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To my grandchildren—Alexander, Allegra, Astrid, Isabelle, Jack, Livia and Sloan—to their parents, to my wife, Teresa, and to the future


There’s a battle outside and it is ragin’

It’ll soon shake your windows and rattle your walls

For the times they are a-changin’

—Bob Dylan, “The Times They Are A-Changin’ ”



Author’s Note

Every Day Is Extra is not just a statement of fact; it’s an attitude about life. It is an expression that summarizes how a bunch of the guys I served with in Vietnam felt about coming home alive. It is the recognition of a gift and a mystery. It is a philosophy lived by people who could have died on any given day but didn’t when far too many good men did. It is an expression of gratitude for survival where others did not make it. It is a pledge accepting responsibility to live a life of purpose. And it is the recognition that those of us who survived when so many others didn’t had better live our extra days in ways that keep faith with the memory of brothers whose days were cut tragically short. Finally, “every day is extra” means living with the liberating truth of knowing there are worse things than losing an argument or even an election—the worst thing of all would be to waste the gift of an extra day by sitting on the sidelines indifferent to a problem.

This book is the story of my journey trying to keep faith with the gift of my extra days.



CHAPTER 1

Childhood

“WONDERFUL,” MY FATHER said in a soft, hoarse but somehow satisfied whisper, his eyes closed, savoring a bite of the Swiss chocolate he and I both loved since we—decades apart—were young boys in Swiss boarding schools under very different circumstances, young boys who found that rich and sinful indulgence helped fill a void.

It was the last mouthful of chocolate Pa would ever taste.

For nine years, the cancer had been a constant aggressor, but now, in late July 2000, after doctors promised him he would die of something else and advised a “watch and wait” response to his prostate cancer, it had relentlessly, cruelly found its way into his bones. The pain was agonizing. All we could do was liberally pump palliative morphine into his body to bring some measure of comfort—or the next best thing: numbness.

My brother, Cameron, and my sisters, Peggy and Diana, and I were wandering through our childhoods as our father was slipping away, high in a tower of Massachusetts General Hospital, facing the Charles River and the playing fields of the park below. It was a warm, blue-sky July day. I could see a light breeze rippling the trees, while small sailboats dotted the Charles River basin in front of MIT. There was a part of me that yearned to be outdoors, feeling the summer warmth, far away from the reality that my father was about to die. But of course, reality has its harsh way of dragging you back to earth. Coincidentally, just days before, President Clinton had landed his helicopter in the fields below us during a visit to Boston. I had watched from the twenty-first floor while the world of the living, which had no inkling of the personal drama playing out in our lives, went on below. I was one of three finalists under consideration to be Al Gore’s running mate. It hit me that my father would never know the outcome of that decision. It was strange to juxtapose what I thought was important with the intimacy and finality of our world in that room.

Pa slipped deeper and deeper into sleep. His breathing became heavier and labored. Now we were just waiting—my sisters, brother and I sitting vigil at his bedside, the day after his eighty-fifth birthday. His breaths grew increasingly shallow. While we were cloistered, quietly and somberly, at Massachusetts General Hospital, our eighty-seven-year-old mother, his wife of more than sixty years, was resting at home, unable to wait with us the long hours for the inevitable. She had said her goodbye a day earlier—a painful bedside farewell in which her last words to him were “I’ll see you tomorrow.” All of us in the room knew she wouldn’t, and the tears in her eyes told us she knew it too. I wondered how you say goodbye like that to someone you’ve lived with for more than six decades, and I felt enormous pain for my mother, who was clearly overwhelmed by the moment.

I know I was lucky to have parents who lived as long as mine did, and grateful too for all of us to be able to be present to say our goodbyes, but I’ve learned over time that no matter how old one is, no matter how much longevity there is to celebrate, when a parent dies, we are all of us, no matter what age, still children. Mothers and fathers fall into different categories altogether. Age and illness reverse the role of caretaker. And so it was with us. It fell to the four of us—Richard and Rosemary’s adult children—to helplessly wait for our father to die. At one point, we asked one another: Were we really certain he wanted to go? Did he want us to do something, anything—take extra and more extreme steps, however futile they might be—to give him a few more days? Was he really ready to take his leave?

Suddenly, so uncertain were we about Pa’s wishes, we went to considerable lengths to wake him to ask what he wanted. “Pa, is there anything we can do? What do you want?” His eyes grew wide and clear. He abruptly sat up in bed and forcefully announced, “I want to die.” Those were the last words Pa ever spoke. He lay back on the pillow, closed his eyes once more, and with all of us surrounding him, holding his hands, touching his arms, we watched him slip away.

I suppose for us children trying hard to divine our father’s last wish, the certainty of that announcement lifted a burden. It was a relief, a comfort, but it was jarring nonetheless.

Now he was gone. Even after my last-ditch efforts to pull out of him some answers, not just about life’s mysteries but about the mysteries of his life, I realized the brief accounts that he had given left me full of more questions than Pa was ever able—or willing—to answer, not just so late in the day but also throughout his life. Some of his reticence to share more, I chalk up to the stoicism of those of the Greatest Generation. Even by that measure, however, Pa or Pop or “Popsicle,” as I sometimes teasingly called him, was still a complicated and perplexing man. What I hadn’t fully realized as I was growing up was any of the reasons for his emotional reserve.

I wonder to this day what a six-year-old Richard Kerry was like on Wednesday, November 23, 1921. Did he wake up at home in Brookline, Massachusetts, eat his breakfast, hug his parents goodbye, and innocently head off to school carrying a lunch pail? Was he looking forward to Thanksgiving the next day? Did he rush out the schoolhouse doors onto the playground after lunch, chase a ball or find friends to play boyish games, completely unaware that less than five miles away at the Copley Plaza Hotel in Boston, his father, having filed a will eight days earlier leaving everything to my grandmother, was walking straight into the lavatory, pulling out a handgun and shooting himself in the head?

Before the school bell would have rung to call Richard Kerry and the other students back inside, this forty-eight-year-old man, my (unknown to me) grandfather, had died instantly, violently and horrifically.

When did my father learn this? Who told him? What did they tell him? Did someone pull him out of class and rush him home early to be with his mother and older brother in shock and sorrow? Was there a knock at the front door, a policeman and a priest standing stone-faced on the porch to break the bad news to my grandmother?

For years, I had no idea how my grandfather had died. My father had little to say about it. Whenever I asked about my grandfather—when he had died, where he had come from, what he did for a living—all the questions one could imagine—my father was a combination of tight-lipped and seemingly unknowing about his own father.

For a long time, I was simply told my grandfather had been ill. Later I would hear stories of depression, or a business downturn, or womanizing—and God knows it may have been a combination of many things. I think I was sixteen, certainly after my grandmother had died, when someone shared with me that his death had been a suicide, but that was all—no details, no circumstances, just a distant tragedy that was better left in the past. As I grew older I asked my parents and cousins what they knew of his suicide. No one seemed to know any of the details. It was a mystery and seemed destined to stay so. But one thing I do know with certainty: whatever Pa knew and felt, it was a source of pain and some bitterness that he carried with him every day of his life.

Sometime after the suicide my grandmother packed up my father and his older sister, Mildred, and departed for Vienna, where some Kerry family members lived. My father’s much older brother stayed behind to continue his own career. No doubt Granny, as we called her, wanted to get away from the swirl of mystery surrounding my grandfather’s death. However, as if the burden of the suicide and sudden transformation of life were not already enough, within a year of the trauma, when my father had turned seven, his sister, Auntie Milly, as I came to know her, was stricken with polio.

As my father wrote many years later: “In 1922, when I was 7 years old, my 13-year-old sister came down with a devastating case of infantile paralysis. She was flat on her back for six months and was in a wheelchair for the rest of her life. We were in Europe at the time and spent the best part of the 1920s there.”

On top of my grandfather’s death, my aunt’s sickness was a monumental blow. It consumed my grandmother and clearly left my father grasping for meaning. As I explored my father’s beliefs about religion in many later conversations, I learned that his bitterness and profound sadness over the loss of his father and his sister’s sudden crippling by a terrible disease crushed whatever faith he had once had.

Though raised Catholic by a mother more than zealous in her faith, my father could never reconcile the tragedies that befell his family with the concept of a merciful God. It was my mother, the Brahmin Protestant, who actually tended to our religious upbringing as Catholics and made certain we learned our catechism, received First Communion, were confirmed, and attended Mass regularly.

Auntie Milly’s illness became the focus of all my grandmother’s energy. She embarked on a broad search for a cure (or at least improvement) that centered on spas in Europe, and when the family returned from Europe in 1930, their quest ultimately included a stay in the spa town of Warm Springs, Georgia.

It was there that the family met another polio patient by the name of Franklin Delano Roosevelt. When Roosevelt was sworn in as president, my father was invited to the White House with other families of Warm Springs residents. He told me that after the inauguration ceremony, the first group the president met with was his fellow travelers from Warm Springs. My father, then seventeen, recalled with awe the image of curtains being pulled back and Roosevelt standing there in his braces, talking with his friends who shared the same understanding of a life changed instantly by a silent stalker.

Fortunately, first in Chicago and then in Boston, my grandfather had been a successful retail businessman—at least until the moment of his demise. He left enough money to enable my grandmother to live comfortably for the rest of her life. While the crash of ’29 had enough impact to curtail the European meanderings and bring the family back to the States, it did not destroy my grandmother’s ability to live a good life. She bought a home in Sarasota, Florida, where the weather helped provide comfort for Auntie Milly. She spent summers on Piney Point in Marion, Massachusetts, looking across Buzzards Bay to Naushon Island, which, thanks to my mother’s family, would play a large part in my life. She continued occasional travel to Europe and took advantage of her ability to send my father to schools in Switzerland and then Phillips Academy Andover, Yale University and Harvard Law School.

They were not wealthy, but they were certainly always comfortable. When my grandmother died, she provided enough money for my father to pursue his dream of building a sailboat and sailing across the ocean.

