has returned to Paris, and this visit will be remembered and cherished in both our countries.”

On November 20 Ted and Caroline boarded a commercial airliner and flew back to the United States. Thurston Gauleiter, an investment banker from Los Angeles, sat behind them in first class. “I couldn’t help but overhear snippets of conversation,” he said. “For the most part, they discussed Caroline’s late brother, John F. Kennedy Jr. Caroline admitted that since the day of John’s death in 1999, when his plane plunged into the dark waters of the Atlantic, she’d been afraid to fly. ‘Not an hour passes when I don’t think of him,’ she said. ‘For many months after his death, I kept expecting the phone to ring and for John to be at the other end. I kept thinking the door to my apartment would open, and he’d come bounding into the room.’ Teddy responded by comparing John Jr. to his brothers Jack and Bobby Kennedy. ‘I remember,’ he said, ‘how as teenagers in Florida, your father and Bobby, on even the roughest of days, would swim miles out into the ocean. They had an insatiable appetite for adventure. The storm-warning flags would be flapping furiously in the wind and rain, and they’d be frolicking in the surf like a couple of polar bears. Your brother was cut from the same cloth. He loved a challenge. He’d kayak in the most turbulent of seas and fly under conditions that grounded even the most experienced of pilots. Like Bobby and your father, he had the desire to live life to the fullest.’

“Later in the flight,” continued Gauleiter, “Ted Kennedy again brought up his nephew. ‘John could’ve gone all the way,’ he told Caroline. ‘He was still becoming the person he would be. He had just begun. There was in him a great promise of things to come.’”

What Kennedy presumably meant was that John had a brilliant political career ahead of him. He had the appearance, the background, the legacy. He had proven skill as a public speaker. He had panache and charisma. He had integrity. He had a sense of justice. More than anything, he had humility. What other person of his renown made himself so available? His family possessed great wealth and power, but he came off like “one of the guys.” He represented the clan’s greatest hope for the future. He was the crown prince, rightful heir to the throne. The one thing he didn’t have was time.

After the airliner transporting Teddy and Caroline landed in New York, the senator switched planes and flew on to Washington, D.C. The following weekend he visited Caroline, her husband, Edwin Schlossberg, and their three children—Rose, fourteen, Tatiana, twelve, and nine-year-old John—at their three-acre weekend home in Sagaponack, Long Island. It marked his first trip to the area since those unbearable days following the July 16, 1999, disappearance at sea of John Jr.’s high-performance Piper Saratoga II HP airplane as it made its way from Essex County Airport in Caldwell, New Jersey, to Martha’s Vineyard, Massachusetts.

On that occasion, Ted Kennedy drove past a half-dozen state troopers, several squad cars, yards of yellow police tape, and a caravan of reporters and television cameras posted at the foot of the tree-shrouded Schlossberg driveway. Maria Shriver and William Kennedy Smith, Caroline’s cousins, had arrived earlier. Teddy spent an hour playing basketball with the Schlossberg children, and another hour manning the telephones, anxiously awaiting news of a breakthrough from the Kennedy compound in Hyannis Port, Massachusetts. The family had gathered at the beachfront compound that weekend in anticipation of a wedding between prizewinning documentary filmmaker Rory Kennedy, Ethel and Robert F. Kennedy’s youngest child, and her longtime sweetheart Mark Bailey. A large tent had been erected on the lawn in front of Ethel’s house, where the bride and groom planned on hosting their reception. A wedding rehearsal dinner had been scheduled for Friday evening, July 16, the actual ceremony to begin at noon on Saturday. Instead of the much-anticipated weekend festivities, the Kennedy clan found itself immersed in yet another tragedy.

The missing plane, carrying thirty-eight-year-old John Jr., his thirty-three-year-old wife, Carolyn, and thirty-four-year-old sister-in-law Lauren, had seemed to vanish into thin air. John had planned to head first for Martha’s Vineyard to drop off Lauren, then loop around and fly the short distance to the airport in Hyannis, where he and Carolyn would be picked up and driven to the Kennedy compound to join the wedding party. Vague hope and optimism remained alive among the members of a clan whose painful history had for decades been chronicled in a plethora of books, magazines, and newspaper headlines. “If anyone can make it, it’s John,” Robert F. Kennedy Jr. assured a reporter. “My guess is that he’s probably marooned with the others on some small, uncharted island off the Massachusetts coast.” What RFK Jr. didn’t realize—and couldn’t know—is that John hadn’t bothered to store life vests aboard his plane, claiming that he had no use for them. The chances that he or any of the others had reached land after crashing at sea were slim at best.

For all his nonchalance and joie de vivre, John had taken his aviation lessons seriously. His instructors may have detected in him a certain daredevil streak, but they also acknowledged that when it came to piloting, John had always behaved in a conscientious manner. Several months earlier, flying his previous plane, a 1977 five-seat, single-engine Cessna 182, JFK Jr. had discovered an electrical problem shortly after takeoff from Essex County Airport and had immediately turned back. Harold Anderson, a pilot who had often flown with Kennedy, observed that the student pilot had more than once canceled flights because of inclement weather. Yet after fulfilling the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) requirements for his pilot’s license on April 22, 1998, John boldly admitted to the press that the only person willing to fly with him was his wife. “And even she has her doubts,” he said. “Let’s face it, I’m no Charles Lindbergh—not yet, anyway.” His tongue-in-cheek attitude repeated itself when he presented one of his flight instructors with a photograph of himself, inscribed as follows: “To the bravest person in aviation, because people will only care who trained me if I crash. Best wishes, John Kennedy.” And on May 27 of the same year, he appended a humorous (but eerily prophetic) postscript to a letter sent to fashion designer Tommy Hilfiger, owner of a vacation retreat on Nantucket, an island not far from Martha’s Vineyard: “I finally got my pilot’s license. Beware the skies over Nantucket, they’ll never be safe again.”

Meanwhile, in the wake of the Saratoga’s disappearance, President Bill Clinton, weekending at Camp David with wife Hillary, took it upon himself to issue a presidential order authorizing an intensive, wide-reaching, and very costly land-sea-and-air search and rescue mission involving coast guard, naval, and air force planes, helicopters, vehicles, and vessels. Additionally, the Massachusetts State Police dispatched more than two dozen officers to Martha’s Vineyard and Woods Hole, Massachusetts, where a temporary command post had been established, involving representatives from the National Transportation Safety Board (NTSB), the FAA, the U.S. Department of Transportation, the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, the Department of Defense, and a variety of state agencies. Within the first twenty-four hours, members of the Air National Guard and Civil Air Patrol were ordered to join the search team. Remaining in contact with Senator Ted Kennedy throughout the crisis, President Clinton also spoke by telephone with Caroline Kennedy, assuring her that everything would be done that could be done. Caroline and her husband had partied on Martha’s Vineyard with actors Ted Danson and Mary Steenburgen at a celebration of Clinton’s fifty-first birthday in 1997. During the conversation with Caroline, the president fondly recalled a February 1998 visit when he took John Jr. and his wife on a personal tour of the White House, following a dinner in honor of British prime minister Tony Blair. It was President Clinton who later informed the Kennedy clan that the search and rescue operation had been downgraded to a search and recovery mission. After several days and no word from the passengers, it became a matter of pinpointing the submerged aircraft’s exact location and bringing the three bodies to the surface.

 

For Caroline Kennedy, the nightmare began on Saturday, July 17, at 4:30 a.m. She and her husband had decided to celebrate their thirteenth wedding anniversary and Ed’s fifty-fourth birthday (on July 19) by going white-water rafting for a week on the Salmon River (“the River of No Return”) in the foothills of Idaho’s Sawtooth Mountain range. Arrangements for the trip had been completed well before the announcement of Rory Kennedy’s wedding ceremony. The Schlossbergs were bringing along their children, and because John Jr. wanted his nephew and nieces to enjoy their vacation, he and Carolyn Bessette had volunteered to represent the JFK branch of the family tree at Hyannis Port.

On the morning of July 16, the Schlossbergs flew from JFK International Airport in New York to Sun Valley, where they hired a car service to take them sixty miles north to the Mountain Village Resort in Stanley, a quiet Idaho town surrounded by rolling green fields, forests, and meadows. They were greeted at the front desk by resort employee Ken Nedeau, who registered the family before showing them to a two-bedroom suite on the second floor of the wood-frame three-story hotel.

“We have all the amenities,” Nedeau informed the Schlossbergs, “but we’re more like a hunting lodge than a ritzy resort. Everything is very modest and down to earth. We don’t even have cellular-phone service in Stanley. A lot of people come up here to get away from it all.”

Nedeau told them that besides white-water rafting, there were a number of other activities: mountain biking, horseback riding, backpacking, swimming, hunting, and fishing. In the winter they had downhill and cross-country skiing. In the spring the fields were filled with wildflowers. They were open year-round.

That afternoon the Schlossbergs, informally attired in Levi’s, work shirts, and sneakers, walked around and took in the scenery—dazzling views of distant mountain peaks rising high above the Salmon River. They ate an early dinner in the family-style restaurant located next door to the lodge, the walls of the room adorned with deer and moose heads. They then put their children to bed and went for drinks at the nearby Mountain Village Saloon. By 11:00 p.m. Ed and Caroline were asleep in one bedroom, their children in the other.

Five hours later, Phil Enright, chief of police in Stanley, awoke to a ringing telephone. After apologizing for the lateness of the hour, the caller identified himself as Anthony Radziwill and explained that he’d been trying to reach his cousin, Caroline Kennedy, at the Mountain Village Resort. “I’m calling,” he said, “because something seems to have happened to Caroline’s brother, John F. Kennedy Jr. His plane is missing. There’s no answer at the resort—their telephone doesn’t appear to be working.”

Anthony Radziwill, the nearly forty-year-old son of Prince Stanislas (Stas) and Lee Radziwill, the younger sister of Jacqueline Kennedy, had problems of his own, unrelated to John’s mysterious disappearance. For the past five years he had suffered from a rare and debilitating strain of cancer that had required numerous operations and chemotherapy sessions. The disease had ravaged his body, reducing his once trim and athletic frame to skin and bone, leaving him tethered to oxygen tanks and portable kidney dialysis machines. Although he had recently embarked on an experimental treatment program developed by physicians at Staten Island University Hospital in New York, the prognosis was not good. His life expectancy was measurable not in years but in days.

Anthony and John Jr. were not only first cousins but the best of friends. In 1994, when Radziwill married Carole Ann DiFalco, a reporter (and later a producer) for ABC-TV News—the same organization for which Radziwill had also been a producer—JFK Jr. served as best man; two years later Radziwill returned the favor, standing up for John at his wedding to Carolyn Bessette. Because of their inextricable ties and Radziwill’s terminal illness, John had offered him the use of Red Gate Farm, Jackie Kennedy’s 474-acre oceanfront estate at Gay Head, on Martha’s Vineyard. On a medical leave of absence from his latest position as a freelance producer at HBO, Anthony (and Carole) had moved into the house over the Fourth of July weekend and anticipated spending the rest of the month there.

On Friday evening, July 16, after eating dinner and watching television, the couple fell asleep only to be roused about midnight by a telephone call from a Kennedy family friend. The friend, nicknamed “Pinky,” had volunteered to meet JFK Jr.’s plane at Hyannis and to drive John and his wife to the Kennedy compound at Hyannis Port. The plane hadn’t arrived, and Pinky wanted to know if the Radziwills knew anything.

Alarmed by the call, Carole Radziwill rose, sat down at the kitchen table with a pad and pen, and spent the next three hours placing telephone calls in an effort to trace the missing aircraft. Among others, she called Carolyn Bessette’s mother in Connecticut, who, until that moment, had been unaware that Lauren Bessette had joined her sister and brother-in-law on the same flight. It was at this juncture that Anthony Radziwill walked into the kitchen, saw Carole’s hastily scribbled notes, broke down in tears, but then pulled himself together and began making his own telephone inquiries.

Alerted to the situation, Senator Ted Kennedy likewise became involved. The senator telephoned JFK Jr.’s TriBeCa loft at 20 North Moore Street, where he spoke with Pat Manocchia, John’s former classmate at Brown University and now the owner of La Palestra, the exclusive Manhattan exercise studio located in the Hotel des Artistes building on West 67th Street. Manocchia, whose air conditioner wasn’t working, had been invited by John to spend the weekend as his houseguest. Manocchia told the senator that so far as he knew, John and Carolyn were in the air and on their way to the Cape.

Teddy also telephoned Efigenio Pinheiro, Jackie Kennedy’s longtime Portuguese butler. Pinheiro, who began working for JFK Jr. after Jackie’s death, often looked after Friday, John’s American Kennel Club–registered black-and-white Canaan dog. Pinheiro had retrieved the dog from John’s apartment the day before but had heard nothing further from either John or Carolyn.

Additional calls by the senator revealed that the Coast Guard Operations Center at Woods Hole had already been placed on alert (by Carole Radziwill, among others) and, in turn, had notified FAA headquarters in Washington, D.C., which had referred the matter to the FAA’s command center in Herndon, Virginia. Determining that John had landed neither at Martha’s Vineyard nor Hyannis, the FAA investigated the possibility that he had set down at some other airfield in the region. When no such landing site could be found, the FAA turned to the Air Force Rescue Communication Center at Virginia’s Langley Air Force Base. The Rescue Center contacted the White House, and by early Saturday morning the massive search operation had gotten under way, covering an initial area of nine thousand square miles.

In light of these developments, Anthony Radziwill decided to reach out to Caroline Kennedy in Idaho. After several futile attempts on his own, he dialed a long-distance operator. When the operator failed to get through to the Mountain Village Resort, Radziwill telephoned the Sun Valley Police Department. A sympathetic desk sergeant referred him to Phil Enright and provided the law enforcement officer’s home phone number.

Enright lived ten minutes from the resort. Following his conversation with Anthony Radziwill, the police chief donned his uniform and drove over in his patrol car. The hotel switchboard had been shut down for the night. Enright reached Caroline on the house phone. The clock over the front desk read 4:30 a.m. “Somebody named Anthony Radziwill has been trying to reach you,” he told her. “I’ll have them reconnect the switchboard, and you can call him back.”

Caroline Kennedy must have known that a telephone call from her cousin at such an ungodly hour could only be related to her brother. She and John had last spoken on Thursday, July 15, a day before the Schlossbergs left for Idaho. They had bantered back and forth as they always did in their daily telephone conversations. At the end, Caroline made her brother promise that he would fly to Massachusetts only with a certified flight instructor at his side and only during daylight hours.

