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If there was one politician, one person who I thought could hold the community together and continue to give Black people and poor people in the country a sense of hope, that is Robert Kennedy.

—JOHN LEWIS, 1968













Introduction

Robert Francis Kennedy, shot and killed at age forty-two in 1968, was born on November 20, 1925. One hundred years later, his moral leadership matters more than ever.

I was witness to Bobby Kennedy’s rise to national prominence, to the strong feelings so many Americans had for him. I am witness today to how faithfully many of those people remember him.

The brilliant 1960 campaign he ran for his brother President Kennedy is deep in my memory. So is the fight for civil rights that Jack and Bobby Kennedy waged alongside Martin Luther King Jr. for this country. The deaths of these great men are etched in our shared American history.

Bobby Kennedy was thirty-five when his brother named him US attorney general. I was fifteen, watching all this from the sidelines. Decades later I relived those Kennedy years in three major books I authored on Jack and Bobby.

The assassination of John F. Kennedy, which took place when I was a college student at Holy Cross, changed my life. The same political violence five years later cost us the lives of Martin Luther King Jr. and Robert F. Kennedy.

Bobby Kennedy was a man of strong personal character. He pursued his ideals, took risks for peace. His greatest legacy was his unique ability to unite Black and white working people in ways not seen since.

Look at our country today, at our wide and deepening divisions. It’s time for all of us to revisit Bobby Kennedy and his moral vision. On his 2025 centennial, here are ten of his timeless lessons. Take this book as your personal road map. Its message is clear: America is great when it tries, at its best, to be good.







1 Heal the Divide





America is divided. When was the last time you heard that marvelous phrase e pluribus unum? “Out of many, one.” I know it’s on our currency, but how about hearing it from our leaders? When was the last time you heard a politician from either party speak honestly about bringing the country together? About uniting the forces that throw us against one another?

Even families are at war. Thanksgiving dinners are now minefields. Brothers and brothers-in-law can be quick to the trigger. The slightest, most glancing comments for or against President Trump or his MAGA supporters can instantly incite outrage.

One side, obediently loyal to Donald Trump, agrees to everything their leader imagines. The US Senate, once called “the world’s greatest deliberative body,” bows daily in submission. President Trump names cabinet members—or federal judges—and the Senate genuflects.

Meanwhile, the opposition Democrats are weak, implausibly so. Their favorability ratings stand at the lowest on public record. The party leadership appears to be in chaos, with only an outward fringe offering any true resistance.

What happened to our great Constitution? That exquisite tension we celebrated among the three branches of government—the executive, the legislative, and the court system? Instead, one man calls the shots. In this twenty-first century, the United States of America mimics the same monarchy we revolted against 250 years ago.

One of the factors that weakens us is a variant of what we once called “town vs. gown.” It puts working people into one class, the college kids in another. That’s become an electoral divide as well. It’s what threatens civil unrest, as I said, even at the family dinner table.

This is why Bobby Kennedy matters.



I remember watching the funeral train that grim Saturday, June 8, 1968. It was carrying RFK’s body from New York’s St. Patrick’s Cathedral to join his brother in Arlington National Cemetery.

I looked at the faces of those along the tracks, white and Black. Did you ever notice that people who live closest to the rail tracks are, regardless of their skin color, still among our country’s poorest? And on that humid day in 1968, both white and Black people stood at attention as this good man made his final way past. I treasure those pictures because they are America at its most needy but also at its best. I can recall the crowd of African Americans in Philadelphia singing “Battle Hymn of the Republic” and the solemn salutes of the white working class gathered between the cities. Their patriotism and hope in a leader could not have stood higher than it did that grim day.

Take a look back at those stark photos today, of white and Black mourners honoring the one leader they hoped could unite them as Americans. At the forlorn faces of the white crowds, the depressed looks on the faces of African Americans. At the one man who had given them the promise of a “better life.”

Robert F. Kennedy was killed trying to end the war in Vietnam. He wanted to redirect American priorities from a conflict in Southeast Asia to the problems back here at home. That change of policy was why he challenged President Lyndon Johnson that March in the first place.

But there is something else at work in those pictures from the late sixties. He was trying desperately to unite us.

Let’s agree. The division in our country has gotten way too personal. As I mentioned, one line of separation is between working people and the college crowd. Race is another powerful divider. But back in 1968, the pictures of Black and white faces along the funeral tracks show their common hopes for one man, Bobby Kennedy.



Despite his reputation as a “ruthless” partisan defender of his brother Jack, an ally of the Communist-hunting Senator Joseph McCarthy, and a hard-nosed fighter of mobsters on the Senate Rackets Committee, there were early signs of Bobby’s promise.

Ken O’Donnell, who captained their Harvard football team, recalled him as the Kennedy brother with the biggest heart. Historian Arthur M. Schlesinger Jr., who knew both Jack and Bobby Kennedy, saw him as a political romantic.