My father’s passions were introduced to me, his elder son, from the earliest age. He took me skiing for the first time in Davos, Switzerland, when I was eleven or twelve—a place that would become a frequent destination for me as the host city of the World Economic Forum. On my very first day on skis—the old wooden-tipped kind that strapped my cold leather lace-up boots into bear-trap bindings in which there was no margin of safety (fall, and your knee or leg took all the pressure of being locked into the binding)—up we went to the top of the mountain with my father casually saying, “No sweat. Just point your skis forward and down and off you go!”

What my father was thinking I will never know—I asked him many times—but on day one on skis he took me down the Davos Parsenn, not the hardest run but the longest on the mountain. I literally did it mostly on my rear end. My father was an avid fan of the eight-millimeter home movie camera, so I now have reels of humiliation for my grandchildren to laugh at. Despite the embarrassing evidence of my early adventures on the slopes, I remain eternally grateful for his introducing me to mountains and a soaring sport, both of which I love with an exuberance that to this day exhilarates and revitalizes me every time I’m on a snowy mountain.

I can say the same for sailing. For my father, being on the sea became an obsession; for me, sailing was the beginning of a special, unbreakable bond with the ocean.

I vividly recall my early introduction to the magic of wind and sail. It was my baptism of a different kind—holding the tiller and learning the rhythm of the waves, the prance of the bow with a gust of wind, the dipping of the gunwale into the water just enough to challenge gravity but never enough to capsize, the bob of the boat with the swirl of the ocean—feeling the wind and spray in my face. Sailing became a significant part of my life, but not with the same intensity as for my father. Indeed, from college on, there were often large gaps between my time on the water—time spent on one campaign trail or another, or traveling as secretary of state. Despite the intervals between times under sail, I always yearned for the freedom and tranquillity of being at sea. It pulled at me. Even the brief moments when I could get out on the water were peaceful and restorative. Just the memories would feel good.

•  •  •

PERHAPS THE SEA was in our blood—in the DNA of both Kerry and Forbes families. Not only did our passions always stay connected to the ocean, but the original journey by which we came to America by sea, nearly 250 years apart. My Kerry grandparents arrived at Ellis Island aboard the SS Königin Luise on May 18, 1905. The “Manifest of Alien Passengers for the U.S. Immigration Officer at the Port of Arrival” lists Frederick Kerry, thirty-two years old, male, married, merchant from Austria, last known address Vienna, destination unknown, passage paid by himself, in possession of more than $50, never before in the United States. Below his name was Ida Kerry, 28, female, married, and below hers, Erich Kerry, 4, male, single—single and noted at age 4, imagine that.

Frederick Kerry’s “destination unknown” quickly became Chicago, the first place he chose to make the new beginning. For whatever reasons, that did not last and he moved to Massachusetts, where he ran a shoe manufacturing business. He did very well, settling his family in a comfortable home at 10 Downing Road, Brookline. By all the normal measurements, this immigrant family appeared to be living the American dream. This is the world my father entered.

Ten years after they had docked in New York Harbor, on July 28, 1915, the family welcomed Richard John Kerry’s arrival. Sadly, because of my father’s distance, both in time and emotion, from his father’s experience, my brother and sisters and I—indeed our mother and extended family—never grew up with the narrative of this journey across the ocean to America. It was in every respect the great American narrative—coming to the New World for a new life, experiencing the glorious welcome of the Statue of Liberty, landing at Ellis Island, starting over—but it was lost in the gunshot to the head in the Copley Plaza and, I assume, in other parts of the past that I was not to learn of until I was running for president in 2003.

Later in life I learned the full story of my grandparents’ journey to America, and I have often wondered whether my father had inklings of more to their odyssey than met the eye. The line from the musical Hamilton comes to mind: “In New York you can be a new man,” except maybe you can’t completely. Something caught up to my grandfather—what it may have been I will never know for sure. I can only imagine the questions my father must have asked—certainly of himself, if not his brother or his mother—and I can only imagine if he did know more of the story, how that likely would have affected his life choices and outlook. What was clear to me, which became evident in my father’s parenting, was that not having a father role model himself had a profound impact on me and my siblings. Basically on his own, his life was privileged and somewhat lonely. His sister was paralyzed, demanding huge attention from my grandmother. His brother was absent, away pursuing his own career. His father had abandoned him in a selfish, violent moment that must have been incomprehensible to this young boy.

When his mother uprooted the family to Europe, hoping to find a cure for Aunt Milly’s disease, Pa was plunked down in school in Vienna, their first stop. Every day he would take the streetcar to a school where classes were in German. Later he was sent off to several boarding schools in Switzerland, one near St. Moritz and one near Rolle, on Lake Geneva. My father talked fondly of his time at those schools. I imagine they provided something of a family for him. He once showed me a small picture album he kept with photos of his friends at school, their names handwritten in the margin. I never asked him, but I am certain his good memories of that time contributed significantly to my parents’ decision to send Peggy, Cameron—Cam for short—and me to school in Switzerland.

After the wandering family returned to the States, Pa was enrolled as a sophomore in Phillips Andover Academy and, from there, Yale University, graduating in the class of 1937, which included, among other notables, Potter Stewart, who went on to become an associate justice of the Supreme Court, and Texas oil magnate Perry Bass. I found it interesting that the history of the class of 1937 is entitled “A Rendezvous with Destiny.”

That destiny seemed to manifest itself quickly. The summer of 1939, before my father’s senior year at Harvard Law, he traveled to Saint-Briac-sur-Mer, a small, sleepy French seacoast town in Brittany. The Emerald Coast, as it was known, welcomed vacationers to its beautiful, rocky shore with its interspersed wide beaches during the grande marée—the great tides, when the moon’s pull is at its greatest. This phenomenon produces thirty feet of ocean rise and fall, stranding small sailing boats and fishing vessels on the harbor bottom and exposing miles of sand when the tide goes out. It is the same gravitational onslaught of ocean that sends the sea rushing in to the famous Mont Saint-Michel at the speed of a galloping horse. As kids, we would visit the Cluny Abbey. We would walk out on the sand as far as we were allowed because of the quicksand, and then we would race in as the tide came up, our own game of tag with a powerful force. Later in life, my cousins and I waited expectantly for every grande marée so we could dig in the sand, near the house my mother’s family had there, for small sand eels—lançon—and search for octopuses in the rocks. Nothing will ever adequately describe the sheer pleasure of bare feet curling into the still-wet tidal sand; the wind, warm and soothing, as we would dart among the newly exposed rocks and probe around in holes with long metal hooks, occasionally pulling a live octopus out and turning it inside out before beating it madly with a wooden hammer to soften the meat. Children can get lost for memorable hours in such activities.

Saint-Briac, France, and Europe more generally had been home for my mother’s extended family since 1912, when my maternal grandparents, James Grant Forbes and Margaret Tyndal Winthrop, moved from Boston. Grandpa was working as a partner at William Blair, where he was involved with Pietro Giannini in the founding of the Bank of America. This was the work that most immediately brought him to a life with one foot in England and one in France. In reality, though, I am convinced it was in his blood.

Grandpa was born in Shanghai, China, where his father was engaged in business together with a Chinese partner. The Forbes family had long been involved in the China trade, shipping furs, silver, manufactured goods, cloth, wood—whatever would sell in China in return for loads of tea, silk, porcelain and decorative furniture. It was a lucrative trade, though accompanied by dark references to opium as also being part of the cargo. Much of the history of Boston was built on the courage and tenacity of those who went to sea to find riches in far-off lands. Our family boasted many an adventurer who was part of that history.

Why my maternal grandparents chose to be such longtime expatriates has never been satisfactorily explained to me, and, regrettably, I never explored it as much as I now wish I had. Of course, the 1920s and ’30s were filled with the stories of Americans living a high life in Europe, and many a college student since has been affected by the films and books chronicling that period. Indeed, during my years at Yale, I ran with the bulls in Pamplona and attended many a bullfight in search of Hemingway.

What I do know is that Grandma embraced the full measure of aristocratic English country life. She had strong (and expensive) tastes and enthusiastically spent money to support the lifestyle she wanted. We children grew up with wonderful stories of our grandparents’ adventures in their young lives—stories that seemed to leap out of the pages of novels and movies. My Forbes grandparents produced four boys and seven girls: James, Jock, Griselda, Eileen, Angela, Rosemary, Ian, Alistair, Iris, Monica and Fiona. Almost Cheaper by the Dozen. Grandpa traveled like crazy for business, but he seems to have returned long enough to get Grandma pregnant, and then off he’d go again for more business, leaving Grandma to cope with this large brood.

The family lived in two wonderful and well-known English country houses in Surrey: Squerryes Court and Barrow Green.

During these early years nothing was spared. There were nannies, chambermaids, chauffeurs, gardeners, nursemaids, cooks, butlers and, of course, horses and dogs—multiple dogs! In effect, the children were raised by nannies, which was thought normal among families of means, so parenting was more of an organizational task than a hands-on operation. Nannies would make sure the children took their baths, dressed in their matching pajamas and nightgowns and then presented for their good-night hugs and acknowledgments. They wore made-to-order clothes from London’s best children’s stores, including beautiful velvet capes with their names embroidered in them, each of which later was folded away in the playroom of the restored house my generation was privileged to stay in. We would dress up and play in their no longer wearable or suitable treasures from an earlier age.

When it came time to go on vacation, Grandma would rent three houses on the Brittany coast of France. The children would pile into a rented bus to travel to the ferry and then another bus would collect them across the channel, and off they went to the villas and a regimen of beach calisthenics, great meals, games and tea—and, of course, all the adventures of a sprawling family at play.