Although he had logged some thirty-six hours in his new Saratoga, John had little experience flying solo—3.3 hours, to be exact. And on only one occasion had he flown the plane alone at night, a forty-eight-minute flight to Martha’s Vineyard during which he had made his only solo nighttime landing. It was true, on the other hand, that over the past few months he had made seventeen round-trip flights between Caldwell, New Jersey, and Martha’s Vineyard, with stopovers up and down the Massachusetts coastline. Yet these journeys, according to his logbooks, had taken place in company with either an instructor or a seasoned copilot. He was what automobile owners refer to as a “Sunday driver.” He knew just enough to be considered dangerous.

Caroline Kennedy’s phone conversation with Anthony Radziwill lasted less than five minutes. When they were done, she rang up Ted Kennedy, who had already arrived in Hyannis Port for the wedding. Kennedy confirmed that John’s plane had gone astray but cautioned his niece not to act precipitously. Until they knew more, she and Ed would do well to stay put. Chances were good, he said, that they were all worrying for naught. Other family members reflected a similar sentiment. With his well-earned reputation for tardiness, John would no doubt turn up in a matter of hours, and the incident would be totally forgotten.

Despite her uncle’s assurances, Caroline wanted to fly home. Ed Schlossberg canceled the rafting expedition and made arrangements for a chartered plane to transport them to New York. Friends of the family arrived by car from Sun Valley to drive them to the airport.

“I helped them with their luggage,” recalled Ken Nedeau. “Few words were exchanged, but you could see the panic in Caroline’s eyes. The news had pulverized her. She wasn’t the same person who’d arrived the day before when she appeared relaxed and carefree. She had struck me then as extremely laid back and easygoing. If you didn’t know her by name or photograph, you’d never have guessed that she was Caroline Kennedy, daughter of the late president and Jackie Kennedy, arguably the most famous woman in the world.”

 

For the sake of privacy, the Schlossbergs chose to wait for more news at their home in Sagaponack. Ted Kennedy flew down on Sunday morning, July 18. The news from Martha’s Vineyard wasn’t promising. A swimmer had recovered a small suitcase bearing a business card with Lauren Bessette’s name on it. The suitcase contained her bathing suit, hair dryer, and makeup kit. The Coast Guard reported finding sections of the aircraft’s left landing gear, a leather seat, and a pedal cover. Carolyn Bessette’s cosmetic case and a bottle of her prescription medication washed ashore. Additional pieces of airplane wreckage continued to materialize, including cushions, carpeting, a rubber pedal, and the Piper Saratoga’s right landing gear. The discovery of these and other items bolstered Caroline’s conviction that a tragic accident had taken place, killing her brother and his two passengers.

To help relieve his wife’s growing anxiety, Ed Schlossberg suggested they leave the children with Uncle Ted and go for a quiet bike ride. For the next ninety minutes, the couple pedaled along Sagaponack’s bucolic back roads, Caroline’s face shielded behind a pair of sunglasses. When they returned, she lowered their American flag to half-mast. Spotting a pair of newspaper photographers crawling around in the bushes, Caroline jumped into a car with Maria Shriver and William Kennedy Smith and took off. After the car ride, she seemed even more agitated.

Thoroughly exhausted, Caroline skipped dinner that evening and went straight to her bedroom. A few hours later when Ted Kennedy looked in on her, he found her red-eyed from crying. Surrounded by hundreds of photographs, she was sitting up in bed examining family snapshots through a magnifying glass. She began to sob. Teddy cradled her in his arms. “I should’ve stopped John long ago,” she said. “He had no business flying his own plane.”

Caroline’s misgivings concerning the vagaries and perils of flight had been instilled in her by a catalog of Kennedy family airplane disasters. The uncle she had never known, Joe Kennedy Jr., eldest son of family patriarch Joseph P. Kennedy, perished in 1944 when his World War II bomber blew up halfway across the English Channel. Her aunt Kathleen (Kick) Kennedy died in an airplane crash four years later while flying from Paris to Cannes. In 1964 a small plane transporting Ted Kennedy from Washington to Springfield, Massachusetts, slammed into an apple orchard, killing the pilot and one of Ted’s senatorial aides; Kennedy spent ten weeks in the hospital, recuperating from a broken back and other serious injuries. Ethel Kennedy’s parents and one of her brothers, George Skakel Jr., were killed in separate plane crashes. In 1973 Caroline’s stepbrother, Alexander Onassis, Aristotle Onassis’s only son, died while piloting a plane in Athens, Greece.

Despite her evident concern for her brother’s safety, Caroline went only so far in trying to dissuade him from continuing his flight training. Having started in flight school on an occasional basis as early as 1982, John discontinued the lessons (after logging roughly fifty hours of flight time) in 1988 when his mother intervened, threatening to disinherit him if he persisted. He resumed his training two and a half years after her death, enrolling at FlightSafety International, an aviation school in Vero Beach, Florida, as well as Million Air, a flight academy in Teterboro, New Jersey. He interrupted the lessons once again following the December 1997 death of his cousin Michael Kennedy, then re-enrolled in both programs some three months later. Christopher Benway, his main instructor at FlightSafety International, considered John a diligent student with average abilities. According to an FBI interview with Benway following JFK Jr.’s death, his greatest deficit was his inability to multitask, an essential attribute for any accomplished pilot.

To protect John’s privacy while he took lessons, FlightSafety International registered him under the pseudonym John F. Kane. For a time, he remained FlightSafety International’s only part-time student, a concession the school made to accommodate his personal needs. In total, including his earlier training, JFK Jr. amassed approximately 310 hours of flight time, less than 10 percent of that total while flying solo without benefit of an experienced trainer.

In signing up for the flight programs, John ignored Ted Kennedy’s admonition that he honor his mother’s deathbed plea—under no circumstances did she want him to take aviation lessons. Maurice Tempelsman, Jackie’s domestic partner for the last fifteen years of her life (and the co-executor of her estate), fared no better than the Massachusetts senator in trying to convince John to give up piloting lessons. Several of John’s friends offered similar advice. Richard Wiese, a fraternity brother at Brown, felt that John didn’t pay enough attention to details and hadn’t completed a rigorous enough pilot-training program to justify taking the kind of risks he sometimes took. “My father’s a retired commercial airplane pilot,” said Wiese, “and I know what meticulous preparations he made before every flight, among other things studying weather- and atmospheric-condition reports. John had little patience for that kind of information. He may have been overconfident about his piloting skills. He had developed a false sense of security based on his safe flying record, but almost always he had flown with an experienced instructor in the cockpit. When I warned him of the possible consequences, he accused me of being ‘like all the others—you just don’t want me to fly.’”

Even as unlikely a figure as Mike Tyson, the former heavyweight boxing champion, berated John for flying his own plane. An avid boxing fan, John visited Tyson on March 1, 1999, at the Montgomery County Detention Center in Maryland, where the pugilist was serving a one-year sentence for assaulting two motorists after a minor traffic accident. Placed in a locked room with Tyson, John began talking boxing history, only to have the fighter turn the conversation to the subject of aviation. “You’re nuts to fly,” Tyson told his visitor. “Flying a small plane like that is crazy.” Kennedy countered by citing a serious motorcycle accident Tyson had suffered in 1997. “And you’re not about to give up your Harley, are you?” asked John. “No,” said Tyson, “but that’s different—at least you’re on good old terra firma.” “Well,” responded Kennedy, “you can’t imagine how beautiful it is up there in the wild blue yonder.” “Listen, man,” said Tyson. “Promise me one thing—next time you go up there, swear to me you won’t bring along somebody you love.”

George Plimpton, who’d known Jackie Kennedy since her junior year at the Sorbonne and had maintained close relations with her children, called Caroline Kennedy on Monday morning, July 19, three days after the Saratoga’s disappearance. “Caroline was understandably upset,” said Plimpton. “From family and friends she ascertained that her brother had made the flight not only without a certified instructor or copilot, but that he’d flown at night under questionable weather conditions. Had she known all this in advance, she would never have condoned the flight.

“Caroline knew that her brother had passed a written exam in instrument flying, but she also knew he hadn’t completed his training and wasn’t instrument rated. He lacked instrument flying experience, which meant that under FAA regulations he could pilot his own plane without having to file a flight plan, but only during daylight hours and under rigidly specified visual flight rules. He had no business—or even the legal right—to fly solo at night, especially under conditions that demanded instrument certification.”

John had originally planned on making the flight that weekend with Jay Biederman, a young pilot he’d known since the late 1980s and who usually accompanied him on his airplane travels to Massachusetts. Biederman, however, announced that he wouldn’t be available on July 16, having agreed to join his parents on a two-week vacation in Switzerland. A friend of Jay’s volunteered to replace him, but by this time John had decided to make the flight on his own.

In the days immediately following JFK Jr.’s fatal flight, Caroline Kennedy placed the blame for her brother’s misjudgment on their cousins, particularly Robert F. Kennedy’s children, long known for their boisterous, scandal-mongering antics. Bobby’s sons, she told friends, lacked common sense. With their machismo attitude, they would no doubt have chided John had he opted to put off the flight until the following day.

When Caroline expressed these sentiments to George Plimpton, he took exception. “I disagreed with her argument,” remarked Plimpton. “It sounded like the kind of rationale Jackie might have offered. Bobby’s brood may have demonstrated too much bravado at times, but the bottom line is that John was somebody who enjoyed taking chances. He was a thrill seeker. He loved all that physical stuff—windsurfing, skateboarding, Rollerblading, scuba diving, skiing, even hang gliding. You name it, he did it. He felt a need to push himself to the limit. It was the same trait that motivated his father to drive around Dallas on November 22, 1963, without the bubbletop roof on the presidential limousine, or that compelled Bobby Kennedy to wade through potentially dangerous crowds without Secret Service protection during his 1968 political campaign. I’m not suggesting that they had a death wish—they didn’t—but they did share a common desire to live dangerously. On the very day John acquired his Piper Saratoga, he started talking about wanting to invest in a Learjet.”

Jackie’s cousin John Davis attributed JFK Jr.’s fascination with aviation to the “overly strict” manner in which his mother brought him up. “The result,” suggested Davis, “is that John felt a constant need to prove himself. It was his way of breaking loose from his mother’s shackles. The Saratoga represented a means of escape. John spent countless hours at Essex County Airport, where he kept his plane, hosing it down, polishing it, vacuuming the cabin, giving it the kind of tender, loving care you’d ordinarily bestow upon your first new car.

“The fact of the matter is that neither Caroline Kennedy nor anybody else could have prevented the accident. If Jackie had been alive, she wouldn’t have allowed him to take piloting lessons. But nobody else, Caroline included, had that kind of influence over John. He was accommodating but also very strong willed. He had a mind of his own. His heroes were men of action. As a young kid, he had wanted to become an astronaut. His passion for flying overrode every other consideration. Flying defined him—it set him free.”

 

John F. Kennedy Jr.’s last days prior to his final flight were fraught with difficulty. His most pressing dilemma was the financial future of George, the glossy political magazine he had cofounded with Michael Berman in September 1995. After a promising beginning, based primarily on JFK Jr.’s heightened celebrity and undeniable charisma, the periodical suffered considerable setbacks both in circulation and advertising revenues. Since its inception, it had gone some $30 million in the red and was currently losing more than $1 million per month, a tidy sum even by egregious New York publishing standards. Hachette Filipacchi, the French media consortium, had become the magazine’s sole financial backer. According to publishing insiders, Hachette had begun to lose faith in the publication’s ability to survive, at least in its present form. Starting in early June 1999, Jack Kliger, Hachette’s newly appointed CEO, successor to the position previously held by David Pecker, had been conducting weekly meetings with John to determine George’s future.

“The magazine didn’t have a very clear plan,” said Kliger. “John was working hard and doing as good a job as he could. He needed a business executive to work with him, to help develop a different direction. By 1999 George had lost some of its initial vitality, so we were exploring ways to get it back on track.”

Uncertain of Hachette’s long-term commitment to George, John began to investigate other potential backers and financial opportunities. He pleaded his case before a number of investment bankers and high-rolling venture capitalists. Hollywood superstar (and future politician) Arnold Schwarzenegger, the husband of Maria Shriver, became an unofficial financial adviser to John. The two would meet whenever Schwarzenegger, a sage businessman, visited New York.

On Monday, July 12, with Jay Biederman (soon to leave for Switzerland) at the controls of the Saratoga, JFK Jr. flew from Martha’s Vineyard to Toronto for talks with Keith Stein and Belinda Stronach, a pair of enterprising Canadians who hoped to organize a syndicate of investors to take over for Hachette. The meeting, which had been arranged by Leslie Marshall, an editor at In Style magazine, lasted for several hours. Keith Stein emerged from the conference convinced that it had gone well. John Jr. came away certain that the Canadians were eager to move forward but only if he agreed to surrender editorial control of the publication.

“He wouldn’t have it,” said TriBeCa photographer Jacques Lowe, a devoted former friend of John’s parents. Lowe and John had both attended a Tuesday evening advertising agency cocktail party in TriBeCa. Afterward they had a bite to eat at a neighborhood coffee shop. John seemed on edge. “Hachette’s contract with John was scheduled to lapse at the end of the year,” continued Lowe. “Unless Hachette reneged, John would be forced to find a new sponsor. But the Canadians weren’t the answer. ‘They’re interested,’ John told me, ‘but only if they can run the show. I’m not about to relinquish my role in the venture. I’ll shut it down before I do that.’”

Another matter that weighed on John’s mind was the state of his marriage to Carolyn Bessette. “They were very close and very much in love,” remarked George Plimpton. “Still, as with most marriages, they had their issues. Their fundamental point of difference involved children. Carolyn wanted to wait before starting a family. Her parents had gone through a difficult and bitter divorce, which had almost certainly left a scar. In addition, Carolyn never grew accustomed to being in the limelight. She once said, ‘Can you imagine me having to wheel a baby carriage around Manhattan and being chased by all those blood-sucking paparazzi?’ She didn’t want to raise a family in New York, but she also didn’t want to move permanently to Red Gate Farm. Jackie’s house was too large and impersonal. Consequently, she and John spent nearly every weekend that summer on the Cape looking at prospective properties.”

The subject of children, when and where to have them, came up repeatedly in the Kennedy-Bessette household. On the last weekend before the crash, JFK Jr. and Carolyn played host at Red Gate Farm to CNN television correspondent Christiane Amanpour and her husband, former U.S. State Department spokesman James Rubin. John and Christiane, although never romantically involved, had shared a house (with several others) in Providence, Rhode Island, when John attended Brown University and Christiane was an undergraduate majoring in journalism at the University of Rhode Island. After dinner on Saturday night, July 10, the two couples rode off in John’s 1969 Pontiac GTO convertible, a car he lovingly called “the Goat.” Despite its hypercharged engine, he and Carolyn used the Goat predominantly to tool around traffic-engorged Martha’s Vineyard. That night they ended up at the Lamppost, a popular Vineyard hangout. Over drinks, John asked Christiane if she and James were planning on having children at any time in the near future. “We are,” she said. “We’ve been trying to get pregnant.” On this note, Carolyn broke into the conversation. “Oh, please don’t say that,” she remarked. “If you get pregnant, John will want us to get pregnant, too.”