There is powerful evidence to back up these claims.

“I was the seventh of nine children,” Bobby himself said, “and when you come from that far down you have to struggle to survive.” He was also the “runt of the litter,” as his father called him, standing far shorter than his handsomer brothers Joe Jr., Jack, and even Ted, all six feet or taller.

Bobby had reason to complain about the unfairness of life. At Milton Academy, he was the rare Roman Catholic. When he joined the US Navy it was as an enlisted man, a common seaman. This was compared to his older brothers Joe Jr. and Jack, who were commissioned officers. At Harvard, he rejected the elite social clubs. He preferred to hang with the jocks at the Varsity Club. It was there in Cambridge that Bobby learned that a Catholic priest, the reverend Leonard Feeney, was preaching the doctrine of “no salvation outside the church.” Bobby told his father, Joseph Kennedy, about what he had heard Feeney preaching. His father then reported what his son had just told him to Cardinal Richard Cushing. Having confirmed Bobby’s account, Cushing had Feeney removed from the pulpit. Father Feeney was later excommunicated. I can remember the sister at our class at St. Christopher School in Philadelphia instructing us to cross out Feeney’s verses from our assigned book of poetry.

I became aware of Bobby’s sympathies most personally when I served briefly with the US Capitol Police. It was a patronage appointment I received just after my return from two years with the Peace Corps. It was how I learned that Senator Robert F. Kennedy of New York set himself apart from other senators. Bobby made it a point to greet each of the Capitol Police when he came to work in the morning. Frank Mankiewicz, his Senate press secretary, confirmed that small but important point to me. “He loved cops.” No one could call this guy from one of the country’s most prominent families an elitist. As someone who began his political career working for the Capitol Police, I loved this story.

This was five decades before that same Capitol Police force sacrificed lives on January 6, 2021, to save members of Congress—and a vice president—from the snarling, violent mob, attackers led by President Trump, who later pardoned every one of them.

As I said, mine was a patronage appointment to the Capitol Police. I had a US senator as my sponsor, who later made me a legislative assistant. Most of the other officers were working guys. Retired from the service, many had been in the army and marines. Many had been MPs, military policemen.

One was Leroy Taylor. He took it upon himself to explain to me the class division in our society, which has recently merged with our politics. I am talking about the new political divide between the college crowd and the much larger class of working people.

One day, that country boy from West Virginia, Leroy Taylor, who had spent years as a hard-nosed MP, decided to fill me in on the difference between me, an obvious college guy, and the working men who made up most of the Capitol Police.

“Do you know why the little man loves his country, Chris?” he asked after calling me aside.

Not knowing what to expect, I said I didn’t.

“Because it’s all he’s got.”

I have never forgotten those words of Leroy Taylor. I hope I never will.

They define the people who don’t have fine houses, or kids heading off to college. What they have is their country; they are determined to protect it.

This is why Bobby Kennedy, born on November 20, 1925, shot by an assassin on June 5, 1968, dead the next day, matters.



Today we need an American leader, in fact lots of them, who tries to bring us together. When Bobby Kennedy campaigned in the 1968 presidential primaries, he made a point of doing just that. Contending in the Indiana presidential primary, he campaigned in the city of Gary riding in an open convertible. He sat between Richard Hatcher, Gary’s first African American mayor, and middleweight boxing champion Tony Zale, the city’s most famous citizen. Bobby intended that as a statement of racial unity.

He ended the day with his own hands bloody, cuff links and shoes missing, so frenzied were the fans who reached for him. “I don’t like it,” he said of such close-contact campaigning, yet he saw its advantage: “But people can have heard everything about a candidate; and it’s the touching him they never forget.”

Times are much angrier today. The days when moderate voters could find something good in both the Democratic and Republican parties are gone. That’s largely vanished. Out of fifty states, just three—Maine, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin—have split-party Senate delegations—one Democratic senator and one Republican. The “split ticket” I grew up with lives mainly in people’s memories.

How can we get anything done with this kind of division, between those with the good fortune to earn a college degree and those who didn’t? And between Black and white people? Not without leaders who can bridge the political and social gap that separates the country itself.





2 Have Some Guts





The most common sight in Washington, DC, is that of US senators afraid to do their job. As John F. Kennedy wrote in Profiles in Courage, “The virus of Potomac Fever, which rages everywhere in Washington, breeds nowhere in more virulent form than on the Senate floor. The prospect of forced retirement from ‘the most exclusive club in the world,’ the possibilities of giving up the interesting work, the fascinating trappings and the impressive prerogatives of Congressional office, can cause even the most courageous politician serious loss of sleep.”

Today there are US senators voting in obedience to President Trump after hearing little more than a peep from the White House. Donald Trump can whisper about putting up a candidate to primary an elected senator. Then you don’t hear another word from the august public servant.