Sometime in 1928 my grandfather bought a beautiful property on a promontory in Saint-Briac-sur-Mer, the next town over from the rented villas. He named the property Les Essarts (which means “the Clearing” or “the Open Space”). The house boasted then, and still does, what I am convinced is one of the great views in the world, looking west through a Japanese tree my grandfather planted, across a rocky bay to the far cliffs of the Cap Fréhel peninsula and, beyond that, the peninsula that is Brittany itself, jutting out to form the southern border of the English Channel. The house looks directly at Fort La Latte, a medieval castle that was prominently used as the site of climactic battles in the Kirk Douglas–Tony Curtis film The Vikings (1958). For years, we children would make a pilgrimage to the fort and, with our cousins, my sister Diana and I would reenact the final battle scenes on the top of the turret, jumping around and terrifying onlookers with our erstwhile derring-do!

Les Essarts became the center of prewar life for my mother and her family. From 1928 until the German invasion of Poland, the family enjoyed idyllic times with a household of teenage energy bursting at the seams. The home itself was an enormous, rambling Victorian structure. In the pictures I’ve seen of it, I thought it was dark and foreboding, but the family loved it. Grandpa was particularly attached to it. It was at his insistence that it was eventually rebuilt after the war. My mother never had formal schooling. While the boys in the family went off to Eton, my mother and her sisters were tutored in a little house on the property. Today that house is used as a spillover room when the main house gets crowded. She and her siblings led an active and adventuresome life, carefree and, yes, even spoiled, though for that generation, at that moment, it wasn’t thought of in the same way we would characterize their upbringing today.

It was into this household that my father appeared in 1939. He had visited Saint-Briac as a younger boy and now was back to study sculpture during his summer break before his last year of law school. It was there that he was introduced to Rosemary Isabel Forbes, the middle sister of the Forbes girls, all of whom were enjoying a summer interlude. And it was there that my mother and father fell in love. It’s hard to imagine how they would not: a dashing young law student from Harvard studying sculpture and a beautiful, somewhat shy but engaging young American living abroad with the winds of war blowing in the background. Their meeting seemed destined to be more than a passing acquaintance.

My mother’s sister Angela, a drop-dead gorgeous, intelligent and independent soul, had just married Frederick Winthrop from Hamilton, Massachusetts. She was living on the Winthrop farm called Groton House, named after the town in England from which our great-grandfather eight times over, John Winthrop, departed on the Arabella to become the first governor of the Massachusetts Bay Colony. It was he who, several days out from Boston, delivered the famous sermon saying, “We shall be as a city upon a hill,” a sermon quoted by John F. Kennedy and later by Ronald Reagan.

During this same summer just before World War II started, Angela and Fred also visited Les Essarts. Rosemary casually asked Angela to stay in touch with Richard Kerry. She did, inviting him to Groton House for Easter lunch the next spring. It was there that my father confided to Angela that Rosemary had accepted his proposal, showing her a telegram that said simply: “Yes with love. Rosie.”

•  •  •

I REMEMBER THE sound of broken glass crunching beneath my feet. I was holding my mother’s hand, walking through the ruins of Les Essarts. In the summer of 1945, my mother’s beloved home had been bombed and burned by the German army as it was being driven out of Saint-Briac. It was now 1947. I was four years old. This was my mother’s first visit back to France, only two years after the war ended. It was my first trip out of the United States, and at a quite young and tender age. I didn’t really know where I was or what was happening, but I distinctly remember some of the sights and sounds, as well as certain feelings and emotions. Everything was new and clear in these earliest moments of my memory—the very reason I am sure of my few memories of this long-ago time.

My mother was crying, which upset me. I had never seen her cry. I didn’t know why she was so distressed, but I dutifully walked alongside her. A stone staircase rose up into the sky. It stood alone at one end of the rubble. A chimney similarly pointed into the sky above the ruins at the opposite end of what had been the house. That’s it—all I remember—but this image of destruction and my mother’s tears stayed with me, later developing into a powerful impression of the consequences of war. As I went on in life, I was extremely conscious of my journey from the war of my parents into the war of my generation. This earliest of introductions to the consequences of war was an improbable beginning for anyone, but in our family it seemed normal.

•  •  •

OUR HOME WAS Millis, Massachusetts. My father practiced law at Palmer & Dodge in Boston, while Mama was a hands-on mother, taking care of Peggy and me.

A Boston suburb, the town was more rural than urban back then. We lived adjoining a small farm, called South Farm. I distinctly remember swimming in the pond and being terrified of eels, which I thought were snakes, a phobia that haunts me to this day. Millis was home to the Cliquot Club Company, a soda bottler. The factory filled the air with wonderful smells. I wondered what happened inside, and I dreamed of growing up to become the Eskimo who appeared on the labels. My sister Peggy and I dressed up in our heavy snowsuits in the middle of summer to play Eskimo. It’s a wonder we didn’t pass out from heatstroke. Other days, I sat in the lap of the farmer driving the tractor, his skin leathery from the sun, his vocabulary marked by a colorful string of expletives any time the tractor backfired or the oil leaked. I was proud of this early education in cuss words—magical phrases my parents said I should never use and quickly forget, a certain incentive to judicious deployment at the appropriate time. I remember sitting for hours in his lap as we plowed or harrowed a field. I was mesmerized by the constant growing rows of plowed earth, expanding outward in neat lines. Later I would get to drive a tractor at Groton House, and to this day I could be very happy just plowing away, measuring the progress as I went. I found it enormously satisfying. Occasionally Pa would plop me on his lap so I could steer the Jeep up the driveway using the rhododendron bushes as guideposts. Life was simple and fun.

These days I have a warm, visceral sense of life in Millis. It was a Main Street America sort of town where people knew each other. Our babysitter was Helen Cassidy, the daughter of the folks who owned the farm just down the street—Cassidy’s Farm. We would stop off there for one thing or the other, and I would walk around the farmyard near the barn. Once I witnessed the beheading of a chicken. I’ll never forget the sight of all the other chickens running around the yard squawking in protest. I stayed away from the barn after that. The Cassidys were wonderful neighbors. Years later when I was running for office, they would reappear in my life and remind me of some of the adventures of those early days.

Suddenly, one day, all that ended and we were off to Washington, D.C., where Pa took on new challenges, first at the Navy Department and then, shortly thereafter, in the Foreign Service, as Secretary of State John Foster Dulles undertook a major expansion of the State Department. I knew none of that at the time. All I knew was that I hated saying goodbye. Goodbyes were to be a running thread throughout my childhood.

In Washington, D.C., we first lived in Georgetown at 2725 Dumbarton Street, directly opposite the home of the noted columnist Joe Alsop. He had a wonderful parrot that I was privileged to taunt occasionally. I started school a few blocks away at Jackson Elementary School on R Street and ultimately went on to St. Albans School by the National Cathedral.

St. Albans was demanding. I remember distinctly what happened when we got unruly: a certain Mr. Spicer would grab us by the neck in a pincer vise between his thumb and forefinger and squeeze us into submission. It was painful and served its purpose of quickly taming whatever boisterous enthusiasm I or others may have been pursuing. There was a demerit system of some kind and it was possible, with enough demerits, to earn Saturday morning attendance at school to walk off your demerits in the courtyard. I earned my way into several Saturday sessions.

I played seventy-five-pound football in the fall, wrestled in the winter and played baseball in the spring, an early introduction to a three-sport cycle that would mark my years through college. I was, thanks to my mother, an avid Cub Scout. At some point during my mother’s years in England she had met Lord Baden-Powell, the founder of Scouting. She became a huge believer, promptly enrolling Peggy as a Brownie and then a Girl Scout and me as a Cub Scout. But Mama didn’t just throw us in and watch from the sidelines. She was also my den mother, the leader of our pack. Future Fox News journalist Brit Hume was in my Cub Scout den, and I must have done something very bad to him that would go on to haunt my political career. But I loved Scouting, embracing the projects with huge enthusiasm and earning my way up to Webelos (“We’ll Be Loyal Scouts”), which is the jumping-off point from Cub Scouts to Boy Scouts.

My father had an elaborate set of tools from Sears, Roebuck. They took over the basement at 3806 Jenifer Street, where he would disappear for hours working on bookshelves and cabinets. My great achievement at that age was gaining sufficient confidence from him to be allowed to use the band saw by myself. I would busy myself carving out jigsaw puzzles and making unusable objects. One sad day it came in handy, though, when I found my beautiful Cairn puppy, Sandy, run over and dead in the gutter of Reno Road, just around the corner from our house. Sandy was my first pet—the first animal I knew that I saw dead. I remember when I picked him up out of the gutter how stiff, cold and motionless he was. I wondered about a living thing going from such bubbling energy to cold and motionless. My mother and I had the first of several conversations about death.

I built Sandy’s coffin with my father’s help. We all got up early one morning and drove out to Virginia, where my mother had helped the Potomac School develop a nature trail—which is still there today—and we buried him on a peaceful rise overlooking the trail. I have a wonderful picture of Sandy and me sitting in Pa’s chair, quite content with ourselves. I have always remembered Sandy as my pal, my very personal friend. He was a wonderful companion, and because of him I have always had a dog whenever I can since that time—including on my boat in Vietnam.

Religion entered my life. I had attended Mass with my grandmother and with my parents, but like most kids, I was looking around the church and waiting to be sprung from the service. It was that period when practicing families shared the experience and habit of attending but without much meaning. It wasn’t until I began to prepare for my First Communion at Blessed Sacrament in Chevy Chase, Maryland, that I started thinking about what we were doing and why—which is exactly the reason children begin to prepare then. I remember being genuinely, deeply moved at receiving First Communion. The preparation, which in my case included being slapped by a nun when I was roughhousing in line while waiting to march to a classroom, gave me a genuine sense of anticipation for this moment when I would be able to experience bringing Jesus into my soul. I knew nothing about transubstantiation, but I was convinced that taking Communion was going to bring me closer to God, which was important to me and everyone in my group. When the day arrived, I was resplendent—or so I thought—in my white suit. Along with the rest of the recipients, I felt an incredible sense of well-being when the moment finally came. I felt like things were right and good and the way they were meant to be. The same was true later of my confirmation at Blessed Sacrament, with the same sense of anticipation and of good and enriching things happening to me. At confirmation, the bishop stood in front of us and asked questions. At the first question, my hand shot up along with others, but lo and behold, His Excellency called on me. I stood up and almost shouted the answer. My parents were shocked but proud.