John looked annoyed at his wife’s offhand remark. Although uttered in a humorous tone, the comment was not dissimilar to others Carolyn had made in the past. Childbearing remained a sensitive issue for her. During one particularly trying period, whenever the theme arose, she refused to sleep with her husband. Since March 1999, Carolyn and John had been consulting with a well-known New York marriage counselor, at the same time attending individual weekly therapy sessions with psychiatrists of their own. Carolyn’s therapist, whom she’d been seeing since late 1997, prescribed antidepressants; John’s therapist advised his patient to make certain his wife took her medication.

“John and Carolyn weren’t exactly headed for divorce court,” said Richard Wiese, “but they’d reached what you might call a pivotal moment in their marriage. Carolyn had never become inured to the tabloid frenzy that constantly buzzed around her head. She could only imagine what having children would do to exacerbate the situation. Being the focus of the media was second nature to John. He’d grown up with it. He not only survived the attention of the press, he thrived on it.”

Public relations expert R. Couri Hay felt that Carolyn “was in way above her head. She had married up—way up. She was no Jacqueline Kennedy—and she knew it. Had Jackie been alive, the marriage would never have taken place. Carolyn didn’t have the background or education that it took to be married to a future president. Her depression, frustration, anger, and refusal to bear children all stemmed from their basic incompatibility.”

Beyond his professional and personal worries, JFK Jr. had to contend with yet another hardship. Over Memorial Day weekend, six weeks before his death, he suffered an aggravated fracture of the left ankle. The accident took place at Red Gate Farm, when he flew his $6,500 two-seat Buckeye ultralight powered parachute into a tree. The delicate flying machine consisted of a triangular metal tube frame set on two wheels, two seats in the front and a piston motor, fan, and removable foil parachute to the rear. As the Buckeye rolled along the ground, air currents were propelled from the fan into the parachute, gradually lifting the Buckeye into the air. Capable of remaining airborne for three hours at an altitude of up to twelve thousand feet, its engine sputtering like an electric lawn mower, the Buckeye would soar high over Gay Head’s jagged cliffs, drift out to sea, then along the shoreline as John swung it back toward the makeshift landing strip he had devised in the sand dunes not far from his mother’s house. Designed for use by the most ardent of extreme-sport enthusiasts, the Buckeye was such an odd-looking apparatus that observers on the ground frequently mistook it for an unidentified flying object—and reported it as such to the authorities. Although operating the “flying lawn mower” required a certain amount of training, no license was needed or issued. Wanting to share his toy with his friends, John urged everyone he knew to try it out. There were few takers.

Friends inside the house heard the Buckeye smash into a thicket of Scotch pines, clipping branches and uprooting one of the trees, which the resident caretaker left on the ground as a reminder to John of his carelessness. Carolyn Bessette watched in disbelief as her husband extricated himself from the wreckage and hopped toward her on his right leg. X-rays at the local hospital revealed that John had fractured two bones in his left ankle. The ankle was temporarily set and swaddled in protective padding. John and Carolyn returned to New York early the following morning, June 2, and surgery was performed at Lenox Hill Hospital that afternoon. Initially harnessed into a bulky splint, the ankle (reinforced by several pins) was later placed in a plaster cast. After two days at Lenox Hill, John spent another week recuperating at home, his injured left leg propped up on a stack of pillows to reduce pain and swelling. At the beginning of July, John’s orthopedist removed the cast and placed the limb in a CAM Walker, an open-toed, heavily fortified boot that rose to just below the left knee. Held in place by Velcro straps, the boot could be loosened and removed when the patient bathed or went to bed.

Hot, itchy, and cumbersome, the splint, cast, and CAM Walker in succession prevented John from participating in any of the physical activities he so much enjoyed. He could neither Rollerblade nor ride his bike. He found it difficult to work out at any of the four Manhattan exercise studios to which he belonged. Unable at first to get to the office, he communicated with his magazine staff via telephone. For a short duration, he rented a wheelchair with a raised footrest, but returned it because he abhorred the idea of being dependent on others to wheel him around. Because the broken ankle prevented him from operating the foot pedals on his plane, he had no choice but to take along an instructor whenever he flew.

Five weeks after the surgery, during Christiane Amanpour’s visit to Martha’s Vineyard, John railed against the inconvenience of his injury. It soon dawned on his visitors that his broken ankle caused him considerable pain and that he was probably overexerting himself. His personal physician refused to prescribe a potent pain medication, so John sought relief from another doctor who promptly put him on Vicodin extra strength. He was still taking pain medication the day he died, as well as Ritalin for attention deficit disorder and PTU (propylthiouracil) for Graves’ disease, a thyroid condition that sporadically drained him of energy. He had been afflicted with ADD since early childhood and had suffered from Graves’ disease since 1990.

 

JFK Jr. was still in the CAM Walker on Wednesday morning, July 14, when he and Carolyn summoned Empire Executive Car and Limousine service of Manhattan to pick them up at home and deliver them to the Paramount Plaza Building, 1633 Broadway, where George maintained office space on the forty-first floor; Hachette’s corporate offices were located in the same building. The magazine had agreed to hold a breakfast reception for the executive board of the Robin Hood Foundation, a fund-raising organization that sponsored worthy projects in low-income New York neighborhoods. John had belonged to the group since 1991. Members of the board who had never been exposed to the charms of Carolyn Bessette marveled at the ease with which she moved from one person to the next, gazing at each in turn through hypnotic aquamarine eyes, asking questions and reacting as if their answers truly mattered. “Carolyn Bessette Kennedy cast a spell,” said one board member. “She had intelligence, allure, wit, and style. Tall, svelte, and blond, Mrs. Kennedy bordered on the beautiful. She and John made a formidable team. Although I didn’t experience it that day, I’d heard that she could be standoffish and remote. She valued her privacy and resented the press. But, of course, these were traits that we also associated with Jackie Kennedy, so it’s easy to see how John Jr. could be deeply attracted to his wife.”

As so often happened at gatherings that he attended, John became the focus of attention. Members of the Robin Hood board besieged him with questions and comments regarding his political intentions. His pat answer while editor in chief and president of George had always been the same: “I’m happy with what I’m doing now.” In his more private moments, he expressed a desire to move on, to explore the possibility of running for political office. In 1992 Bill Clinton, for whom JFK Jr. had campaigned, asked John to join his presidential cabinet. He declined the offer, telling Richard Wiese that if Clinton gave him a top cabinet position, it would be construed as an attempt on Clinton’s part to capitalize on the Kennedy family name; if it turned out to be a cabinet post of minor significance, it would only hinder John’s political possibilities for the future.

When asked by Richard Wiese in early 1999 whether he might oppose Hillary Clinton in New York’s upcoming senatorial race, John admitted that he had given the matter serious thought. His unstated reason for not undertaking such a challenge was his fear that Carolyn would buckle under the pressure. He would exercise patience and make his run for office at a later date.

Following the Robin Hood breakfast, Carolyn went shopping for a blouse at Bergdorf Goodman, then picked up her sister Lauren at the midtown Manhattan offices of Morgan Stanley Dean Witter, where she worked as a financial analyst and senior executive in its Asian department. A Wharton business school graduate, conversant in Mandarin Chinese, Lauren had joined the investment firm seven years earlier as a trainee in its Hong Kong division. She had returned to the States in 1998 and purchased a luxurious TriBeCa loft two blocks from John and Carolyn. Living in such close proximity, Carolyn and Lauren were frequent guests in each other’s homes. “They were extremely devoted to each other, even though Lauren had a twin sister to whom she was even closer,” said William Peter Owen, a friend of the Bessette family. “Lauren was a rising star on Wall Street, and Carolyn had become the wife of John F. Kennedy Jr. Theirs was an unmitigated success story.”

The Empire car assigned to Carolyn that morning dropped off the Bessette sisters at the Stanhope Hotel, Fifth Avenue and 83rd Street. George used the hotel to house out-of-town visitors and for occasional staff meetings and photo shoots. At 1:30 p.m. John joined his wife and sister-in-law for lunch in the hotel café. They occupied a rear banquette and for the first ten minutes discussed Lauren’s twin sister, Lisa, a Renaissance art major who had just earned her graduate degree at a university in Germany. The conversation soon shifted to the coming weekend and Rory Kennedy’s wedding. Lauren, currently dating John’s cousin Robert (Bobby) Sargent Shriver III, planned to meet up with him on Martha’s Vineyard. Not entirely convinced that she wanted to fly with John, she had reserved round-trip shuttle tickets for herself aboard Continental, one of a handful of commercial airlines that made regularly scheduled flights to and from the Vineyard.

To Martin Nordquist, an engineering consultant seated with his wife Nora at an adjacent table, it was evident that Lauren had serious misgivings about making the flight with John and Carolyn, particularly since John had decided to pilot the aircraft himself. “It was widely known and reported in the press,” said Nordquist, “that John was unreliable. A recent article claimed he’d nearly landed his plane on the Massachusetts Turnpike, mistaking it for a runway at Boston’s Logan Airport.” John also tended to lose things. Strangers were forever finding his house keys and credit cards in taxicabs and restaurants and returning them to him. It reached the point where John had asked his tailor to sew a special flap into his trouser pocket to secure his wallet.

According to Nordquist, Carolyn quickly came to her husband’s defense, pointing out that they’d flown to Martha’s Vineyard and the Cape on numerous occasions that summer. When Lauren argued that they’d always had a certified flight instructor aboard, Carolyn grew short-tempered and told her sister that they were doing her a favor to fly her to the Vineyard. After a point Lauren relented—she understood John’s desire to pilot his own plane and agreed to accompany them.

Having hashed out the details of the flight, John and Carolyn began to smooch a bit. They were holding hands and kissing. But then something strange happened. Toward the end of their meal, John and Carolyn became embroiled in an argument of their own. It had to do with Carolyn having made a Sunday morning appointment with a Cape Cod real estate agent to go house hunting. This was apparently the first John had heard of it. “Not this weekend,” he said. “We’re going up there to attend a wedding, and then we’re supposed to join Anthony and Carole at Gay Head.” “There’s plenty of time to look at real estate,” responded Carolyn. Suddenly they were off and running, trading barbs through clenched teeth. “They were still haggling when they stood up to leave,” said Nordquist.

John returned to the office and spent the remainder of the afternoon perusing a stack of financial papers, intermittently fielding his angry wife’s telephone calls. He spoke by phone with his sister and entertained several business-related calls. At 4:00 p.m. he received a telephone call from U.S. attorney general Janet Reno’s office. John had written Reno in late June, requesting an interview with her for the January 2000 issue of George. Her personal assistant informed John that Reno had agreed and would be in touch the following week to set up an appointment.

At five o’clock John telephoned Jacques Lowe and recounted details of his latest altercation with Carolyn. He told the photographer that he intended to spend the next night or two at the Stanhope Hotel. Lowe sensed that JFK Jr. appeared to enjoy the bickering—he relished the thought that Carolyn wasn’t afraid to stand up for herself.

“I kidded him about staying at the Stanhope,” recalled Lowe. “I told him it was fortuitous that George maintained a corporate account at the hotel—that way he always had a place to stay when Carolyn kicked him out of the house.”

John had slept at the Stanhope during other dark moments with Carolyn, isolated occasions when he wanted to avoid a head-on emotional collision. Aside from the question of children, one of their recurring differences, though of a less serious note, involved Carolyn’s not feeling comfortable in John’s sparsely appointed TriBeCa loft. It was too cold, too spare. It had all the makings of a graduate student’s apartment, albeit in a building where even the smallest loft went for well over hundreds of thousands of dollars. Nor did Carolyn particularly care for the neighborhood. TriBeCa, for all its upscale restaurants, boutiques, and art galleries, had too few trees and too many boarded-up warehouses. If they had to live in New York, she preferred the charm of Greenwich Village or, better yet, the opulence of the Upper East Side, where John’s sister resided. Carolyn constantly reminded him that with his personal assets worth in excess of $150 million, they could live anywhere.

 

John returned to the Stanhope after work and checked into room 1511. He ordered a light supper from room service and ate while watching the evening news on television. Several hours later he received a visit from Julie Baker, a statuesque thirty-five-year-old brunette model and jewelry designer he had known for years and dated for several months in 1994, at the same time he was breaking off his much publicized on-and-off five-year relationship with actress Daryl Hannah. “Jules,” as he called her, bore a striking physical resemblance to Jacqueline Kennedy, a likeness that didn’t go unnoticed by several of John’s friends, some of whom kidded him about it. After they terminated their romantic relationship, Jules became a confidante, one of the few women outside his marriage he trusted implicitly and with whom he could explore the most intimate of privacies.

Jules remained with John until half past twelve, listening to him vent about his wife, his work, his life in general. He wanted to start a family, but until recently whenever he broached the subject with Carolyn, she dismissed him by turning away—usually in bed. John admired strong-willed women, like his mother, but Carolyn was often more than strong willed.

John and Julie met again early the following morning. Over breakfast in the Stanhope’s dining room, they completed their previous night’s conversation. “Don’t worry,” Julie told her companion. “Carolyn will come around. If she doesn’t, I’ll have a talk with her.”

After breakfast, JFK Jr. taxied to Lenox Hill Hospital, where his orthopedist removed the CAM Walker, outfitting him with a walking cane and a new pair of lightweight metal crutches. He was told to wean himself off the crutches and begin using the cane. In several weeks he could rid himself of the cane. The doctor encouraged him to continue the physical therapy sessions he’d already begun in order to regain enough flexibility in his left ankle to bear the full weight of his six-foot-one-inch, 190-pound, tightly muscled frame. He cautioned John not to pilot his plane until he was able to walk without pain. John made no mention of his intention to fly to his cousin’s wedding the following day, a decision no doubt fueled in part by his pent-up restlessness, and frustration at having been grounded from all activity for the past six weeks.

From the hospital, he went to his North Moore Street loft to change from a black-and-white striped T-shirt and tan cotton slacks into a blue pin-striped business suit, then hastily packed a weekend bag to take back with him to the hotel. On the way uptown, he stopped at the Kennedy family offices on the seventeenth floor of 500 Fifth Avenue to retrieve his quarterly financial statement. On the way out, he bumped into his cousin Christopher Kennedy Lawford, whom he’d last seen several months earlier at a party in the Village. John lunched that day with Peter Jay Russo, a former magazine publisher with whom he hoped to discuss George’s future. They ate at San Domenico on Central Park South, where John frequently entertained pals and business associates. (His sister, Caroline, regularly dined there with her husband, and sometimes alone with John.) Kennedy told Russo that even though Condé Nast Publications had originally hesitated to back George, he’d recently met with Steve Florio, a friend and the firm’s CEO, who’d expressed an interest in taking over for Hachette. “That seemed a viable plan,” said Russo. “I told John that we ought to regroup and discuss the matter further once Hachette made its intentions known.”