Vote for Pete Hegseth as defense secretary? No problem. Approve Trump’s whole motley crew of cabinet appointments? “Count me in!” yells each and every GOP lawmaker.

Just a year ago, the US Senate prized its constitutional duty to offer “advice and consent” on a presidential appointment. In 2025, a Trump appointee to the executive—or even the judicial—branch automatically gets the job.

This year’s vote for Trump’s One Big Beautiful Bill suffered just three GOP “nays.” Along with the lone Republican pair of “no” votes in the House of Representatives, that was enough for the $3.4 trillion bill to gain the president’s signature. It gave big tax cuts to corporations and the wealthy while cutting health assistance to millions on Medicaid. But when President Trump lays down the law, Republican senators give no thought to either the next election or to the morality of the measure to which they’ve given their name.



Back in the fall of 1967, those of us on campus, especially those of draft age, watched the coming 1968 election with life-and-death interest. In October, I took part in the March on the Pentagon. This was the great antiwar protest that Norman Mailer would write about in The Armies of the Night.

That November, Senator Eugene McCarthy entered the presidential race. Suddenly President Johnson now had a candidate opposing his Vietnam War policies. Many college students quickly joined what was called his “children’s crusade.”

But Bobby Kennedy, the preferred antiwar candidate of “Dump Johnson” activist Allard K. Lowenstein, held back. The question weighing on Bobby was whether to run in 1968 against President Johnson or wait until LBJ vacated the White House in 1972. Kennedy feared that a run against LBJ would be seen as personal—not about his ideal of ending the Vietnam War, but rather as simply part of a personal feud. In a partisan country, he would also be toppling a Democratic president within a party that was itself deeply divided about the Vietnam War.

Two men argued strongly against a Kennedy challenge to the president. One, Ted Sorensen, who had been President Kennedy’s speechwriter and the aide he called his “intellectual blood-bank.” Two, Bobby’s younger brother Ted, the senator from Massachusetts. Neither thought that Bobby should take the risk. Why not run when the coast was clear in 1972?

On the other side were the gung ho antiwar activists. Village Voice writer Jack Newfield weighed in with a powerful message. “If Kennedy does not run in 1968, the best side of his character will die.”

Only after the stunning Tet Offensive by the North Vietnamese and the Vietcong showed the weakness of the government in Saigon did Kennedy make his final decision to run.

Another factor pushing Bobby to run was President Johnson’s decision to totally ignore the findings of the Kerner Commission, the National Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders. It warned of America becoming “two societies, one black, one white—separate and unequal.” It called for new jobs, new housing, and a new drive to end segregation. LBJ, despite having commissioned the group’s report, paid no attention to it. Neither, consequentially, did the antiwar Eugene McCarthy. Bobby was determined to redirect the money going to the war to the problems of America’s cities. Neither of his two potential rivals shared that goal.

Gene McCarthy went on to win 41.9 percent of the Democratic vote in the New Hampshire primary, threatening President Johnson and becoming an immediate hero of antiwar Americans.

The day before St. Patrick’s Day, Bobby declared for president from the same Senate conference room where his brother had begun his campaign eight years before.



On July 4, 2025, President Donald Trump signed the Big Beautiful Bill. The legislation will add trillions to the national debt. Since then, the Trump administration has also proposed the repeal of the 2009 scientific finding that climate change endangers human health. Environmental Protection Agency administrator Lee Zeldin was downright gleeful. “This has been referred to as driving a dagger into the heart of the climate change religion,” he said. But when will the Trump people defend America’s young people against the dangers of climate change? Apparently, never.

A question for Democrats: You lost the 2024 presidential election over failure to secure the southern border. So what now? President Trump has deployed the National Guard to cut off illegal entry into the country. When will the Democrats offer their own plan to regulate immigration? Or will they allow the Republicans to continue accusing them of backing an “open border”? Failure to act simply keeps the “border” issue alive for the next election.

“Courage is the virtue that President Kennedy most admired,” Bobby wrote in 1964, in his foreword to the memorial edition of Profiles in Courage. “He sought out those people who had demonstrated in some way, whether it was on a battlefield or a baseball diamond, in a speech or fighting for a cause, that they had courage, that they would stand up, that they could be counted on.”

Unlike Gene McCarthy, Bobby had sacrificed something very real in 1968: the easy claim for the Democratic nomination in 1972. Once he declared against President Johnson he knew there would be no turning back.






3 Admit Your Mistakes





This country is run by people who never seem to make mistakes.

President Trump deems himself above reproach. “Apologizing’s a great thing, but you have to be wrong.… I will absolutely apologize sometime in the hopefully distant future if I’m ever wrong.” That statement comes from an interview Trump did with NBC’s Jimmy Fallon in 2015.

He notoriously refused to offer the standard concession speech after losing the 2020 presidential election to Democrat Joe Biden. It was to “stop the steal” that he sent that mob to attack the US Capitol on January 6, 2021.
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