I was settling into a new childhood home, which I loved. I dreamed of being old enough to start a paper route delivering the Washington Evening Star, with my red wood-slatted wagon to stack the newspapers in. I was on the cusp of starting Little League, a huge deal for a kid who would plead with his dad—not a baseball fan—to take him to Griffith Stadium to watch the Senators, where I obsessively followed Eddie Yost and even snagged his autograph on my baseball, which I still have.

Then—just like that—it was time to move again. Pa announced he was being sent abroad to Berlin to serve as the legal advisor to the high commissioner of Germany. I never got to become a Boy Scout, have an Evening Star paper route or experience Little League. None of this is to complain, but there were milestones meant to be part of a young boy’s life, and these began to create expectations and hopes in me, but I didn’t have a vote in the matter.

I don’t think it ever occurred to my parents that because we were going off to Europe, there were things we were leaving behind that actually mattered to me. Later, when I came back to the States to attend high school, I watched my younger cousin Robby Winthrop’s Little League games and thought what fun it would be to be playing.

I grew up in a wonderful adventure, but it was not the everyday adventure of most people my age. Despite my remarkable opportunities and life-shaping experiences, a part of me longed for the comforts and consolations of familiarity, for one neighborhood, one school, one backyard and the same neighbors from one year to the next.

Now it was on to Berlin and a new life in a place that had great meaning to my parents. In the summer of 1954, we set off on the great adventure, packing up completely, leaving our home and going to live in Germany. Somewhere along the way, I was told I was going to school in Switzerland. That was it, no discussion and no choice. I just accepted that this was what you do when you pull up stakes, leave your home and go to another country. Pa had gone to school in Switzerland, so at least there was a certain historical rationale. My younger siblings were headed to Berlin to be with my parents. At the time I wasn’t too sure where Switzerland was or how far I would be from my parents. I certainly didn’t think about what it meant to be leaving the security of home with mother and father and siblings. For the moment, what excited me was the prospect of crossing the ocean on one of the great liners of the time, the SS America. It was smaller than the SS United States, which held the transatlantic speed record and which we traveled on in 1958 en route to Norway, but it was a beautiful vessel with great lines and accommodations. Believe it or not, in those days, U.S. diplomats traveled first class. So, much to my surprise, we traveled in style.

Somehow my mother got us organized to leave—big trunks packed to the rim with all that my sister Peggy and I would need at our boarding schools. My father was already in Paris, where he had been teaching at the NATO Defense College. As usual, Mama was picking up the pieces. We took the train from Washington to New York City. There we stayed for a day or so before boarding the America. Drop-off car rentals had yet to be invented, and flying was out of the question with all our luggage. Mama had arranged a huge treat for the night before we boarded. We went to see Peter Pan on Broadway starring Mary Martin. To this day I remember the thrill of seeing a flying Peter Pan swing out over the audience suspended by nearly invisible wires. Captain Hook terrified me to no end, even causing me to dream for a while of crocodiles with a clock ticking away. New York was amazing and quite a grand start to the adventure of a lifetime we were embarking on.

The next day we boarded the SS America. If ever an eleven-year-old had been given a paradise for a playground, this was it. I loved every minute of the voyage and started exploring from the moment we stepped aboard. I remember racing from one deck to another and was surprised when I confronted a gate marked with second- or third-class signs. It seemed weird. Occasionally, I found a way through them, but mostly I explored the complex of decks and salons that made up first class. There were shuffleboards, Ping-Pong tables, swimming pools, gyms, stores and endless corridors in which to get happily lost.

Dinner was a big deal. Everyone got dressed up to appear at the appointed hour for a multicourse meal in a large dining room with a lower and upper tier of tables, all covered in white tablecloths and sporting beautiful silverware. A live orchestra played each night. The ship’s captain had his own table but would circulate to chat with all the passengers and make them feel important and welcome. There was at least one special night that included party hats, streamers and balloons. Since then, every movie I’ve ever seen that has a scene of a meal on an ocean liner brings back memories of those carefree, fun dinners.

One early morning the ship slowed and the air changed. You could smell land as we quietly slid into the bay that enveloped the harbor of Cobh, on the southern side of Great Island in Cork Harbour. The ship stopped altogether. A small, fast boat approached us, came alongside, and a man was lifted up into the ship through a hatch door that had been opened on the ship’s side. I learned he was a “pilot” who was going to guide the ship up the channel. The beautiful green hillsides were magical, sloping up from the water, my first introduction to the stunning green and beauty of Ireland.

I knew only the broad brushstrokes of Irish history and the background of emigration. I knew there was a County Kerry, which fascinated me in a parochial way. Little did I know I was looking at the place the Titanic made its last port of call after Southampton and Cherbourg as it set out on its fateful voyage. We slid into the beautiful harbor, where a large vessel came alongside to collect those passengers disembarking. I happened to notice a young man and a beautiful young woman, possibly college students, whom I had seen hanging out together, embracing before she got off in Ireland. Peggy and I had caught them kissing on the lower deck one night after dinner. I was filled with youthful curiosity about their relationship. Yes, despite my age, I had begun to notice enough about the opposite sex to be intrigued by this relationship. Had they just met on board? How serious was this deal? What was going on? I was totally captivated by this goodbye. The image of these two beautiful people in their romantic world was indelibly stamped in my imagination.

The next morning, we arrived in the bustling port city of Le Havre. There we were met by my mother’s sister Eileen. She was jabbering in French to the porters, who were all dressed in blue overalls. In fact, back then, for a young lad’s first look around, it seemed almost everyone was dressed in blue overalls. They were busy, under the chaotic direction of my aunt, separating the luggage, and all I could hear was the frequently uttered phrase “walla, walla.” Later I learned it was a staple of the French language—“voilà voilà,” which roughly translates to “here it is,” but when barked out by my aunt many times in a row and very fast, the repeated word clearly meant something like “Here you are, and I’m so relieved to have found you!”

From Le Havre we drove straight to Les Essarts, which had been rebuilt and opened the year before. It was exciting to return, seven years later, to the place I had first been introduced to as a ruin while holding Mama’s hand. We drove past the beaches of Normandy where the great D-Day invasion took place, past Mont Saint-Michel, one of the wonders of the world, and arrived at the “new” Les Essarts. Although the house had been immensely important to my mother and her immediate, but large family, from the day I arrived at the new house right up to this day, for me and my extended family, and down to a few more generations now, the house and its environs have been a hugely special place in our lives.

My grandmother put the house at the full disposal of all family members. She had her own property in town, called Plaisance. She would walk up to the main house every day surrounded by her corgis, sit in the garden and hold court. She was a graceful woman with a head of white hair accented by a streak of blue. I thought she exuded wisdom and a quiet elegance.

Les Essarts became a gathering spot for the offspring of her children, who had produced plenty of their own children. Those offspring, myself included, now manage the house as a refuge for the next generations. But it was so much more too. It became the place that provided much of the glue for those in the family who, because of Grandma and Grandpa’s introduction to life abroad, found their lives playing out where they had been raised. And for those of us in America, it was the magnet for our staying connected. All twenty-nine of us first cousins were in many ways more like brothers and sisters. We literally grew up together and shared in one another’s development—the victories and the tragedies.

In summer we would go together to calisthenics class on the beach; have great picnics; learn about teatime and the splendor of a midafternoon snack of biscuits and chocolate, tea or Orangina; play tennis; explore the surrounding villages and history of the war; ride bicycles for miles into the French countryside; and eat exotic foods like crêpes and galettes on the ramparts of Saint-Mâlo. We put on plays we wrote to entertain the adults and ourselves. It was idyllic. Grandma made certain of that. It was always very hard to leave at the end of a stay.

On this first excursion into living abroad, I began to dread the separation from family. I was going to boarding school for the first time. That fact was beginning to sink in. After working through the painful goodbyes with all my cousins, we took the train to Paris, where we met Pa. Then from Paris we drove to the German part of Switzerland en route to Zug. When we stopped in Zurich, parking the car by the train station so my parents could change money, my sister Diana and I distinctly remember practicing our German from a How to Speak German book. From the car window we would ask passersby for the time: “Wie spät ist es?” It became a great game as to who would ask. The problem was that people actually understood our question and answered. Their rapid-fire answer left us looking at each other dumbfounded because we couldn’t understand a word they said. We would break out into raucous laughter until the next victim came along and repeat the exercise. Then, to add insult to injury, a big bus that was blocking the view pulled out, and there was an enormous clock hanging from the station displaying the time for all to see. We laughed hysterically. Even today we still say “Wie spät ist es” to each other.

That night was my last with the family before they dropped me off. We stayed in a hotel in Zug at the base of the mountain Zugerberg, where my school was perched at the top. That first night in Switzerland was also my introduction to an eiderdown that, for a boy who was used to being tucked into bed with sheets and a blanket, struck me as a strange way to stay warm. The next morning as we headed off to the new school, I felt as if I were going to prison or to the executioner. We drove into the courtyard of Institut Montana Zugerberg, a school that is still thriving. There I was introduced to the headmaster and the dormitory chief. My clothes were unloaded. The minutes ticked by. The moment came for goodbyes. The tears I had held back came pouring out. I could see my mother was upset too. Then, when I had sufficiently pulled myself together, my parents got in the car with my siblings and vanished down the mountain to take my sister Peggy to her school near St. Gallen. I was alone. A huge emptiness engulfed me. For three weeks I moved on automatic pilot, thinking of home, missing my family, trying to make friends and adjust to a very alien experience. I alternated between sorrow, stoicism, tears and a brave face.