Later that afternoon John showed up at La Palestra and handed studio owner Pat Manocchia a set of keys to his loft, so Manocchia could spend the weekend. He then got together with Gary Ginsberg, a lawyer-turned-journalist who worked for John at George, and the pair were driven by car service to Yankee Stadium to attend an interleague night game between the Yanks and the Atlanta Braves. George Steinbrenner, owner of the Yankees and a friend of Ted Kennedy’s, often gave John complimentary box seats next to the Yankees dugout. John’s appearance at the game caused the usual hubbub, dozens of baseball fans—young and old—queuing up for his autograph. John obligingly signed scorecards until a Yankee Stadium security guard chased the crowd back to their seats.

Following the game and a midnight snack with Ginsberg, John returned to the Stanhope, arriving shortly after 1:00 a.m. “He was limping uneasily on his crutches and in obvious pain,” said Jeffrey Jones, the hotel’s night clerk. “He stopped to chat and said he was leaving in the morning. He mentioned that he planned to fly to Martha’s Vineyard and was looking forward to the trip, because he hadn’t been able to pilot his plane in weeks. I wished him well.”

At 9:00 a.m. the next morning, Friday, July 16, John checked out of the Stanhope and ate breakfast at the hotel Carlyle on Madison Avenue between 76th and 77th Streets. “It’s ironic that JFK Jr. should have returned to the Carlyle on that particular morning,” said Tommy Rowles, a bartender at Bemelmans, the Carlyle bistro situated off the hotel’s main lobby. “I’d been at Bemelmans for forty-five years. I served his father, who always stayed at the Carlyle, and I served the son as well. John Jr. enjoyed hearing stories about his father. After his mother moved to New York following JFK’s assassination, she used to bring the boy to the Carlyle for haircuts. He was just a tot in those days. But he continued to drop in from time to time as he grew up, usually for a glass of wine, occasionally with a date. He’d lived in the area and felt safe here.”

John spent the remainder of the morning in his office, chatting with staff members about forthcoming issues of George and preparing for an afternoon appointment with Hachette CEO Jack Kliger. The previous day’s business section of the New York Post had predicted George’s imminent demise. Anticipating the worst, John had arranged meetings for the following week with several financial institutions, including Chase Manhattan Bank, to discuss the prospect of raising funds to keep the publication afloat.

At about noon, John received a telephone call from Brian Calcagne, director of sales for Air Bound Aviation, the company at Essex County Airport that had sold him the Saratoga. He continued to use Air Bound to house and service the plane. Calcagne, who eventually bought John’s first plane from him, the Cessna 182, wondered if he planned on flying the Saratoga later that day. Confirming the flight, John asked the caller to have the aircraft ready for departure by early evening. Next he heard from Robert Merena, a flight instructor for Million Air with whom John had flown on a number of occasions. Merena wanted to know if Kennedy needed somebody to accompany him to Martha’s Vineyard. John told the instructor that having just been liberated from his CAM Walker, he wanted to fly the plane himself.

“Are you sure?” inquired Merena.

“I’m sure,” said JFK Jr.

At 1:00 p.m. John took George’s executive editor, Richard Blow, to lunch at Trionfo Ristorante, on the ground floor of the Paramount Plaza Building. They sat at John’s usual table, one of four in a private back room. The other three tables were empty. Kennedy pulled over a chair and rested his left leg on it. They discussed the financial future of the magazine. Although outwardly optimistic that George would find a substitute backer should Hachette decline, Kennedy struck Blow as quieter and more contemplative than usual. Aware that John had political aspirations and had considered running for the New York senatorial seat currently sought by Hillary Clinton, Blow felt reassured by his boss’s insistence that he intended to continue with the magazine, even if it meant cutting back on a staff overpopulated with editors and writers he’d kept on board simply because he found them fun to have around.

By 3:00 p.m., the time John usually left the office on Friday afternoons, he was again seated at his desk and on the telephone with his friend William (Billy) Sylvester Noonan, canceling a long-standing dinner appointment the two had set up for that Friday night, which another friend, Dan Samson, had also planned to attend. He told Noonan, a summer resident of Nantucket and someone he’d known since their teenage years, that his sister-in-law had to work late and that after work he had to drop her off at Martha’s Vineyard.

The conference with Kliger ran an hour, from 4:00 p.m. to 5:00 p.m., without any definitive resolution. “We met, as we always did, in John’s office,” said Kliger. “Most of the staff had already checked out for the weekend. Hobbling about on his crutches, John seemed moderately uncomfortable. Although nothing was permanently decided, I think John understood that we were willing to commit to George for another year, provided we could bring in a financial expert to help sort things out. That was the game plan, and we agreed to move ahead with the arrangement and to meet again upon his return.”

Feeling a sense of relief—or so he told Kliger—Kennedy took care of some lingering business. He telephoned New York literary agent Sterling Lord, who’d sent George an unpublished poem by the late Jack Kerouac, and thanked him for the submission, though, regrettably, it didn’t fit the magazine’s format. He spent forty-five minutes reviewing lists of story ideas compiled by his editors. He called Lauren Bessette at Morgan Stanley and agreed to meet her at six-thirty in front of his office building. He turned on his IBM computer and went to Weather Service International’s aviation website to determine the current weather conditions for Martha’s Vineyard and the rest of Massachusetts. The forecast was favorable: four to ten miles of visibility, mild winds, moderate haze, no summer rainstorms in the vicinity. The conditions fully complied with the FAA’s visual flight rules as they applied to pilots without an instrument rating. Minimal visibility requirements for noninstrument pilots called for daylight-hour flights and a visibility range of three miles or more. JFK Jr. felt confident in his decision to make the flight without the services of a certified instructor.

Carolyn Bessette Kennedy had spent the day preparing for the trip, making a quick run to Saks Fifth Avenue and then on to her East Side beauty salon, where John finally reached her on her cell phone. She was in the process of having a pedicurist match her toenails to a swatch of the material she hoped to wear to the wedding. Dissatisfied with the results, she asked the pedicurist to repeat the process, not once but twice. By 6:45 p.m. she was seated in the back of a Lincoln Town Car en route to Essex County Airport, where she would join John and her sister aboard the Saratoga.

Jessica Bruno, a Bessette family friend, had spoken with Carolyn earlier in the day and determined that she and John had overcome their differences. “Carolyn sounded rather chipper,” noted Bruno. “Having made up over the phone, she said that they were looking forward to spending the weekend together. They’d decided to leave the city a little later than usual to avoid traffic. Friday afternoons in the summer can be deadly. As fate would have it, there was a great deal of traffic that day. John, Carolyn, and Lauren arrived at the airport later than expected.”

Creeping through Times Square gridlock in John’s leased car, a white 1997 two-door Hyundai sports coupe convertible (with New Jersey plates), Lauren may have wondered if she had made a wise choice after all in agreeing to fly with her sister and brother-in-law. Jane Dawson, a friend of hers, described Lauren as “the kind of person who rarely changed her mind once she decided on something. She was loyal to the end. But she also told me that the one thing she didn’t want was to end up making the flight with John at night.”

A night flight seemed inevitable. Having finally broken through the Times Square gridlock, John and Lauren found themselves hopelessly mired in bumper-to-bumper Lincoln Tunnel traffic. And Route 3, on the New Jersey side of the Hudson River, was no better. Carolyn Bessette’s driver, having opted for the Holland Tunnel, faced the same impediment. The drive from Manhattan to Caldwell, New Jersey, which on a traffic-free day can be negotiated in forty-five minutes, took nearly twice as long on the evening of July 16.

It was 7:50 p.m. by the time John pulled the Hyundai into Jack’s Friendly Service Station, a few hundred yards from the entrance to Essex County Airport. Using a single crutch for support, he struggled out of the car and into the small convenience store attached to the service station. There he paid the cashier, Mesfin Gebreegziabher, for a banana, a bottle of Evian water, and a four-pack of triple-A batteries. On his way out, he ran into Roy Stoppard, a business executive with a private pilot’s license and many years of flying experience. “I knew John from other airport convenience stops,” said Stoppard, who’d just flown in from Boston. “He was exiting, and I was entering, so we stopped to chat just outside the store’s front door, near the gas pumps. He asked me what he could expect weather-wise en route to the Vineyard, and I told him I’d run into some thick haze on the way down. The weather conditions were shifting, so I told him he might want to wait awhile before leaving. ‘No chance,’ he said. ‘I’m already late.’

“He was carrying two plastic bags in his left hand, a crutch tucked under his right arm. As we stood there talking, I noticed that one of the bags contained what looked like a bottle of white wine, which he’d presumably brought with him from New York—they don’t sell wine at Jack’s. On closer examination, I could see that the bottle had been opened, because the seal was broken and the cork jammed back into place. In light of what happened that night, I often wonder what role, if any, can be attributed to that ominous-looking bottle of wine. I don’t know if John had been drinking that evening, but I wouldn’t bet against it.

“As he turned to leave, I wished him luck. ‘Thanks,’ he said, ‘I’ll need it.’”








Chapter 2

THE FALL OF ICARUS (2)




MOVING GINGERLY ON a single crutch, John F. Kennedy Jr. transferred the luggage from his Hyundai into the twin, 100-pound capacity cargo holds on either side of the Saratoga. It was 8:10 p.m., and John had parked his car alongside the plane in front of the Air Bound Aviation hangar at Essex County Airport. Ten minutes later, following Carolyn Bessette’s arrival in the Lincoln Town Car, he did the same with her luggage. Carolyn helped by toting her own garment bag as well as a stack of fashion magazines she had bought to read on the flight. With both holds filled, John gave Lauren a brief tour of the aircraft. At twenty-seven feet, nine inches in length and with a thirty-six-foot wing span, it seemed extremely compact. Built in 1995, bearing the identification number N9253N stenciled in large numerals across its fusillade, the 300-horsepower, single-engine, red-and-white Piper Saratoga II came equipped with retractable landing gear, refreshment console, executive writing table, carpeting, and six tan leather seats (including the pilot’s and right-front passenger’s). The remaining four seats were arranged “club-style” in two rows facing each other and were located directly behind the pilot’s seat.

John purchased the plane on April 28, 1999, from Air Bound Aviation for $225,000. Air Bound had acquired it several months earlier from international businessman Muir Hussain, who told a reporter that the Saratoga’s seating arrangement was “confining and uncomfortable.” John, however, considered it “cramped but cozy,” a sentiment shared by his wife. Andy Ferguson, president of Air Bound Aviation, asserted that Carolyn Bessette “loved the plane and loved flying in it. Contrary to popular opinion, she wasn’t the least bit afraid to fly with John. John brimmed with confidence; one might even say overconfidence. Flying one of these small planes is like riding a roller coaster without the rails. If there’s trouble up there, the pilot has to depend on his own skills to land the plane safely.”

JFK Jr.’s determination to become a pilot had a practical component to it that may have transcended the pleasure factor. In the past, when forced to resort to commercial air travel, he found himself, like everyone else, waiting for hours at ticket counters, security checkpoints, and departure gates. Once on the airliner, he was at the mercy of fellow passengers and curiosity seekers. The less considerate passenger thought nothing of bombarding him with questions or demanding his autograph. While he understood (and even enjoyed) the human element of the dilemma—the endless fascination that most people maintain for celebrity—being the object of such scrutiny left him with a feeling of vulnerability. In 1990, when flying to Palm Beach, Florida, he had been unable to book a first-class seat. To avoid having to sit next to a stranger, he purchased an extra tourist-class seat and traveled with his guitar on it. The press attacked him for the tactic, labeling him “a poor little rich boy.” In 1991, on an American Airlines flight to Los Angeles, a passenger seated nearby suddenly whipped out his video camera and started filming John until a flight attendant forced the intruder to return to his seat. Reporters booked on the same flights as John routinely took advantage of the situation, engaging him in idle conversation, then writing up the encounter as if it had been a prearranged formal interview, often inventing dialogue to fit the occasion. Chartering his own plane and pilot worked no better for John. Too many charter flight pilots, in an effort to drum up business, leaked the names and travel plans of their most famous clients. In January 1992, JFK Jr. had barely stepped off a charter flight to St. Louis when a swarm of reporters and photographers descended upon him. One of the photographers later admitted that they’d been tipped off to his arrival by the pilot.

Not that life in the media fishbowl was exactly a foreign concept to John. Even as he finished packing up the Saratoga, a British freelance photographer named George Exley Smith lurked in the shadows of the Air Bound hangar, snapping pictures of the scene. “I’d flown into Essex County Airport from Long Island with a pilot friend of mine,” Smith explained. “Somebody at the airport mentioned that JFK Jr. and his wife were expected to fly out of there later that afternoon. Hoping for a photo op, I decided to hang around. They didn’t arrive until after eight. John and his sister-in-law drove up first, followed by Carolyn a few minutes later. I remember how fresh and vibrant the two sisters looked, Carolyn in a black sleeveless blouse and black pedal-pushers, Lauren in a stylish pearl gray dress. John dragged himself around on a crutch while conversing on his cell phone. He then began circling the plane, manually checking the flaps and inspecting the twin fuel tanks (located against the front edge of both wings) to make sure they were full. It’s a hop, skip, and jump from Caldwell to the airport at Vineyard Haven, on Martha’s Vineyard, approximately forty-five minutes to an hour, depending on weather conditions. The Piper Saratoga has a fuel capacity of slightly over a hundred gallons. It burns roughly sixteen gallons of fuel per flight hour. The hundred gallons that John’s plane supposedly carried that day would’ve kept them going for a good six hours.”

Reflecting further, Smith recalled thinking it odd that a novice pilot like John, with his bad leg and lack of instrument rating, would want to make the flight alone at night, particularly given the rapidly changing weather picture. The air was so viscous and the haze so pervasive by this time that Smith’s photographs were rendered practically unusable. Other pilots at the same airport were abandoning their flight plans and rescheduling for the morning.

On July 6, 2000, nearly a year after JFK Jr.’s fatal flight, the National Transportation Safety Board, an independent federal agency that investigates the causes of aviation, nautical, and railroad accidents, issued its final report on the Kennedy crash. In preparing the document, which was supplemented by lengthy operational files and field reports, the NTSB sought the cooperation of both the FAA and the FBI. Agents for the Federal Bureau of Investigation conducted dozens of interviews with aviation experts, including four veteran pilots who for years had flown the same route as John—from New Jersey to either Martha’s Vineyard or Nantucket. All four reported low visibility due to fog and haze on the night of the accident. Three of them, having flown earlier on the same day, recalled that while flying over water they were forced to utilize their instrument training. “It was pretty bad out there,” said one of the three. “There were no discernible reference points and no sign of a horizon.” The fourth pilot, having flown into Essex County Airport just as John was leaving, had earlier come within three miles of Martha’s Vineyard and described the night sky over the Vineyard as “inky black and filled with haze.” He could see nothing, he said, “not a single light.” He thought at first that there had been a vast power outage. It was as if the entire island had been sucked up by the sea.