It was a rude awakening but also fascinating. Soon friendships began to form. I liked my American roommate, Barry Eldridge. A routine set in. My dorm supervisor had persuaded me that the time until Christmas, when I would go to Berlin, was not that far away. I began to count the days and settle in. I had been sent there to learn German, but with 150 Italians, 50 Germans and 3 Americans, I mostly learned Italian—especially colorful swear words. It was the only way to get food passed at the table. Days ticked by. We few Americans were tutored separately in a small class. The fall came fast on top of the mountain, which boasted a stunning view down onto the large Lake Zug, called the Zugersee in German. There was a funicular station close to the school. It was our connection to Zug and the outside world. On Saturdays we were allowed to take it down into town, wander around and spend our allowance. This is when I fell in love with Swiss chocolate. Occasionally we took a field trip to Zurich, and I remember that when Thanksgiving came we Americans were treated to a gathering with other Americans at a hotel nearby. I waited with keen anticipation for letters from my mother. I loved the moment when this blue envelope with her distinctive, meticulous script would appear and I would read and reread her accounts of life in Berlin.

Fresh from my Catholic confirmation in Washington, I would pray a lot at school. It gave me strength and comfort. There was a tiny chapel below our second-floor window in the dorm. On Sundays I would attend services. At night, I would sometimes kneel at the window and say a Rosary. Occasionally Barry joined me. Then one day I remember coming back to my room and Barry was gone, and I mean gone, with no trace of him left behind. The bed was stripped. I was told just that he’d gone home, with no real explanation. It was as if he had died. I was dumbfounded by his departure and felt abandoned. We had become friends. He was my American connection. How could this friend just vanish?

From the seeming constancy of the pain of goodbyes to my family to the later loss of friends in the war, I have always had a terrible time with any separations and goodbyes. I still do. School in Switzerland—despite all the positives about the experience—is where it all started.

One day in the fall, we were in our classrooms, when outside we noticed a large number of uniformed soldiers with guns running through the campus. They were darting around and behind buildings, taking cover and running across open spaces as if avoiding enemy fire. It was the Swiss army conducting exercises. Naturally, we poured out of the classrooms to watch. There we were, an entire school of boys, gawking at these guys trying to pretend they were at war, defending their country, while sarcastic taunts from Italian and German teenagers were hurled at them. I think the whole school played hooky for a while following the maneuvers. I was fascinated. Playing soldier seemed like such a magnificent escape from the real world. Of course, at eleven, I had little to no understanding of what war really was.

•  •  •

IN SEPTEMBER 1957, I was deposited at St. Paul’s School in Concord, New Hampshire. I arrived with my trunk of labeled clothes per the admissions instructions, ready for a new adventure. I was in the eighth grade, and it was my seventh school. (At one, Fessenden School in Newton, Massachusetts, I met Dick Pershing from New York City, who, like me, was doing a year of transition before going off to secondary school—in his case, Exeter. Neither of us had any inkling that our lives would be intertwined, but we enjoyed each other’s company at this early age. Dick helped make boarding school fun and sometimes mischievous.)

It’s fair to say that I arrived at St. Paul’s somewhat lost. I had moved so often that it was hard for me to connect to one culture or place, let alone make lasting attachments with many friends. But I had learned some good moves on a soccer field in Europe. And I did gain great independence and confidence during my travels in Europe. After all, how many kids get to travel alone at age eleven by train from Switzerland to the divided Cold War city of Berlin and stay up all night to journey through East Germany and watch Russian soldiers rap the muzzles of their guns on the compartment windows when they caught you peeking out?

I felt confident, but I didn’t understand the ebb and flow of the dominant current of St. Paul’s. The majority of my classmates appeared to come from Philadelphia, New York City, Long Island and Connecticut. Many knew each other from country day schools or urban schools with long pedigrees. With that came a pretty automatic pecking order. A good part of the humor and vernacular was alien to me. Whether it was madras jackets or Peal shoes, they seemed to have similar points of reference.

So St. Paul’s took some adjusting to, but despite my own missteps and awkwardness, I came to cherish the intimacy of the classrooms; the extraordinary beauty of the campus with the magical change of seasons (with the notable exception of the time between winter and spring, known as mud season); the intellectual give-and-take between teachers and students, and friend to friend; the tranquillity of a Channing Lefebvre organ recital at Evensong in the school’s stunning chapel; learning to play hockey and enjoying the uniqueness of black ice on the ponds; throwing a lacrosse ball around or playing Ultimate Frisbee in the long, lazy light of warm spring evenings when we procrastinated before study time; the deep friendships made, some of which survive to this day and two of the best that were lost on the battlefields of Vietnam. St. Paul’s did a lot for me—which is what a school should do—and I am forever grateful for the tutelage of special teachers such as Andre Jacques, Herbert Church and Reverend John Thomas Walker.

In the fall of 1960, I traveled one November day to Boston for a visit to the orthodontist. I took the train from Concord to Boston’s North Station, dutifully and painfully went to my appointment in Kenmore Square and then was planning to catch a late-afternoon train back to Concord. When I arrived at North Station I noticed an unusual hustle of people, many of them carrying “Kennedy for President” signs or wearing plastic hats with “Kennedy” emblazoned on the brim. It was the eve of the election—November 7, 1960, and I learned that Senator John F. Kennedy was due to arrive shortly for the final rally of the campaign before going to Hyannisport to await the returns.

Coincidentally, I was due to make a presentation the next morning before the daily post-chapel school assembly, arguing the case for Kennedy while my schoolmate class president Lloyd Macdonald was going to speak for Nixon. There may have been all of twenty-five Democrats at St. Paul’s, and the straw poll taken after our presentations was lopsidedly for Nixon, but we Democrats were, nevertheless, a stalwart, determined lot. My Democratic bona fides had been forged in 1952, when I dutifully followed my sister Peggy around Georgetown while she went door-to-door carrying a cup, collecting contributions for Adlai Stevenson. If my older sister was a Democrat, then I was a Democrat at age nine. I believe both my mother and father approved, he quietly since he was at the State Department. But I liked Jack Kennedy and I didn’t trust Richard Nixon even back then. I felt he was shallow and opportunistic.

With a quick decision, I purposefully missed the train and spent time soaking in the atmosphere and, most important, collecting literature that enabled me to write my speech for the next morning while traveling back to Concord. Unfortunately, the candidate was delayed and I had to leave for school before he spoke, but I have always felt it was special to be there, to feel the extraordinary excitement and pride of Massachusetts in that historic rally.

My final months at St. Paul’s were spent luxuriating in the warm spring of New Hampshire while awaiting word on admission to college. Most of my family, over many years, had attended Harvard. The notable exception in this lucky line was my father and his older brother, who were Yalies. I hoped to go to Yale because I didn’t want to be quite so close to home, and when I visited the campus, it just felt right. I was excited when Yale chose me as well. It made the last months at St. Paul’s completely carefree. My classmate Lewis Rutherfurd and I served as proctors for fourth formers in one of the small dormitory houses. When graduation finally arrived, he and Peter Wyeth Johnson took off with me to Bermuda, where we served as crew for my dad’s last leg of his transatlantic sailing voyage back to Newport. It was a wonderful ending to the constraints of boarding school and opening to the freedom of college.

•  •  •

WELL BEFORE PRESIDENT Kennedy was elected in November 1960, it was evident to anyone following politics in Massachusetts that Ted Kennedy, the youngest of the three living brothers, was destined to run for Jack’s Senate seat. “Destined” is probably a soft word. It was ordained and organized. It was really not a choice. It was what Teddy had to do and no doubt wanted to do. He was the easiest, most natural politician of the three brothers. Naturally gregarious, outgoing, he thought nothing of charging up a room or a crowd by bursting into a rousing rendition of “Molly Malone” or “My Wild Irish Rose.” He loved a good story, a good laugh, always tried to find a way not to take things too seriously but could bear down with amazing discipline when the moment called for it. He worked as hard as anyone around him.

The race pitted two extraordinary Irish families and political dynasties against each other. In the summer after my graduation from high school and before heading off to college, I volunteered for the Kennedy campaign. He was running against Edward McCormack, the Massachusetts attorney general and nephew of the Speaker of the U.S. House of Representatives. I started working regularly at the Tremont Street headquarters in Boston. Not to be outdone, the McCormack campaign rented an office building only a few doors down—the two biggest political families duking it out on the biggest commercial street in the city. It was a race with big stakes and national focus.

I threw myself into the campaign with all the energy and enthusiasm of an eighteen-year-old free from books and exams and about to enter the great adventure of college. Everything was new and fresh. In the beginning I worked like every other volunteer, addressing envelopes, stuffing mail, collecting signatures, running errands, sometimes pounding out hours working at one of the tables in the first-floor main entrance room. Over time I got to know some of the regular staff, particularly Terri Haddad, who worked near the volunteers on the first floor; Eddie Martin, the press secretary; Albie Cullen, who ran the volunteers; and even Ted Kennedy’s brother-in-law Stephen Smith, who was basically running the show. At this early time all of these folks loomed large in the organization and seemed out of reach to the average volunteer, a category I fell into for sure, but over time, by working hard, being present and getting odd tasks done, I earned some measure of trust. I think during the whole course of the campaign I probably shook Ted’s hand and said hello two or three times. I doubt very much that he remembered me at all, but that’s the nature of campaigns.

In a very strange juxtaposition of my life outside the campaign with my life inside it, I actually spent more time with the president of the United States, Ted’s brother John F. Kennedy, than I did with the candidate I was working for. That first meeting came about in the oddest way. Janet Auchincloss, Jackie Kennedy’s half sister, had become a friend of mine. I met her through my roommate at St. Paul’s, who had dated her for a while, but they had broken up—at least temporarily. Janet invited me to the family home, Hammersmith Farm in Newport, during the summer, and it turned out to be a weekend when President Kennedy was visiting to watch the America’s Cup yacht races.