For his part, John Jr. remained unaware of any last-minute weather changes. He had failed, either by choice or oversight, to update the information he’d gleaned from the Weather Service International website before leaving his office. Nor did he avail himself of what are known as “pre-ops,” or pilot reports, filed by fliers already airborne. Pre-ops usually contain late-breaking data on existing atmospheric conditions such as wind velocity, haze, rain, and cloud configurations. Even the most cursory review would have revealed that fog and haze had closed in over Martha’s Vineyard, rendering the airport at Vineyard Haven virtually unattainable to anyone but the most experienced, instrument-trained pilot.

Sunset that Friday began at 8:14 p.m. and ended at 8:47 p.m. The maximum visibility at Essex County Airport at the time of John’s departure had been reduced to “between three and four miles.” The airport itself was steeped in an eerie, purplish day-ending light, the sky partially enveloped by a thick overlay of haze. Cellular phone records for the pilot and his two passengers reveal that Carolyn placed two last calls while the plane was still on the ground, the first to Carole Radziwill at Martha’s Vineyard to confirm that she and John would arrive at Gay Head the following evening after Rory Kennedy’s wedding, the second to Jenny (Jean) Messina, Carolyn and Lauren’s high-spirited, eighty-six-year-old maternal grandmother. According to the NTSB report (and confirmed by cell phone records), no further calls were made or received after takeoff.

Carolyn and Lauren had buckled themselves side by side into the second row of seats, facing the rear of the plane, back to back with the pilot seat. John tested the engine by gunning it, triggering the nose propeller and sending up a gray cloud of grit and exhaust. The plane’s vibrations set off the Hyundai’s antitheft alarm. Carolyn unbuckled herself, clambered off the plane, shut off the alarm, and returned to her seat. John rolled the aircraft out of the Air Bound lot into position on runway 22, revved the engine again, and, after receiving clearance from air traffic control, took off at 8:38 p.m., heading south for a short distance before banking gently to the right and turning the plane to the northeast. At 8:40 p.m. he radioed air traffic control that he was “north of Teterboro…headed eastward.”

Tracing the events that ensued over the next hour, the NTSB report details a cascade of questionable pilot decisions and insurmountable problems that would ultimately lead to the destruction of the Saratoga and those aboard. While no single element of the journey proved truly decisive, they quickly piled up on each other like an unsteady stack of dominoes. The first of these took place at 8:49 p.m., eleven minutes into the flight, when John accidentally tripped a Traffic Alert and Collision Avoidance System (TCAS) alarm in the air traffic control tower at Westchester County Airport, in White Plains, New York. American Airlines flight 1484, a commercial jetliner carrying 120 passengers and six crew members, had leveled off at three thousand feet in anticipation of a final approach and landing. Three miles away, climbing into a direct collision course with the inbound jetliner, was the much smaller Saratoga. Unable to reach John over his radio transmitter, the air traffic controller immediately contacted the pilot of the jetliner, alerting him to the situation and instructing him to make a course adjustment.

Excerpts of the radio transmissions between the White Plains air traffic controller and the pilot of American Airlines flight 1484 (as reproduced in the NTSB report) reveal the air controller’s frustration over John’s failure to respond. After several frantic calls to the Saratoga, the air traffic controller gave up and concentrated his efforts on guiding the commercial jetliner out of harm’s way. At 8:53 p.m., four minutes after the onset of the alarm, the American Airlines pilot radioed the controller: “Yes, we have him. I think we have him.” The pilot had spotted the Saratoga off his right wing, dangerously close but now at a slightly higher altitude than the jetliner. It is clear from the Saratoga’s flight pattern that John never saw the other aircraft and had no idea that he had violated its air space, nearly causing a catastrophic midair collision.

The most bizarre aspect of the event, aside from the fact that it was never reported in the press, had to be JFK Jr.’s failure to respond to the air traffic controller’s radio transmissions. Interviewed by the FBI for the NTSB report, Christopher Benway, John’s instructor at FlightSafety International, disclosed that his pupil had experienced profound difficulty with lesson eleven of the instrument training course he’d begun but never completed. The lesson tested a flight student’s knowledge of high-frequency radio ranges and transmissions. According to Benway, it took John four attempts to complete the lesson and another three—seven in all—before the instructor felt comfortable with Kennedy’s performance. On the night of July 16, JFK Jr. appears to have regressed, possibly because it had been nearly two months since his last solo flight. The NTSB report mentions in passing that in the course of his flight, with the exception of his curtailed message following takeoff, John made no attempt to use his radio transmitter, not even during the tense moments preceding the crash.

Following the near collision over Westchester County Airport, JFK Jr. continued to climb to 5,500 feet, flying on a straight line in the direction of Martha’s Vineyard. For one brief span, a period lasting no more than thirty minutes, as he pushed on into the night, John must have experienced the feeling of serenity and well-being, elation and exhilaration that came to him whenever he sat at the controls of his plane. “It’s euphoric,” he once said of flying. “There’s nothing like it and there are no words to describe it.” He could feel the Saratoga quiver and throb as it cut through the darkness, the night air lifting the plane’s riveted aluminum wings, propelling it forward at an average cruising speed of 175 miles per hour. The syrupy haze that blanketed New Jersey had gradually thinned. As he flew over the coastline of Connecticut, he could make out the twinkling lights of Bridgeport and New Haven. The moon and stars were dim but visible. The horizon, a fine line dividing sea from sky, was discernible in the distance.

It might have been at this stage that John would have wanted to utilize the autopilot function in his plane, a device that could have steered the plane to its destination. According to the operational files compiled by the NTSB, the Saratoga’s autopilot wasn’t engaged during the aircraft’s final journey. The same files reveal that on several previous trips undertaken by John in company with a certified flight instructor, the autopilot had malfunctioned and had to be reset mid-flight. But even had the device been in perfect operating order, the fact remains that he had never been trained to operate the autopilot and therefore could not have deployed it on his own.

Ted Stanley, a Martha’s Vineyard charter pilot who maintained a friendship with JFK Jr., observed that “John wasn’t acquainted with the operation of the autopilot because at that time the FAA didn’t require a private pilot to be familiar with its use. As a result, flight training programs rarely included the autopilot in their curriculum for beginning pilots. After John’s death, I began corresponding with the FAA to try to rectify this situation. I don’t know if there have been any regulatory changes about learning to fly in autopilot, but it seems to me it should be featured in any program devoted to basic pilot training.”

Ted Stanley went on. “There are several flight adages that apply to John,” he noted. “One of them is: ‘Judgment comes from experience, and experience comes from bad judgment.’ In other words, John found himself in a predicament he hadn’t encountered before. Had he somehow come through it, he would have known better what to do the second time around. Another saying has it that ‘There are old pilots and bold pilots, but there are no old, bold pilots.’ In undertaking the flight, John may have been too bold for his own good.”

 

At 9:29 p.m.—fifty-one minutes after takeoff—as the Saratoga approached Point Judith, Rhode Island, on the last leg of its flight, the haze suddenly kicked in again. The white lights of towns and villages below abruptly vanished. The moon and stars were gone as well, their light bleached into invisibility. Only the horizon remained, a vague, unwavering line that now seemed to be covered by a porous swatch of white gauze.

At this point, a more advanced pilot would have shifted from visual flight rules to instrument flight rules, an option unavailable to John. A more prudent pilot might have turned inland and sought permission to land at an alternate site, lay over, and continue once the weather cleared. Another possible route—one that John occasionally flew—would have taken him farther along the coastline of Rhode Island, heading northwest, thus reducing the time the plane would have to fly over open water. Instead JFK Jr. chose to maintain his bearing, turning east at Point Judith and flying the last thirty miles over the Atlantic. As soon as he completed the turn, he must have realized he had made a mistake. The blinding fog and haze, worse at sea than over land, had obscured everything, including the horizon. Sea and sky blended into one impenetrable black mass, and John soon found himself in the middle of it.

In preparing for his pilot’s license, JFK Jr. had familiarized himself with the FAA’s various pamphlets and circulars, not least of which were those devoted to the subject of spatial disorientation. One in particular, FAA Advisory Circular 61-27C, “Instrument Flying: Coping with Illusions in Flight,” stated that illusions or false impressions occur when information provided by sensory organs is misinterpreted or inadequate, and that illusions in flight can be caused by complex motions and certain visual scenes imagined under adverse weather conditions and at night.

The advisory circular further maintained that some illusions might lead to spatial disorientation or the inability to determine accurately the attitude or motion of the aircraft in relation to the earth’s surface. The advisory circular concluded that spatial disorientation, as a result of continued reliance on visual flight rules under conditions better suited to instrument flight rules, is regularly near the top of the cause/factor list in annual statistics on fatal aircraft accidents.

Without radioing ahead, immersed in a monochromatic void, staring at the complex display of dials and instruments on the control panel before him, John initiated a gradual descent of the Saratoga that varied between 400 and 800 feet per minute. Besides preparing for a final approach and clearance to land, he may have hoped to drop the plane far enough below the haze to catch sight of the Gay Head Lighthouse beacon or to reestablish a view of the horizon. Only minutes from the rapidly approaching shore, having descended from 5,500 to 2,200 feet, John began a right turn. Squinting into the darkness for some telltale sign, he could make out neither the horizon nor the lighthouse beacon. He may have then searched in vain for the navigational beacon that sits on the Vineyard airfield and is used by pilots to guide themselves to a runway. Inexplicably, he now climbed back to 2,600 feet and began to turn left. As the plane turned left, it began to descend again, the speed of descent increasing to 900 feet per minute. The Saratoga’s airspeed also increased. In an effort to slow the plane and regain control, John attempted to raise the Saratoga’s nose by pulling back the yoke, a tactic that might have worked had the plane’s wings been level. Under the circumstances, with the aircraft descending at an angle, the maneuver only added to the pilot’s problems. Without visual reference points, John could no longer differentiate between up and down, right and left. His mind and inner ear told him one thing, his eyes and a wildly whirling altimeter told him something else. Unable to process the conflicting strands of information, he became even more confused. Thirty seconds after trying to raise the plane’s nose, he attempted still another right turn. At 1,500 feet, the Saratoga entered what aviators call a “graveyard spiral,” spinning like a top as it plummeted downward (for about fifteen seconds) at a rate that exceeded 5,000 feet per minute. The plane struck the water in a nose-down attitude, the force of impact equivalent to an automobile plowing into a cement wall at 200 miles per hour. The pilot and his two passengers died instantly. The recorded time was 9:41 p.m. Air control at Martha’s Vineyard had the plane on its radar screen when it vanished, but didn’t realize it was Kennedy (since he had filed no flight plan) until days later when they reviewed radar screen tapes. The last sound the aircraft’s occupants heard as they fell, their bodies crushed into their seats, must have been the wind screaming past the plane’s windows.

 

The Saratoga’s propeller, wings, and tail were sheared away in the crash and sank to the bottom, not far from the twisted fuselage, which came to rest in an upside-down position. Every window in the aircraft had been broken or blown out. The plane’s supposedly indestructible flight data recorder (“little black box”), more vulnerable than the type used in commercial airliners, shattered in the crash and proved useless to NTSB investigators. Despite an exhaustive search for the missing plane, it took until Tuesday morning, July 20, before sonar readings pointed the way to a possible wreckage site on a cold (52 degrees Fahrenheit) patch of ocean bottom, 116 feet below the choppy surface, 7.5 miles southwest of Gay Head. Shortly before midnight on the same day, a remote-operated submersible craft equipped with a camera spotted the wreckage, ending all speculation as to the fate of the Saratoga and those aboard.

Two and a half hours later, at 2:15 a.m., Wednesday, July 21, a team of U.S. Navy divers approached the wreckage. A grisly scene awaited them. John’s body, his head and upper torso protruding from a broken cockpit window, was badly decomposed. His right arm washed back and forth in the brisk underwater current, as though beckoning the divers to his side. At ten in the morning another dive team returned to the wreckage to search for the bodies of Carolyn and Lauren Bessette. They were found on the ocean floor less than ten yards from what remained of the plane, still strapped side by side into their seats, their bodies as waterlogged and ravaged by the sea as John’s. In addition to devastating internal injuries, all three had suffered massive cuts and lacerations to the head, face, and torso, enabling their bodily fluids to escape and their remains to putrefy. Sharks and other sea creatures had gnawed away at their flesh, adding to the carnage.

Senator Ted Kennedy had departed the Schlossberg house at Sagaponack on Monday afternoon and rejoined the clan at the Kennedy compound in Hyannis Port. Coast Guard officials reached him there with news of the latest developments. Teddy notified Caroline Kennedy as well as the mother of Carolyn and Lauren Bessette. Realizing that all was lost, Ted had already issued a public statement: “We are all filled with unspeakable grief and sadness. John was a shining light in all our lives, and in the lives of the nation and the world that first came to know him as a little boy. He was a devoted husband to Carolyn, a loving brother to Caroline, an amazing uncle to her children, a close and dear friend to his cousins, and a beloved nephew to my sisters and me. He was the adored son of two proud parents whom he now joins with God. We loved him deeply.”

Despite his outward calm, a stance he adopted for the sake of his family, Ted Kennedy felt utterly stricken. How many more Kennedys, young and old, could he be expected to bury? To add to his misery, July 19 marked the thirtieth anniversary of the Chappaquiddick scandal.

At 12:15 p.m. on Wednesday, a Navy helicopter delivered Ted and his two sons, Edward Jr. and Patrick, to the USS Grasp, a navy salvage ship, to witness the recovery operation. Two teams of divers descended in steel cages that were attached to the salvage vessel by wires and cables and worked like elevators. Ted Kennedy watched grimly as one by one, starting with John, the three cadavers were hoisted out of the murky depths and placed in white metallic caskets on the deck of the ship.

In Washington, D.C., President Clinton held a press conference in which he addressed various topics. When asked to comment on his authorization, at considerable taxpayer expense, of an extended search for JFK Jr.’s Saratoga, he replied: “Because of the role of the Kennedy family in our national lives, and because of the enormous losses that they have sustained in our lifetimes, I thought it appropriate to give the search a few more days. If anyone believes that this was wrong, the Coast Guard is not at fault—I am…” A day after the recovery of the plane and the bodies, Clinton ordered all American flags at the White House to be flown at half-mast.

At 7:00 p.m. on Wednesday, the salvage vessel arrived at the U.S. Coast Guard Station in Falmouth, Massachusetts. The three metallic caskets were transferred to a pair of coroner vans, John in one and the Bessette sisters in the other. Escorted by Massachusetts State Police cars on yet another dark Kennedy motorcade, the vans drove the bodies to Barnstable County Hospital in Pocasset. There Dr. Richard J. Evans, chief medical examiner for the Commonwealth of Massachusetts, assisted by Dr. James Weiner, performed a state- and FAA-mandated autopsy on JFK Jr., followed by complete physical examinations (including X-rays) of Carolyn and Lauren Bessette. Photographs of the three corpses were taken at various stages of the process, but to avoid unwanted publicity, the Kennedy and Bessette families requested that the film not be developed. The entire procedure took just under four hours and ended close to midnight. The cause of death on all three death certificates was “multiple traumatic injuries.” At Caroline Kennedy’s behest, her brother’s autopsy report remained permanently sealed.

Under the headline “JFK Autopsy Rushed,” The Boston Globe published an article (July 29, 1999) accusing the medical examiner’s office of hurrying the autopsy as an accommodation to the Kennedy family. The article questioned the haste and secrecy with which the autopsy was performed and the fact that it was conducted at night, immediately following the recovery of the bodies. Even more dismaying, it would seem, was the alacrity with which the three cadavers were then cremated. The moment the autopsy ended, the corpses were taken to the Duxbury Crematory, in Duxbury, Massachusetts. By early Thursday morning, July 22, the ashes of all three were turned over to attorneys for both families.

Carolyn and Lauren Bessette’s mother, Ann Freeman, their orthopedist stepfather, Dr. Richard Freeman, and Lauren’s twin sister, Lisa, drove to Woods Hole from the Freeman residence in Greenwich, Connecticut, to attend the funeral services with seventeen members of the Kennedy family. The Freemans issued a public statement of their own; it began: “Nothing in life is preparation for the loss of a child…” They had lost two children.

At nine-thirty, Thursday morning, a Coast Guard vessel ferried the Bessettes and Kennedys to the USS Briscoe, a guided-missile destroyer made available for the funeral by then Defense Secretary William S. Cohen. Coast Guard officers helped the bereaved to board the Navy destroyer. Among those in the Kennedy contingent were John’s sister, Caroline, Uncle Ted, Maria Shriver, William Kennedy Smith, and Patrick Kennedy. Also present, seated pensively in a wheelchair, was Anthony Radziwill.

Cruising to a point midway between the beach at Gay Head and the spot where the Saratoga went down, the destroyer stopped and dropped anchor. Along the shoreline of southwestern Martha’s Vineyard, vacationers and local residents, gripped for days by news of the plane’s disappearance, strained to watch the drama from afar. They saw little. An armada of Coast Guard ships had been carefully placed to block the view and protect the privacy of the funeral guests. A strictly enforced security zone of ten nautical miles had been imposed by the FAA to keep the news media—in chartered boats and helicopters—at a respectful distance.

The half-hour ceremony began at noon and was conducted by two Navy chaplains and a Roman Catholic priest. A quintet of Navy musicians played softly in the background while members of both families stepped forward to cast the ashes of the dead into the sea. Caroline spoke to the group of her brother’s desire to be buried at sea. Farther out in the Atlantic, the USS Grasp continued to salvage pieces of the Saratoga, lifting to the surface the badly damaged control panel and a nine-foot section of fuselage. These and other airplane parts would be carefully examined by FAA and NTSB inspectors in an effort to determine the cause of the crash.

The mourners arrived back in Woods Hole at three-thirty in the afternoon. The Bessettes returned to Connecticut, and the Kennedys proceeded to Hyannis Port for a private reception. At the reception, Ted Kennedy attempted to convince Caroline to hold a larger, more public memorial service in John’s honor than the one she’d arranged for the following day at the Church of St. Thomas More on East 89th Street in Manhattan. He suggested, “rather forcefully,” claimed one witness, that it be held at the Washington National Cathedral in the nation’s capital, and that television cameras be allowed into the cathedral. Caroline stood her ground—she had no intention of politicizing her brother’s death.

On Friday morning, July 23, President Clinton—accompanied by Hillary and their daughter, Chelsea—waded through a maze of police barricades and a mass of spectators to reach the entranceway to the church. Invitations to the memorial service were extended to only 150 handpicked guests, including Muhammad Ali, John Kenneth Galbraith, and Arthur M. Schlesinger Jr. The altar had been decorated with hundreds of white roses. Caroline Kennedy read from Shakespeare’s The Tempest. Anthony Radziwill, who would survive his cousin by a mere three weeks, read Psalm 23. Wyclef Jean, one of John Jr.’s favorite recording artists, sang a haunting rendition of “Many Rivers to Cross.” A gospel choir sang “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot.” Reverend Charles O’Byrne, who had presided over John and Carolyn’s wedding, gave the homily, and Ted Kennedy delivered the eulogy, comparing John’s virtues with those of President Kennedy: “We had to think that this John Kennedy would live to comb gray hair, with his beloved Carolyn by his side. But like his father, he had every gift but length in years.” At the end, President Clinton presented Caroline Kennedy, Ted Kennedy, and the Bessettes with identical photo albums of John and Carolyn’s visit to the White House.

A day later, many of the same invitees gathered again at a memorial ceremony for Carolyn and Lauren Bessette. Organized by their uncle, Florida surgeon Jack Messina, the event was held at Christ Church in Greenwich. Ed and Caroline Schlossberg, Ethel Kennedy, Jean Kennedy Smith, and Kathleen Kennedy Townsend represented the Kennedy camp. Notably absent from the proceedings was Carolyn and Lauren’s father, William J. Bessette, a cabinet store owner and former engineer from White Plains, New York. No longer on cordial terms with his ex-wife, Bessette had been left to mourn the loss of his daughters in his own fashion.

Other memorial services were held in cities and towns across the country. More than one newspaper editorial compared John Jr.’s untimely death to the earlier demise of Princess Diana. “It marks the end of an era,” proclaimed Newsweek. John and Carolyn’s apartment building in TriBeCa became a shrine for thousands of New Yorkers who left behind flowers, letters, drawings, balloons, and posters in such abundance that many of the tenants in the building had trouble gaining access to their lofts.

Meanwhile, the investigation by the FAA and NTSB into the cause or causes of the accident had just begun. The four-hour-long autopsy performed on John by the chief medical examiner of Massachusetts (less than the time it took to examine and X-ray the bodies of Carolyn and Lauren Bessette) established a probable cause of death without addressing a more compelling question: What were the culminating circumstances and events that contributed to JFK Jr.’s cataclysmic end?

The answer to this and other pertinent questions can be found not in the autopsy report or in the NTSB’s final report of July 6, 2000, but in a joint NTSB/FAA document, “Final Forensic Toxicology Fatal Accident Report,” a five-page summation of contributing factors long withheld from public scrutiny but currently available under the Freedom of Information Act (FOIA). The document, dated August 6, 1999, and signed by NTSB medical investigator Dennis Canfield, Ph.D., is based on an examination of muscle and organ samples extracted from JFK Jr.’s body during the July 21 autopsy and flown to the FAA’s Mike Monroney Aeronautical Center in Oklahoma City, Oklahoma. After extensive testing in the FAA’s medical laboratories, it was determined that the deceased’s lung and muscle samples were laced with unusually high traces of ethanol (alcohol). John’s lung sample contained 36 milligrams of ethanol per deciliter (mg/dL); the ethanol reading for his muscle sample was 55 mg/dL. While these figures mean little to the layman, they are significant when interpreted by a toxicologist.

From the wording of the August 6, 1999, report, Dennis Canfield seems to imply what the high ethanol readings in JFK Jr.’s body may have suggested. Canfield writes: “The ethanol found in this case may potentially be from postmortem ethanol formation and not from the ingestion of alcohol.” Despite Canfield’s conclusion, the NTSB’s final report (which was not prepared by Canfield but by nameless officials) categorically states: “The toxicological tests are negative for alcohol and drugs of abuse.” It is clear from the FAA’s report that the toxicological tests were positive with respect to the presence of alcohol (or ethanol) in JFK Jr.’s body. The single detail the FAA could not determine—or did not want to determine—was whether the high ethanol readings were the result of postmortem alcohol formation or the result of alcohol ingestion, an act that by definition would have had to take place prior to the subject’s death. At the very least, it is obvious that the NTSB’s final report is nothing less than a misrepresentation of the facts.

In determining the primary cause of JFK Jr.’s high alcohol reading, it is important to note that the readings were based on tests performed on the subject’s lung and muscle samples and not on his liver, which for some unknown reason was never tested. According to experts in the field, postmortem formation of alcohol deposits almost always takes place in the liver and not in the muscular system.

Dr. James C. Garriott, arguably the best-known toxicologist in the United States, left little doubt that the alcohol readings in JFK Jr.’s body samples are “a valid indicator of ingested alcohol prior to death.” To this contention, he added: “It’s not an extremely high reading, but under certain circumstances it might be considered high. It’s the equivalent of two to three glasses of wine imbibed in close succession. Kennedy’s alcohol reading was twice the legal level established by FAA regulations as the standard for licensed commercial airplane pilots. Moreover, it’s entirely possible that because the subject’s body was submerged in salt water for so many days prior to recovery and testing, the original reading might have been significantly higher.” Garriott also found it “strange” that the subject’s liver sample was never tested for alcoholic content, as a countermeasure to the ethanol readings in his other body samples. “As unlikely as it seems,” he said, “it’s possible the liver couldn’t be accurately tested because of its advanced state of decay.”

While by no means an alcoholic—“He far preferred pot to booze,” said JFK Jr.’s friend John Perry Barlow—John did enjoy an occasional glass of wine or bottle of beer, and periodically was known to drink far more than that. He’d been spotted less than an hour before the start of his last flight carrying what appeared to be an uncorked bottle of wine. That he wasn’t an extreme or habitual drinker could possibly have heightened the effect of what alcohol he did imbibe prior to the flight. Then there were John’s medications, the pharmaceuticals he’d been prescribed for attention deficit disorder and Graves’ disease, as well as the pain pills he took for his ankle injury. While none of these was mentioned in the NTSB’s final report—tests were simply not conducted for these particular medications—there is no question that they too could have increased the effect of any alcohol he might have consumed.

Given the NTSB’s apparent obfuscation of the record, it is easy to understand why their operational files on JFK Jr. are incomplete. A separate document of some three hundred pages, these files normally include a section titled “Human Performance.” Listed in the index to the operational files, the “human performance” section is not only missing but, according to an NTSB spokesperson, “was never begun.” Had it been included, it would have had to deal with the subject’s state of mind and degree of inebriation (if any) on the day of the crash. It would help to explain, among other things, John’s failure to obtain a weather update prior to takeoff, his inability (or unwillingness) to either receive or initiate radio transmissions, and his near collision with a commercial jetliner over Westchester County Airport.

Although the NTSB’s final report attributes the Saratoga’s crash to “pilot error,” its summary of probable cause fails to address the underlying issues. Having eliminated the possibility of “mechanical failure,” the report blames the accident on “the pilot’s failure to maintain control of the airplane during a descent over water at night, which was the result of spatial disorientation. Factors in the accident were haze and the dark night.” The report makes little or no reference to those factors that led up to the final scene, such as alcohol, pharmaceuticals, a broken ankle, and an overall lack of knowledge, judgment, and experience, to say nothing of youth, folly, and overconfidence.

Of course nobody can ever know exactly what happened in that airplane on that particular night. John could have momentarily dozed off, or he could have been in an argument with his wife—or his wife and sister-in-law could have been arguing in the back of the plane, and he became distracted. Or possibly it had been, on a metaphysical level, merely the confluence of a series of unfortunate events over which John had no control.

John Perry Barlow recalled receiving an e-mail from JFK Jr. that had been sent on July 16, the last day of Kennedy’s life. The e-mail consisted of a letter from John commiserating with his friend over the recent death of his mother. “I’d been with my mother,” said Barlow, “during her last days, much as John had been with his mother toward the end of her life. After my mother died, I wrote to John. He responded by e-mail and said he was grateful that I’d been able to see my mother through to the end, just as he had done. ‘Now we both know that death is not so macabre,’ he wrote. What was macabre is that I read the e-mail only after John’s death. He spoke to me from the grave.

“From time to time, John and I talked about the meaning of life,” continued Barlow. “He had a fairly strong idea that sooner or later something unexpected might happen to him. He was a fatalist. He believed that someday his number would come up, and there wasn’t a hell of a lot he could do about it. He wanted to experience as much as he could in his life. He loved to fly. He needed to fly. If he had to choose a way to die, it would have happened just as it did—with John at the controls of his plane.”

JFK Jr. also explored the subject of death with his sister Caroline, discussing with her not only his desire to be buried at sea but the circumstances that had robbed them of both parents, a much loved uncle, several young cousins, and a cluster of close friends. Death seemed a kind of common denominator, uniting the siblings, binding them together. “We aren’t exactly cursed,” John had once said of the Kennedys, “but we’re pretty damn close to it. Yes, we’ve had our share of luck. We’ve been to the mountaintop. But there have been entirely too many tragedies, mostly of our own making.” So untimely and unjust had been his own tragic end that it seemed, well after the fact, almost incomprehensible. Never had Caroline Kennedy imagined that at age forty-one, she would become the keeper of the flame, the sole survivor of a family that in its heyday appeared to be all but immortal.
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Chapter 3

“GOOD MORNING, MR. PRESIDENT”




A PATCHWORK OF GARDENS, meandering tree-lined lanes, and redbrick Federal and Victorian town houses, Georgetown was not so much a place as a state of mind. Cozily nestled in the oldest section of Washington, D.C., the tiny, picturesque village was home to the great, the near great, and the once great in government and the media. One of the most visible young couples in Georgetown in 1954 was the Kennedys. Senator John F. Kennedy of Massachusetts, thirty-six, a three-term former Democratic congressman, had married twenty-four-year-old Jacqueline Lee Bouvier in Newport, Rhode Island, on September 12, 1953. With 1,200 guests present at their reception, the event became known among society columnists as “the wedding of the decade.” He was the son of Joseph P. Kennedy, the first Irish Catholic ambassador from the United States to England, and Rose Fitzgerald Kennedy, whose father, John Francis (Honey Fitz) Fitzgerald, had served as mayor of Boston. One of the wealthiest men in America, Joe Kennedy struck it rich during Prohibition by importing vast shipments of gin and whiskey from England, Scotland, and Canada, storing the illegal provisions in a Palm Beach prison, investing the profits in an array of enterprises, including real estate, oil, utilities, shipping, movie theaters, racetracks, gambling casinos, and, his most valuable asset, the Chicago Merchandise Mart. Often depicted as brilliant but ruthless, he doubled his bankroll while serving as chairman of the U.S. Securities and Exchange Commission, taking advantage of investment loopholes he would soon declare illegal. To avoid paying taxes both during his lifetime and after, he established a series of nonprofit corporations and interlocking trusts that skirted the law but effectively preserved a family fortune variously estimated at between 650 million and several billion dollars.