I remember driving down from Boston and stopping to make a phone call to tell Janet I was running late. Janet said I should hurry up because the president wanted to go out sailing and they were waiting for me to arrive. What?! The president of the United States is waiting for this wide-eyed, green young volunteer in his brother’s campaign? Can’t be. . . . But I got back in the car, floored it and drove like a madman, figuring that if I got stopped I would try to make the police officer believe I was going sailing with the president. If I was pulled over, I was sure to end up in the loony bin.

I arrived at the imposing driveway to Hammersmith Farm where, believe it or not, a single Secret Service guy waved me through. I drove up to the front door under the covered entryway and told one other Secret Service agent who I was and then walked into the house—no identification requested, nothing.

There was no one in the large foyer, but off to the right I could see someone in white pants and a blue polo shirt standing by the large dining room windows with a glorious view down the lawn to the water and the narrow spit that marks the entrance into Narragansett Bay and Newport. The person turned around and walked toward me, hand outstretched to say hello. It was President Kennedy. I reached out and said, “Hello, Mr. Kennedy.” I did not know to call him “Mr. President.” That’s how fresh and naive I was. He didn’t flinch but said, “Hi,” and asked me what I was up to. I told him, “I’m working for your brother in the Senate race.” He said, “That’s terrific—I think it’s going pretty well,” or something close to that. Then he said, “Where are you going to college?” I told him Yale and rolled my eyes with a laugh as if to excuse myself that it wasn’t Harvard. He smiled and without missing a beat said, “Oh, that’s okay—I’m a Yale man myself now.” He had just received his honorary degree at Yale and made his famous comment: “I now have the best of two worlds—a Harvard education and a Yale degree.”

To this day I am grateful for the conversation we had and for the grace and ease the president showed to this young volunteer and friend of a relative of his. We spent a memorable afternoon on the Coast Guard yawl sailing around Narragansett Bay. I sat in the cockpit, eating lunch with the president, soaking in the conversation about politics, issues and the world. The president clearly reveled in the peacefulness of the moment. He lay in the sun, smoked a cigar and occasionally sat on the foredeck alone, thinking about God knows what. Later that day we enjoyed a wonderful dinner with the members of the family and then sat in the living room with music playing, some dancing and lots of conversation.

Still later, when I went back to the front office of the campaign, I had a story I was sure I couldn’t share with anyone because, first, they probably wouldn’t believe me, and second, if they did, I knew it would create a barrier between me and the folks I was working with. It was an unexpected early lesson that sometimes life puts you in situations you are just better off not talking about—they are meant for you and you alone.

One of the places I never talked about a lot was a blessing hard to describe and a privilege difficult for many to digest. I was introduced to it at three years old and it would play a key role in my life—Naushon Island. Naushon is one of the five Elizabeth Islands including Penikese Island, in Buzzards Bay off the south coast of Massachusetts. Starting at Woods Hole, situated off the mainland of Upper Cape Cod, Naushon, seven miles long and a mile and a half wide, is the first island of the five, running west from there to the small island of Pasque, then Nashawena, Cuttyhunk, where there is a small town with a few year-round residents, and, finally, Penikese. John Murray Forbes purchased Naushon in 1843 (Pasque and Nashawena followed later), and ever since then, it has been a summer gathering spot for the extended Forbes family. My mother was a goddaughter of J. M. Forbes’s direct descendant William Cameron Forbes (my grandfather’s cousin after whom my brother, Cam, was named) and a distant cousin herself, so we were incredibly lucky to be able to rent one house or another of the few houses built for summer occupation at the eastern end of the island. Most of the island remains as shaped by Mother Nature, with the guiding hands and labor of Forbes work parties that clear roads, cut back catbrier and act as extraordinary stewards of history. The lion’s share of my initial passion for the environment, my involvement with the oceans and climate change, comes from lessons I learned on Naushon, the example I saw of the Forbes family’s commitment to preserve and conserve. My mother instilled in all of us not just appreciation for the beauty and mystery of wilderness, but a deep sense of responsibility to care for it. Naushon remains an extraordinary example of responsible stewardship.

It also was—and remains—a paradise for kids. There are no cars on the island. No paved roads. Only several dirt and sand roads extending the length of the island or winding through glens and fields. There is a farm with a tractor, truck and maintenance vehicle. During our early years, there were hundreds of sheep being raised on the island. Every August there would be an enormous sheep drive from the west end of the island to the farm on the east so the sheep could be shorn. It was an island-wide activity, but you had to be twelve years old to qualify for this big event called a “sheeping.” Today there is a hugely reduced, small herd of sheep, because coyotes found their way to the island and decimated the herd.

Naushon remains a place of rare beauty. The light is magical. The painter Jamie Wyeth once visited and raved to me about the quality of the light. Around every corner there is an island secret—a tree with a name, an old graveyard, a stunning beach, a grove of birches, a pasture full of horses, sheep wandering a field, a bridge over an estuary with a massive current running under it.

Throughout history, remarkable people have passed through as guests of the family. Presidents Ulysses Grant, Teddy Roosevelt, Calvin Coolidge and Bill Clinton all visited and all left hats behind, which still reside on the island. Emperor Akihito, then crown prince of Japan, came in September of 1953. Ralph Waldo Emerson’s daughter married John Murray Forbes’s son. Oliver Wendell Holmes visited and wrote an original poem in the guest book. Herman Melville . . . Indeed, countless artists, authors, philosophers, raconteurs, musicians and military men have spent time on the island. After World War I, General Black Jack Pershing wrote his official report on the war while staying as a guest of William Cameron Forbes at Mansion House.

Colonel Robert Gould Shaw, who led the first all-black regiment during the Civil War, spent time at Naushon and famously wrote during the war how much he wished he could be on the island at Christmastime. Soon after this letter, he was killed leading his men in an assault at the Second Battle of Fort Wagner.

Visiting Naushon was a gigantic and magical step back in time. Arriving by boat from Woods Hole, family and guests would be greeted at the dock by a collection of horses and carriages waiting to take baggage and passengers to the houses. That sight alone was enough to slow the pace of life and invite you into another world. For me and my cousins, it was a place to be safe, to be free to roam, create adventures and revel in summer. We kids would walk around for a month without wearing shoes, unless we rode horses or went to the mainland to shop. We sailed, swam, caught shrimp, dug clams, collected mussels, fished, hiked, picnicked, sang at bonfires, played charades and capture the flag, aquaplaned, water-skied, raced model boats, cleared brush, jumped off a bridge into the racing current, did treasure hunts, listened to scary ghost stories from older cousins—there was limitless testing of the imagination—especially in a world without television, which it was and, for the most part, still is. As I said—paradise on earth.



CHAPTER 2

Bright College Years

I ARRIVED IN NEW Haven in my 1962 Volkswagen Beetle—the beautiful original—chockablock full of the stuff you think you need but could do without. Driving an early Bug was a unique experience. With its tiny cockpit and front end sloping away from you, it felt like an overpowered toy, leaving little between you and the road—or trucks—in front of you. It was like driving an expanded go-kart, which is why it was fun. The trip to New Haven was an exercise in momentum management. I would floor the accelerator the minute I hit the Massachusetts Turnpike and, except for the most urgent traffic situation, basically not let it off the floor until the exit for New Haven. Sometimes you felt like you needed to get out and push the car up a hill, but it was reliable and affordable. I am grateful I never tested the crash resistance.

I unloaded the car amid the chaos of parents and furniture moving onto the Old Campus, where all the freshmen lived. I was assigned to Bingham Hall, with an entryway opposite the statue of Nathan Hale, a reminder to all the hazards of rebellions. I met up with my roommate, Dan Barbiero, a friend already from St. Paul’s. Danny and I remained together as roommates throughout Yale and we have remained lifelong friends.

A steady, calm soul, Dan was a great check on some of my enthusiasm. He had grown up in North Valley Stream, Long Island, a member of a proud and close-knit Italian American family. His father was a wonderful, engaging patriarch who had worked through the labyrinth of New York politics from assemblyman to district court judge. Danny was musically gifted and had won a coveted place in the St. Thomas Choir School—a forty-boy school for St. Thomas Church on Fifth Avenue in Manhattan. He sang in the choir there as both he and I did at St. Paul’s. He was also a talented pianist who could play almost anything by ear. I remember he would sit for hours at the piano in the Jonathan Edwards Common Room, playing for his own pleasure. After Yale, and after the Marines and Vietnam, where he served with distinction, he took time off to decompress, during which he spent a few years working as a recording engineer in New York City, where he recorded Stevie Wonder’s Innervisions and John Lennon’s Mind Games before going on to a successful career in real estate and finance.

Freshman year flashed by. The transition from St. Paul’s was seamless. I was used to a campus and to making choices about study and play. I joined a few extracurricular activities, enjoyed the parties, learned how to make the most of weekends and occasionally studied. Sadly, I was not a hugely motivated student at that point in my life and I’m definitely not proud of that. Someone should have kicked me in the butt to remind me why I was there, but no one did. I have often wondered why I was so indifferent to the academic opportunity of Yale.

At one time I blamed it on St. Paul’s but, on reflection, that wasn’t fair. I think I just needed a strong mentor who would motivate and inspire me early on to understand and value the importance, immediacy and excitement of history or literature that seems so obvious and compelling now. Today I can’t read enough or narrow down my ever-growing list of books to be read. It’s particularly fun to pick up a book first read long ago and now notice things I missed previously or even understand better themes that once seemed remote or incomprehensible. The virtues of age and experience.

Nowadays, I find myself dueling with the crush of time and the desire to know more than I do. I see and feel connections to history and life that I never felt while at Yale. I know that’s not unusual. What I too often saw as a chore back then, I now see as a window on the world that those college years always were, an invaluable insight into human behavior that is timeless and fascinating. I would have been the perfect candidate for what is now called a “gap” year. I kick myself to think that the time I now steal to spend luxuriating and learning by reading books and articles was available to me every day of those four years. It wasn’t until law school that my brain really switched on and I began to learn to think.