Jacqueline Kennedy, the senator’s wife, was the daughter of Janet Lee, an accomplished equestrienne and New York City club woman, and John Vernou Bouvier III, an independent Wall Street investment broker otherwise known as “Black Jack” because of his darkly masculine features and rampant womanizing. Several years after their 1940 divorce, when Jackie was eleven, Janet married another stockbroker, Hugh Dudley (Hughdie) Auchincloss Jr., and with her daughters, Jackie and Lee (four years Jackie’s junior), moved into his spacious estates: Hammersmith Farm, at Newport, where they spent their summers, and Merrywood, at McLean, Virginia, only minutes from downtown Washington. Jacqueline’s background as a Miss Porter’s School debutante and honors student at Vassar and the Sorbonne, as well as her fashionable position as inquiring photographer at the Washington Times-Herald, provided John F. Kennedy with what he needed most to secure his political future: social acceptability. Jackie’s East Coast finishing-school polish, French Catholic heritage, and Hollywood-star good looks matched JFK’s most celebrated qualities—his urbane sophistication, youthful vitality, and quick wit.

After honeymooning in Acapulco and San Francisco, Jack and Jackie returned to Washington and took up temporary residence with the Auchinclosses at Merrywood. They split their weekends between the Kennedy compound in Hyannis Port and the Kennedy mansion on North Ocean Boulevard in Palm Beach. By the beginning of 1954, the newlyweds had taken a six-month sublet at 3321 Dent Place, a three-story Georgetown residence. To keep up with her husband’s political interests, Jackie enrolled in an American history seminar at nearby Georgetown University. Lorraine Rowan, the future wife of Republican senator John Sherman Cooper of Kentucky, and a close Georgetown friend of Mrs. Kennedy, noticed that “Jacqueline began to infuse her dinner-table conversations with tidbits about Thomas Jefferson and John Quincy Adams, among others. In her spare time she produced a book of very clever political cartoons, which she decided not to submit for publication. Otherwise she spoke a lot about redecorating her new home. I said to her, ‘What’s the point of spending money on somebody else’s house?’ She couldn’t stand the decor. ‘Jack wants to start entertaining in it,’ she said, ‘but it’s such a dreary little place.’”

Once their half-year lease ran out, the Kennedys again found themselves drifting back and forth between the homes of in-laws. In general, it was a difficult time for them. Jack underwent a year of very painful spinal fusions at the Hospital for Special Surgery in New York. Finally, after what must have been a good deal of pressure from Jackie, he paid $125,000 for Hickory Hill, a stately white brick Georgian residence on six acres of woodland in McLean, not far from the Auchinclosses. The grounds, featuring stables and a swimming pool, were ideally suited for Kennedy-style softball and touch football games. Jackie, whose leg had been injured during a football scrimmage, soon gave up the sport and retired to the sidelines.

“Jackie couldn’t stomach all that boisterous rah-rah business,” said Langdon Marvin, a political aide to JFK. “The Kennedys, on the other hand, couldn’t get enough of it. When it came to leisure activities, they tended to be loud, obtrusive, and ultracompetitive.”

In the summer of 1956, Jackie, nearly seven months pregnant, accompanied Jack to the National Democratic Convention in Chicago, where he narrowly missed being selected as Adlai Stevenson’s vice-presidential running mate. When it ended, JFK, in need of a vacation, sought his wife’s permission to travel to Europe with his brother Teddy and Florida senator George Smathers. Jackie agreed, and the three men set off for the south of France, where they chartered a forty-foot sloop complete with a captain and galley cook for a cruise of the Mediterranean. The captain of the vessel, in an interview with a French journalist, let it be known that his passengers had brought along a trio of young women. The story reached Jackie at Hammersmith Farm in Newport, where she had decided to stay during her husband’s absence.

On August 23, while resting on the front lawn, she suffered a wave of nausea followed by severe abdominal cramps. By the time she reached her bedroom, she had begun to hemorrhage. An ambulance rushed her to Newport Hospital. In an effort to save the baby, doctors performed an emergency cesarean. The infant, an unnamed girl, died before drawing her first breath. It marked Jackie’s second failed attempt to have a child. Her first, the year before, had terminated in a miscarriage.

When Jackie regained consciousness following the surgery, the first person she saw was Bobby Kennedy, who had rushed to the hospital to take his brother’s place. It was Bobby who informed his sister-in-law of the infant’s death. It was also Bobby who arranged for the baby’s burial.

Not until August 26, when he reached Genoa, Italy, did JFK speak directly with his wife. His initial reaction to Jackie’s request that he return as soon as possible was one of mild annoyance. George Smathers set him straight. “If you ever want to run for president,” he told him, “you’d better haul ass back to your wife.” Jack flew home the next day.

“That was the closest they ever came to a divorce,” said Pierre Salinger, JFK’s future White House press secretary. “When he got back, Jackie read him the riot act. Rumor had it that the old man, Joe Kennedy, offered Jackie a million dollars to stay with his son. As far as I know, no such transaction ever took place. Nevertheless, Jackie felt strongly that Jack should have been there for her. It wasn’t the womanizing that bothered her. Her father and father-in-law were both ladies’ men. She didn’t like it, but it wasn’t enough to drive them apart. What bothered her was all that family business—if you were with one Kennedy, you were with all of them. Jackie wasn’t a team player. She resented Rose, Ethel, and several of Jack’s sisters, accusing them of wanting to monopolize his time. ‘What about me, what about my happiness?’ she asked him.”

After the stillbirth of her child, Jackie had little desire to return to Hickory Hill, which she had planned and decorated with a baby in mind. Its emptiness only reinforced her sadness and disappointment. To her sister, Lee, Jackie confessed that she suspected she was incapable of childbearing. Lee, who had just separated from her first husband, publishing heir Michael Canfield, invited her sister to visit her in New York. It was during this trip that Jackie decided to sell Hickory Hill to Bobby and Ethel Kennedy.

With five children and six more to come, Bobby and Ethel jumped at the opportunity to acquire the spacious McLean estate. After transferring the deed to his brother, JFK suggested to Jackie that they return to Georgetown. In May 1957 they purchased a redbrick, slant-set Federal town house at 3307 N Street. Built in 1812, it contained four bedrooms, a long, high-ceilinged drawing room with two fireplaces, a dining room, kitchen, and pantry. The back windows of the house looked out on a brick-paved backyard shaded by magnolia trees.

Jackie loved the house and soon brought in the high-priced New York decorator Mrs. Henry (Sister) Parrish to refurbish the interior. “No more moving around,” Jackie told John White, a former colleague at the Washington Times-Herald. “I’m tired of living like a gypsy.” White noted that the Kennedys lived like anything but gypsies. Among other amenities, including rare French antiques and tapestries, they had a residential staff of three: a maid, valet, and cook. “Jackie could set a mean dinner table,” acknowledged White, “but she couldn’t boil an egg.”

In late May 1957 LeMoyne (Lem) Billings, JFK’s great friend from their boarding school days at Choate, attended a roundtable discussion in Hyannis Port, where the main topic was whether or not to seek the presidency in 1960. The final decision depended in large measure on Jack’s reelection in 1958 to the seat he presently occupied as senator. Billings recalled that while the others debated Jack’s political future, Jackie sat apart mixing and matching various fabric patterns she hoped to use in her new Georgetown home. When Joe Kennedy noticed that his daughter-in-law wasn’t participating, he grumbled, “Come on, Jackie. We’re making some important decisions here, and we need your input.” Reluctantly, she joined the group.

“By the end of the meeting,” said Billings, “it was decided that not only would Jack pursue the presidency but Jackie would play an important role in the campaign. She agreed to do whatever she could to help.”

 

That same month, Jackie discovered that she was again pregnant. Exhilarated by the prospect of giving birth to a healthy infant, she telephoned her father in New York to share the news. Her happiness was short-lived. In the course of their conversation, she learned that sixty-six-year-old Black Jack Bouvier hadn’t felt well in months. Her concerns were reinforced by a telephone call she received from her stepbrother Hugh Dudley (Yusha) Auchincloss III, whose Manhattan apartment was ten minutes from Black Jack’s residential hotel. Yusha had dropped in on Black Jack. The once vibrant bon vivant looked drawn and had lost weight. He was in constant pain and could no longer hold down his food.

Jackie flew to New York to be with her father. While there, she conferred with his personal physician, who disclosed that Black Jack had liver cancer but had agreed to undergo chemotherapy. Jackie returned to Washington. On July 27, the eve of her twenty-eighth birthday, her father checked into Lenox Hill Hospital but assured his daughter that there was no cause for alarm. A week later he lapsed into a coma. Jack and Jackie flew into LaGuardia Airport the same day and took a taxi to Lenox Hill. They arrived an hour too late. Black Jack’s last word, according to a nurse, had been “Jackie.”

Saddened by her failure to see him again before his death, Jackie arranged her father’s funeral and burial in the Roman Catholic cemetery at East Hampton, Long Island, where the Bouviers maintained a family plot. Back at 3307 N Street, she focused her attention on her pregnancy. A heavy smoker, she temporarily gave up cigarettes and started a high-protein diet recommended at that time for expectant mothers. She perused books on infant care and began a modified exercise program. Her obstetrician, Dr. John Walsh, affiliated with Lying in Hospital, the neonatal and pediatrics division of New York Hospital–Cornell Medical Center, devised a daily regimen that she followed to the letter.

On November 26, 1957—two days before Thanksgiving—Jackie settled into her Manhattan hospital room. Her pregnancy had been uneventful, but because of her previous cesarean, Dr. Walsh had no choice but to repeat the procedure. While JFK and Janet Auchincloss paced nervously in a nearby waiting room, Jackie gave birth on November 27 to a seven-pound, two-ounce baby girl. The infant, Caroline Bouvier Kennedy, bore the same first name as Jackie’s sister, Lee, whose actual name was Caroline Lee. Both Caroline Kennedy and her aunt were named after Black Jack Bouvier’s grandmother Caroline Ewing of Philadelphia, the spirit behind the creation of the New York Foundling hospital. The gesture represented Jackie Kennedy’s final homage to her late father.

One of the first family friends to see Caroline was Lem Billings, who visited the hospital the day after Thanksgiving. “Because of the holidays,” said Billings, “the maternity ward had only a skeleton staff on hand. As a result, Jack was running around playing nursemaid to Jackie. It was a far cry from his calloused reaction to her previous pregnancy. When I arrived, he led me to the nursery. There must have been a dozen babies in the window. ‘Now, Lem,’ he said, ‘which one of those babies do you think is the cutest?’ Not knowing what Caroline looked like, I pointed to somebody else’s baby. Jack wouldn’t speak to me for days.”

JFK took great delight in the new addition to his family, pronouncing his daughter “fit as a fiddle and robust as a sumo wrestler.” Jackie’s mother noticed that whenever her son-in-law looked at Caroline, “he radiated with happiness.” Kennedy family nurse Luella Hennessey arrived at the hospital a day after Caroline’s birth and proceeded to instruct the forty-year-old father in the fine art of bottle feeding and diaper changing. “I can govern a state and maybe run the country,” JFK later told his friend Charles (Chuck) Spalding, “but I can’t seem to change a diaper.”

While still in the hospital, Jackie hired a full-time English nanny, Maud Shaw, a short, stout, energetic woman in her mid-sixties with gray hair and a clipped British accent. Shaw’s 1965 memoir, White House Nanny, characterized Jack and Jackie as typical parents, overly protective and concerned mainly with Caroline’s health and eating habits. An earlier, unexpurgated draft of her memoir, more candid than the published version, appraised Jack and Jackie’s parenting skills: “The moment Caroline whimpered or wet her diaper, they would turn the infant over to me. Mrs. Kennedy refused to breast-feed the baby as an alternative to the bottle. Senator Kennedy lacked patience. Shoving the bottle into Caroline’s mouth, he would invariably look at me and say, ‘This is your department, Miss Shaw, not mine. I’d rather you do it.’ He would turn the baby over to me as if handing off a football.”

On December 13, Caroline Kennedy, sixteen days old, wearing the same baptismal gown first worn by her great-grandfather James T. Lee, was anointed with holy water by Boston archbishop Richard Cushing at New York’s St. Patrick’s Cathedral. Jackie’s sister, Lee, the infant’s godmother, clad in mink, cradled Caroline in her arms during the christening ceremony, while her godfather, Bobby Kennedy, a somber expression on his face, looked on. Immediately following the event, Caroline sat for her first portrait and assumed what her father termed “the proper pose: she shut her eyes and fell asleep.”

Maud Shaw joined the rest of the domestic staff at the Kennedy home in Georgetown. The household now included the original live-in team plus a part-time laundress and a Spanish-speaking maid, Providencia (“Provi”) Paredes. Occupying a third-floor bedroom next to Caroline’s nursery, Shaw soon noticed the bond that seemed to grow between the infant and her father. “He wasn’t around very much,” she wrote in the first draft of her memoir, “but whenever the senator did come home, he headed straight for the nursery. Caroline would coo and smile for him, which she did for nobody else, not even her mother. The two of them—father and daughter—appeared to communicate almost telepathically.”

Back in the fold, Lem Billings also took note of their tender connection and the beneficial effect it had on his relationship with Jackie. “Jack adored the baby,” he said. “He talked about her incessantly. And Jackie encouraged his participation in Caroline’s life. Caroline helped stabilize Jack and Jackie’s marriage, if only temporarily. Having the baby brought them closer together. It gave new meaning to the marriage and helped restore Jackie’s self-image. The Kennedy women were all but expected to have children, and now that she had a child, Jackie could count herself among their select ranks.

“Just as pleased as Jack and Jackie by the birth of Caroline was Joe Kennedy, whose overriding interest had always been JFK’s political career. ‘Don’t underestimate the importance of having a wife and kids if you want to become the first Catholic president,’ he used to say to Jack. It looked good on paper. It rounded out JFK’s qualifications, which included a Harvard diploma, wartime service as naval captain of PT-109, three terms in the House, membership in the U.S. Senate, and a Pulitzer Prize for Profiles in Courage. He could now add ‘husband and father’ to the list.”

In March 1958, with JFK set to run again for the Senate, Life magazine asked him to agree to a cover story dealing with his family life, the article to include the first published photographs of his daughter. “I’m not going to allow Caroline to be used like some campaign mascot,” said Jackie when he approached her with the offer. “I don’t care how many votes it costs you.”