In October of freshman year, President Kennedy came to town to give a speech literally just outside our room on the New Haven Green. He was campaigning for Senator Abe Ribicoff and the Democratic ticket, helping the powerful party boss John Bailey deliver the state. We gathered on the green to listen to the speech. The president mounted a podium just below our building and spoke, the familiar accent filling the speakers, drowning out a few Republican hecklers. One heckler particularly caught my attention. I went over to ask him to quiet down and saw Danny standing with him. Danny introduced me to Harvey Bundy, nephew of McGeorge “Mac” Bundy, President Kennedy’s national security advisor, and Bill Bundy, the assistant secretary of state for Far East affairs. Evidently Harvey came from the sole Republican wing of the family. I confess I was momentarily annoyed, but it was quickly forgotten.

Harvey became a close friend of Danny’s and mine. We drafted him to be our third roommate for the next year when we moved into Jonathan Edwards College. Harvey hailed from Manchester, Massachusetts, where his family had resided for several generations. Unlike the majority of our class, Harvey seemed to have come to Yale knowing exactly what he wanted to do in life. He was whip smart, great with numbers and already tracking a career in business. I was always impressed by how clear Harvey was about the road he was on and how disciplined he was in pursuit of his choices. No surprise, he met his wife-to-be, Blakely, freshman year. He knew almost immediately—or so it seemed—this was the person for him. They pretty much moved in together—as much as one could or did back then—so that in effect there were four roommates, three from Yale and one from Wheaton. Harvey and Blakely married right after our June graduation in August 1966. That fall, the newlyweds headed off to Tuck Business School at Dartmouth, and from there, they moved to Chicago, where Blakely was raised. Harvey eventually became the chief analyst for William Blair and Company in Chicago, where he and Blakely live to this day, reveling in their grandchildren.

Our freshman year, the Harvard-Yale football game was in Cambridge. I drove up in the Bug, got outrageously inebriated in the stands of the stadium, somehow found my way to campus, where at some point in the evening I passed out. When I came to I figured it was time to go home. I got in the Bug and started to drive, when I at least had the presence of mind to know that this was not a good idea. I was not going to make it home. So I somehow parked the car and made my way back to my cousin’s room in Eliot House, where I fell asleep among the many making a regular parade to throw up in the bathroom.

When I woke up in the morning, I smelled bad enough to scare myself. I drove home to Groton, where I worked through a three-day hangover. I am happy to say that only once since then—in Vietnam—did I ever pass out from drinking again, and I have never had even a sip of the same hard liquor since 1962. The aroma alone is enough to bring back bad memories.

Sometime in that first fall at Yale, I met David Thorne. We were walking on the Old Campus near our rooms. The conversation quickly focused on his attendance at Groton School and his family’s life in Rome, Italy, where his dad was the publisher of the Rome Daily American. David was the first person I met at Yale who shared the experience of going to school in Switzerland while his family was overseas. We quickly compared notes only to find we had remarkably similar reactions to being sent to boarding school abroad at a very young age. Given the commonalities in our backgrounds—the European connection, our passion for soccer, our high school experiences and a similar view of the world—we struck up a fast and close friendship.

Over spring vacation of freshman year, David and I decided to make the first of what would become many trips together. The civil rights movement was increasingly grabbing our attention as marches or sit-ins challenged the shame of segregation. It was hard to believe that we lived in a country that asked a black man to go fight for his country but wouldn’t allow that same person to vote, or go to a certain school, or use a bathroom or lunch counter the same way whites did. I still find it hard to digest that in my lifetime we were a segregated nation.

David and I decided to take a spring break trip through the segregated South to Florida and then race back to Vermont for a few days of skiing. It was more than slightly crazy, but many of us enjoying the first freedoms of college wore that label proudly.

We crossed the line between North and South, where we both saw “White Only” and “No Colored” signs for the first time in our lives. It was incredibly jarring. At St. Paul’s, in the Senior Year Speaking Contest, I had delivered the winning speech in a hard-hitting summary of events in the South. I had talked about the “revolution” in our own country, but now, a year later, here I was walking into a building where a “White Only” sign was prominently displayed, seeing human beings actually forced to separate on the basis of skin color, taking in the expressionless look on the faces of the African Americans I saw go into “their” facilities—it all turned my stomach and made me wonder even more how this could be the United States of America in 1963.

Through North Carolina and Georgia and into Florida this scene repeated itself. It seemed impossible to me that anyone thought they could prevent the inexorable yearning of people to be free, to enjoy the same full rights as others in the same country living under the same Constitution. Little did I know what I would witness in the turbulent and violent next years. The screaming, mad-dog looks of white students shouting insults at young black women trying to walk into school, protected by state troopers or federal troops, infuriated me. And when Bull Connor unleashed the dogs and billy clubs, I felt ashamed for all of us.

•  •  •

DURING THE SUMMER of 1963, right after my freshman year, I came mighty close to being killed. It was luck that I wasn’t. Harvey and I had flown to London to pick up the Austin-Healey 3000 his father had given him in recognition of his successful transition from Groton to Yale and the completion of his freshman year. We planned to drive through England and France—and who knows where else. We picked up the car and drove 45 mph for five hundred miles, because in those days cars needed to be broken in. We had the car serviced after the break-in period and then departed for the ferry in Portsmouth. From Le Havre we drove to Paris for Bastille Day and then on to Switzerland, Liechtenstein and Austria, driving through the night to arrive in the morning in Lech, where I had learned to ski. I wanted to surprise my boyhood ski instructor, Othmar Strolz, but we arrived so early that we had several hours to kill.

Instead, as dawn lit up the mountains, we decided to climb one. For several hours we struggled up a steep and unbeaten path. When we seemed to have gone high enough and killed enough time, and could see the car as a miniature in the road below, we turned around and plunged downhill, jumping and leaping from foothold to foothold. It was exhilarating and exhausting.

We then paid a wonderful early-morning visit to Othmar, an extraordinary man who had become far more than a ski instructor. He was a philosopher of the mountains and life. He loved the fun that came with skiing, but he taught me to respect the power and majesty of the mountains. He would tweak me when I got tired, saying, “Johnny, life is hard in the mountains,” goading me on to find more reserves in my body. I owe Othmar a lot for the joy of climbing well above the lifts to find pure, virgin, granular spring snow and then the rush of swooping down from one gully to another and winding up breathless on the valley floor, exhilarated by the vertical descent.

Othmar gave me one other memorable, precious moment, which I have passed on to my children. Climb to the top of a mountain and just sit there. When the heaving of your breath has calmed down, stop and listen carefully to the silence. He is the only person who taught me to listen to silence.

From there we went to Monte Carlo and then drove up to Brittany to spend time at Les Essarts. One night I had driven to Dinan, a beautiful, historic town twenty miles from the family house. I was accompanied by Peter Kornbluh, a classmate of Harvey’s and mine who was staying with us briefly at Les Essarts. We were driving back from a nightclub and were almost home, perhaps three miles from the house. As we approached a relatively pronounced left curve in the road that I knew pretty well, a car came from the other direction somewhat jutting into our lane. I moved over slightly to the right, and before I knew it my right wheels were trapped in the hedgerow ditch that ran alongside the road. The dirt began to pile up in front of the car, and suddenly I felt the back of the car lift up and move end over end to the front. We were flipping over. I felt the centrifugal force push against the seat belts with the dreadful realization that we were crashing and were about to be upside down. I have no recollection of how we landed or what happened as we hit the ground. I do think I heard a massive scraping sound and then a skid along the road for a few yards, followed by total silence.

When I came to, I heard people yelling that the car might blow up. I reached for Peter but didn’t feel him next to me. I undid my seat belt, felt my body drop to the ground and crawled out of the car. I walked a few yards away and lay down on the ground. I heard people again talking about how the car might catch on fire. I got up and walked back to the car to take the keys out of the ignition. I checked on Peter, who was sitting on the ground too but seemed to be okay. He was incredibly calm and collected. Then I lay down again and waited for an ambulance to come.

I never feared that I was so wounded I was in jeopardy, but I was furious at the oncoming car, horrified for Harvey at what had happened to his beautiful Austin-Healey. It was totaled. We were quickly transported to the hospital. Peter was released almost immediately, but the doctors kept me for an extra day, during which a regular parade of my cousins marched through the Dinard hospital to inspect the example of what not to do.

A few weeks later I returned to the States to start fall term. I have never stopped thinking how lucky I was to be alive. I had flipped over and landed upside down in a convertible. If my head had been in the wrong place as we went over the front end, it would have been crushed in the landing. Or Peter or I could have been thrown out of the car and been killed or paralyzed. For years, because of this or Vietnam or any number of other close calls, I have never stopped being grateful for the grace of God that spared me. It was the first time I became aware I was lucky to be living extra days.

Freshman year I had avoided soccer in order to focus on ice hockey. I made the freshman hockey team, played center on the second line, got my numerals at the end of the season, but in the end, I decided I missed playing soccer. So in the fall of sophomore year, I tried out for varsity soccer. David Thorne and I had missed connecting during the summer, but he invited me to his family’s place on Long Island before reporting to practice in New Haven, where he was pretty much assured a place on the team, having played as a freshman.

In late August I rolled up to the Thorne house in my borrowed family VW bus. I had so much junk I was taking to Yale that it could only fit in the bus—plus my faithful friend Faustus the parakeet, who lived with us freshman year. I was a little embarrassed by my traveling circus—but not that much. David walked out of the house to greet me, but my eyes were on a dark-haired girl in a small bikini who walked out behind him. “John, this is my sister Judy—Judy, my friend John Kerry.” I was instantly intrigued. More powerfully so when we cruised around the property with Judy hanging on to the roof rack while standing on the rear bumper of the moon-equipped VW David and I had driven down south, all the while singing “500 Miles” at the top of her lungs. I was impressed and curious about this woman who lived in New York and Italy.