Bobby Kennedy, currently chief counsel to Senator John L. McClellan’s select committee on racketeering, attempted to convince Jackie that the article would put Jack over the top in the Massachusetts senatorial race. Ted Kennedy, having taken over for Bobby as JFK’s campaign manager, likewise coaxed Jackie. “Life,” he pointed out, “has the highest circulation of any magazine in America. It reaches millions of readers. You can’t buy that kind of publicity.” Jackie finally relented, but only when Joe Kennedy, a friend of Henry Luce, the publisher of Life, promised that if she consented to the article, Jack would take a break from campaigning to take a vacation with her in Paris that summer.

The April 21 cover of the magazine featured Jack and Jackie in the nursery at 3307 N Street, Caroline ensconced in her father’s lap, staring at a stuffed toy in a corner of the room. The article itself included a photograph of Caroline playing peekaboo with her father and another of Caroline wistfully peering over her bassinet at both her parents. “I’m not home much,” Kennedy is quoted as saying, “but when I am, Caroline seems to like me.”

Despite Jackie’s seeming indifference to certain aspects of early child care—like Jack, she couldn’t stand to change the baby’s diapers—Jackie did spend quality time with her daughter. Early that summer an inflatable wading pool was set up in the backyard, and every afternoon following Caroline’s nap, mother and daughter splashed around together. Jacques Lowe, one of the few photographers whose presence the future First Lady welcomed, recalled that “Jackie always addressed Caroline as though speaking to an adult. There was none of that cloying baby talk, and she urged others to do the same. She read poems and stories to the infant, which I doubt Caroline understood at such a tender age, though she listened attentively and laughed at all the appropriate spots.”

Lorraine Rowan Cooper and Evangeline (Vangie) Bruce, the wife of David K. E. Bruce, U.S. ambassador to England, France, and West Germany, would on occasion visit Jackie for high tea and conversation. A Georgetown neighbor of the Kennedys, Vangie remembered that Caroline and Maud Shaw sometimes joined them. “It seemed quite remarkable,” she said. “Caroline would sit in her high chair and sip lukewarm tea mixed with milk out of a baby bottle. Instead of a pastry or finger sandwich, the nanny fed her a jar of Gerber baby food. She used a tiny silver spoon from Tiffany with her initials inscribed on the back of the handle. Every Georgetown baby had one.”

Vangie Bruce recalled a visit she paid to Jackie in the late summer of 1958. “I happened to be in Washington,” she said, “checking on our Georgetown residence, which we’d rented out for the year. Jackie phoned and asked me to come over. She seemed upset. Jack was stepping out on her, seeing other women, and she wanted to know how to handle the situation. I told her that David and I had what they call a European marriage. From time to time, there might be a short-lived involvement with somebody else. It didn’t count for much. A lover isn’t a spouse, and an affair isn’t a marriage. The important thing is discretion. Nobody wants to be held up to public ridicule.

“Jackie understood the concept very well but felt embarrassed because Jack wasn’t exercising discretion. He’d been using the hotel Carlyle in New York for his trysts. Friends of hers knew about it, and if they knew, everyone would know, including the press. I listened for a while. Finally I said, ‘Jackie, why don’t you campaign with Jack? He’s running for reelection in Massachusetts. He’ll welcome your participation. And that way you can keep an eye on him.’”

Jackie might have remembered the roundtable strategy session she’d attended at Hyannis Port the year before, when she agreed to campaign with Jack in the 1960 presidential race. There would be no presidential campaign for JFK if he didn’t win big in Massachusetts. With this in mind—coupled with Vangie Bruce’s advice—she sent Maud Shaw and Caroline to Newport to stay with her mother and stepfather. She then joined Jack on the campaign trail, crisscrossing Massachusetts from one end of the state to the other.

In most instances the public turned out in greater numbers for a peek at the candidate’s wife than they did for the candidate. “Surprisingly,” observed Jacques Lowe, “the crowds stood five deep on street corners whenever Jackie appeared. John F. Kennedy came from a wealthy family, but to the ordinary voter Jackie represented something greater. She was an American aristocrat, the closest thing we had in this country to the Queen of England. People were endlessly curious about her. She wasn’t your run-of-the-mill politician’s squaw. Even her voice, breathless and whispery, was different.”

Thanks in large measure to his wife, John F. Kennedy won the 1958 senatorial race in Massachusetts by a landslide, thereby establishing himself as the Democratic Party’s front-running hopeful for the top spot in the 1960 presidential contest.

 

It wasn’t until January 20, 1960, that John F. Kennedy officially announced his run for the presidency. But long before that date, with Bobby Kennedy as national campaign manager, Joe Kennedy set the race in motion, purchasing a twelve-passenger, twin-engine Convair plane with a sitting area, sleeping quarters, dining nook, and galley fully stocked with New England clam chowder, French wines, and Cuban cigars. An experienced pilot and copilot were hired to fly the plane, which JFK named the Caroline.

During most of 1959, the presidential aspirant, often accompanied by his wife, logged thousands of miles in all kinds of weather on what must have seemed an endless voyage. In what was surely a demonstration of utter devotion, Jackie showed herself to be as courageous and vigorous as her husband. Politics came to play so vital a role in the Kennedy household during this period that Caroline’s first spoken words, her father jokingly claimed, were “New Hampshire,” “Wisconsin,” and “West Virginia.” To this Jackie added: “I’m sorry so few states have primaries, or we would have a daughter with the greatest vocabulary of any toddler in the country.”

Jackie’s dedication to the cause was bolstered by Joe Kennedy, who confided in his daughter-in-law that he had set aside $30 million of his own money to help ensure his son’s victory. Micromanaging the fiscal end of the campaign from “the dugout,” his outdoor poolside “office” in Palm Beach, the family patriarch took Jackie under his wing. “He became her mentor,” said Pierre Salinger. “He taught her the ropes. He told her how important it was to portray the family as well-to-do but not prodigiously wealthy, which is why he banned reporters and photographers from his Florida estate. He felt it was too opulent for public consumption. In the same vein, he kept family retainers out of view. No pictures of Maud Shaw ever appeared in the press. He wanted to convey the impression that Jack and Jackie were raising their daughter themselves. In a country where the average coal miner earned twenty-five dollars a week, it wouldn’t do to have it known that Caroline’s nanny made sixteen times that figure.”

In August 1959 Jack and Jackie took Caroline to the Kennedy compound in Hyannis Port on an all too brief five-day family vacation. With Jackie’s consent, a photographer from Look and another from The Saturday Evening Post snapped pictures of JFK and Caroline playing in the sand and strolling along the beach at sunset. Additional photographs of Caroline in the same magazines showed her in a variety of poses: hugging her mother, holding a stuffed animal, gathering flowers in a field. Joe Kennedy rewarded Jackie for allowing Caroline to be photographed by showering her with gifts, including (appropriately enough) a $3,000 Leica camera.

Jackie needed little prodding. She not only allowed the photographers to take pictures of Caroline—a partial reversal of her former policy—she also became her husband’s number one public defender. The journalist Peter Lisagor never forgot her reaction following his grilling of JFK on a segment of Face the Nation. “When it was over,” he said, “Mrs. Kennedy looked at me as though I’d crawled out of some hole and had struck with fangs and poison at the heel of her husband.” Jackie berated Lisagor for asking Jack such “absolutely horrible questions.” When historian James MacGregor Burns wrote an early biography of JFK, he made the mistake of sending Jackie a copy of the manuscript for her editorial comments. She read it, then responded with a long and angry letter criticizing Burns for his “political bias,” recommending that he not publish the biography until after the 1960 election.

“Now that I’m on the stump with Jack, I might as well make a few concessions,” Jackie wrote to Vangie Bruce in February 1960. Despite her declaration and newfound devotion to the campaign, she hated the idea of being separated from Caroline. “Whenever we leave,” she told Maud Shaw, “I get this awful feeling that Caroline must think it’s because we don’t want to be with her.” Jackie asked the nanny to reassure Caroline as often as possible that her mommy and daddy loved her very much.

Then, in mid-May 1960, Jackie learned that she was again pregnant and could expect to have the baby in December. Cutting back on her campaign travels, she nevertheless remained involved, sponsoring a series of weekly at-home luncheons for women in politics. She joined forces with her mother to throw a $50-per-person fund-raiser at Merrywood, bringing Caroline along to meet the guests. Jackie, Ethel, and Joan Kennedy (Teddy’s wife) coordinated efforts to conduct an ongoing national telephone campaign. She and Lady Bird Johnson—wife of Texas senator Lyndon Johnson—accompanied each other to several ladies’ club luncheons in New York, Washington, and Boston. On the few scattered occasions that Jack came home for a visit, she brought Caroline along to the airport, well aware that it provided the press with an excellent photo opportunity. The black-and-white image of a mother and her young daughter embracing the weary warrior became a sure vote-getter. The press reported that whenever the candidate clapped his hands twice, Caroline raced to him and jumped into his arms. The press further reported that JFK had a nickname for Caroline; he called her “Buttons.”

One of Jack’s home visits coincided with Newsweek’s publication of a major cover story on the candidate. Noticing the magazine on a hallway table, Caroline grabbed it and rushed off in search of her father. She found him in an upstairs bathroom lounging in the tub. “Daddy!” she squealed, pointing a tiny finger at his picture on the front cover of the periodical. JFK looked up just as she tossed the magazine into the tub. Kennedy watched helplessly as it began to sink beneath the water’s surface.

Caroline’s playful antics enchanted JFK’s ever-expanding voter base. Encouraged by her mother, she memorized two Edna St. Vincent Millay poems, “First Fig” and “Second Fig,” and surprised her father one evening by reciting them for him. She interrupted a JFK press conference in Palm Beach by clomping loudly into the room in her pajamas and a pair of her mother’s high heels, causing the press corps to burst into laughter. Using Jackie’s favorite shade of lipstick, she drew what bore a vague resemblance to a horse on her parents’ bedroom wall.

For the most part, Caroline displayed a levelheadedness rarely found in someone so young. A trifle remote and a bit shy at times, she was also remarkably unspoiled. “Caroline wasn’t like other children of privilege,” wrote Maud Shaw. “She wasn’t at all like her Kennedy cousins. Not once in my presence did she ever throw a temper tantrum. You could reason with her. Her even temperament and inner calm made her a great favorite of Rose Kennedy’s, whose reputation as a strict disciplinarian was well deserved. And even though Rose never particularly liked Jacqueline Kennedy, she gave her daughter-in-law high marks for the job she did with Caroline.”

In July 1960, while John F. Kennedy attended the Democratic National Convention in Los Angeles, Jackie and Caroline remained behind at Hyannis Port, content to watch the proceedings on television. What the daily broadcasts didn’t discuss or reveal were Kennedy’s after-hour meanderings, his voracious sexual appetite for women outside the domain of marriage. It seemed that the closer he came to the presidency, the more frenetic became his random search for such encounters.

The FBI files on JFK at this time make reference to “a pair of stewardesses the subject has been seeing in Los Angeles,” as well as such Hollywood sirens as Jean Simmons, Larraine Day, and Angie Dickinson. Also on the Bureau’s list was Judith Campbell (Exner), a Las Vegas showgirl and girlfriend of Mafia crime boss Sam Giancana; in addition to Marilyn Monroe, whom Kennedy had met through his sister Pat and her husband, actor Peter Lawford. A lifelong Democrat, she contributed $25,000 to JFK’s campaign fund. Abundantly documented in countless books and articles, the future president’s affair with Monroe culminated in her slithering rendition of “Happy Birthday to You” in his honor at New York’s Madison Square Garden and her apparent suicide from an overdose of sleeping pills in August 1962.

Seemingly impervious to the perils of exposure, JFK carried on with reckless abandon. “It was a learned trait,” said Langdon Marvin. “He was the son of a man who thought nothing of bringing his mistresses home to the dinner table, Gloria Swanson among them.” Truman Capote put it in more graphic terms. Over lunch one day with film producer Lester Persky, he said, “Those Kennedy men are like dogs. They have to stop and piss on every fire hydrant.”

The gossip surrounding JFK’s extracurricular activities at the convention reached Jackie at Hyannis Port. She walked around in a daze, doing her best to hide her emotions, especially in front of Caroline. If she wasn’t yet cynical about the institution of marriage, she soon would be. With one child in the picture and another on the way, she had probably allowed herself to believe that Jack would have changed. He hadn’t.

There was concern among several of JFK’s advisers that Kennedy’s womanizing, public as it was, would be used by the Republicans should he become the Democratic Party’s presidential candidate. Ken O’Donnell, JFK’s future White House chief of staff, warned his boss of the possible repercussions. “I told him,” said O’Donnell, “that nobody would elect for president a man known to be cheating on his wife and humiliating his family. He wasn’t the least bit concerned.”

Aside from the selection of Lyndon Johnson as his running mate, John F. Kennedy’s first-ballot victory on July 13, 1960, afforded few surprises. Bobby Kennedy had arrived in Los Angeles a week early and established a command post in a four-room suite at the Biltmore Hotel. Joe and Rose Kennedy moved into the former Marion Davies estate in Santa Monica, given to her by her longtime lover William Randolph Hearst. Joe installed a battery of telephones in the house but otherwise maintained a low profile, sending Rose to the convention center in his stead. As for JFK, he reserved his own suite at the Biltmore, adding to it by taking a short-term lease on actor Jack Haley’s penthouse apartment on North Rossmore, a ten-minute drive from the convention site. It was there that he entertained his various female friends.

Jackie’s sister, Lee, attended the convention with Stas Radziwill, the roly-poly, mustachioed, Polish-born nobleman she had married in March 1959. Twenty years Lee’s senior, Stas lived in London, where he owned a real estate firm. Like other members of the extended family, the Radziwills were recruited to campaign for Jack. They gave speeches in a number of cities, including Boston, San Francisco, and Milwaukee. Lee’s other function was to keep Jackie apprised of Jack’s nonpolitical activities. In so doing, she spared her sister few details.

Jackie and Caroline watched in Hyannis Port as the state of Wyoming cast the deciding vote, establishing John F. Kennedy as his party’s candidate and placing him on a collision course with Vice President Richard M. Nixon, soon to be named the Republican Party’s choice for president. After telephoning his father, Jack called his wife and daughter. “We won!” he announced. “I know,” said Jackie. “Caroline and I watched it on television.” Not wanting to diminish JFK’s first-ballot victory, Jackie never mentioned the thought uppermost on her mind—her husband’s philandering. She preferred to save the thought for another day.





OEBPS/Images/page04.jpg





OEBPS/Images/logo1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/MSRCover.jpg
AMERICAN
LECGACY

The Story of
John & Caroline Kennedy

—

C. DAVID HEYMANN

ATRIABOOKS
New York London Toronto Sydney