This was my first encounter with Julia Thorne. We saw each other a few times in the course of sophomore year. I grew more interested, but our lives were on totally different schedules, she working in Italy for RAI, the Italian TV station, and me stuck at Yale, three years from even beginning a life beyond school. She was jetting back and forth to Rome. I was living in New Haven, making friends of a lifetime in a small universe. Sophomore year was punctuated with sporadic Julia sightings and brief rendezvous that just whetted my appetite.

At Yale, the tryouts for the soccer team were brutal. We were doing double practices, meaning two sessions a day. Between the morning and afternoon sessions my muscles would tighten up, and by the time evening rolled around, I could barely walk. It was even worse the next morning, in part because I had shown up in the worst shape I’d ever been in as a result of my accident in France just a month before returning to school. Somehow, I made the team.

One of the unexpected benefits of playing soccer was reuniting with Dick Pershing. We had last seen each other at Fessenden School. Dick had gone on to Phillips Exeter Academy and then a postgraduate year at Lawrenceville. Dick shared with David Thorne and me the experience of a too-young exposure to boarding school in Switzerland. All of us had been introduced to soccer there—football, as they called it, the Beautiful Game. I didn’t have much interaction with him freshman year, but now that we were playing on the same team, we began to hang out. “Persh,” as we called him, was an incredibly gifted, natural athlete. He was also something of an iron man, capable of drinking beer, smoking cigarettes, staying up late and partying and yet never giving out on the playing field, always running as hard and playing as energetically as anyone. None of us knew how he did it. He was also a great prankster, livening up practice with antics that kept even our taciturn Scottish coach smiling. One day, we memorably stuffed Persh into a laundry hamper, carried him out to the field on our shoulders while chanting some absurd made-up war chant on the way and deposited the basket in the middle of the field to watch the top slowly open and Persh rise to cheers and jeers. The moment was pure nonsense, but the smiles and laughter were worth the absurdity.

Friday, November 22, marked the beginning of Harvard-Yale weekend. It began innocently enough. A headline in the Yale Daily News was calculated to get your attention: “Miss USA to Smooch Smoochers When ‘News’ [the Yale Daily] Beats Harvard.” A picture of Miss USA made sure you at least glanced at the story.

Sometime in the midmorning, I took the athletic department bus out to the Yale Bowl to change into my soccer uniform and warm up for the game against Harvard—the most important game for either team. Beat Harvard and you ended the season on the right note.

Autumn was at its New England best, boasting a clear, bright, crisp fall day. I was excited to be playing my first varsity matchup with Harvard. A dynamic Nigerian named Chris Ohiri played for Harvard. He was a formidable player, the high scorer of the Ivy League, reputed to have knocked out a goalie with the force of one of his kicks.

Sometime after 1:30, I was substituted and returned to the bench. We were about twenty-five minutes into the game when a murmur went through the crowd. It built to a crescendo that ended with voices calling out, “The president’s been shot!” The words struck like a shot itself. No one seemed to believe it at first, even as the words were repeated endlessly.

At 1:36, ABC Radio issued a national bulletin: President Kennedy had been seriously wounded when shots had been fired at his motorcade. Four minutes later, CBS TV followed with the first nationally televised report of an assassination attempt. Before long there was complete consternation in the stands, a kind of controlled chaos, with stunned faces looking around blankly, clearly not knowing what to do next. It was impossible to focus on the game or even imagine that we were going to play on.

President Kennedy was pronounced dead at Parkland Hospital in Dallas, Texas, at 1:00 p.m., Central Standard Time—2:00 p.m. our time. The news was incomprehensible, and we all looked at each other for answers and consolation.

Until I sat down to write this account I did not remember who won the game. I didn’t even remember if we finished the game. I looked in the Yale Daily News archives and learned that we lost 3–2. The story said, “The game was not cancelled because it had been in progress for 25 minutes when President Kennedy’s assassination first became known.”

From the minute we returned to our room after the game, Danny, Harvey and I spent the next three or four days hardly moving away from the small black-and-white TV in the living room of our suite. We were transfixed. Each image from those sorrowful days was indelibly imprinted in our minds forever—the live shooting of Lee Harvey Oswald by Jack Ruby; the president’s coffin lying in state in the White House and the Capitol; the Kennedy family and world leaders marching behind the caisson; John Jr. saluting his father from the steps of the cathedral.

My cousin Serita Winthrop, who was attending college nearby, knew I had met the president and worked for Ted Kennedy, so she jumped in her car and came to Yale to share in the shock of what had happened. We walked around and around the immediate streets surrounding the college, talking into the wee hours of the morning, trying to understand what had happened. I remember saying to her that no matter what, we all had an obligation to work to make this right—whatever it took. That is the night I made a commitment to myself that I would pursue a life in public affairs. I didn’t know what I would do or how I would make a difference, but I vowed I would.

•  •  •

AS THE SUMMER of 1965 approached, I was already thinking about graduation one year away. While I didn’t know specifically what I wanted to do afterward, I was pretty certain this would be my last “free” summer, a time when I could indulge my thirst for the “freedom of the road”—an instinct I first enjoyed riding my bike in Berlin and later through England and France.

I had worked my tail off the previous summer, selling Collier’s Encyclopedia door-to-door in Massachusetts. It was tedious, even hard work, walking a neighborhood in the dead of summer with dogs and kids nipping at your heels, carrying a briefcase filled with demo books and performing the carefully choreographed presentation Collier’s field office taught its salespeople to employ.

There I was, decked out in jacket and tie, briefcase and all, walking door-to-door in unfamiliar neighborhoods. I felt there were two worlds: the one where they were enjoying a warm summer’s night at the drive-in and the one where I was knocking like crazy on doors, waiting to see whether an unfriendly oddity answered and rudely sent me packing.

As tedious and challenging as it was, selling encyclopedias was a wonderful “people” education. We salesmen would each develop our own style, plugging in variations on the rote sales pitch we had been taught. We would do everything possible to convince Mom or Dad that these reservoirs of knowledge were going to empower their kids to do anything they wanted. It’s hard even to imagine this in the current world of the internet, but without the modern-day availability of unlimited information, having your own encyclopedia was a gold mine. I was able to spice up my presentation by talking about my own experience with our encyclopedia at home in Washington. I did love it and used it all the time. The reality is, without the internet or a trip to the library, it provided an instantaneous journey to far-off places. My conviction was genuine.

I learned a lot from this job. Walking into someone’s home unannounced—if they let me in—was an amazing inside view of a daily, completely impromptu slice of life. In fact, just getting into a house required establishing some measure of trust. The presentation—depending on how far you got—took from forty-five minutes to an hour. During this time, there were usually a dozen interruptions for dogs, children, friends and personal stories. Sometimes people wanted to unload about their lives or life itself. Later, when I was running for office, I thought about the lessons I learned on this job. It taught me a lot about listening, watching body language, understanding someone’s realities and knowing when to fold, pack up my bags and leave. It was good training for anyone.

The Gulf of Tonkin—both the incident and the congressional resolution—had been in the headlines just a few weeks before I came back to New Haven for early soccer practice in late August of ’64. But I didn’t dwell on it. I had a season to get ready for, friends to catch up with and a long list of extracurricular activities. Besides, it was a presidential election year. Lyndon Johnson was poised for a historic landslide against Barry Goldwater, and Johnson’s words on the evening news were crystal clear: “We are not about to send American boys nine or ten thousand miles from home to do what Asian boys ought to be doing for themselves.”

By the spring of ’65 he was doing exactly that—and my circle of close friends had decisions to make in a hurry. Suddenly, the draft had meaning for all of us. Our lives were thrown topsy-turvy. A whole lot of guys who hadn’t considered the immediacy of military service now confronted that choice. I was one of them—a distracted student who had thought about journalism or business or possibly the Foreign Service—and suddenly I had decisions to ponder. Graduate school, study abroad? There were options and each of us thought about them, but ultimately, many of us came back to a shared belief: We were kids of World War II parents. We’d been Cold War teenagers. We believed in the ethos of the age, of President Kennedy’s challenge, put forward in his 1961 inaugural address, to “pay any price, bear any burden.”

But first, with my stash of encyclopedia earnings from the summer before, David Thorne and I decided we would go to London, pick up a cheap set of wheels and drive where whim and fancy took us. We had already planned to visit Spain, which neither of us had been to, but we also had the specific notion of taking in the Festival of Saint Fermín in Pamplona. I wanted to tune into the nostalgia of The Sun Also Rises, go to some of the places Hemingway had described and see how they measured up. I had read a lot about the running of the bulls. Experiencing a few bullfights would satisfy a lot of curiosity, an excursion into a different, romantic slice of life. With responsibility looming ahead, we reasoned that soon we might not have similar opportunities to be quite so footloose. So off we went.

Once we arrived in London we embarked on a search for the perfect ride. David had the brilliant idea of trying to find a retired London taxi and make that our traveling home. There was something magical about the look and sound, and the spacious passenger area would make it perfect for piling in people and stuff. Besides, how many London cabs have ever been seen outside London? The idea was appealing to our wallet and our vanity.

With a few phone calls and several cabbie conversations, we found the London graveyard for taxis. Spread out before us in a remote London suburb was this huge lot of black cabs supposedly in their final resting place. The lot master thought we were nuts, but he helped us pick out a beast with soul and an engine that worked.

We tooled around London for a couple of days, waving off people who tried to hail us. We wanted to get to Le Mans for the “24 Hours,” the world’s oldest sports car endurance race, then in its forty-second year and still going strong today. One night around midnight, realizing we had some ground to cover to make the race, we looked at each other and simultaneously decided we had to get out of London immediately. Our further adventures needed to begin.

I remember driving out of Knightsbridge and Mayfair almost precisely at midnight. David drove the leg from London to Dover while I slept curled up on the comfortable back seat of the cab. To this day I remember the smell of leather and the gurgling chugging of the engine. We had made a reservation on the first ferry of the morning. It was a blustery day, with a roiling, churning sea—a classic channel crossing. Literally, as fast as the ferry cleared the breakwater, the motion of the boat became so violent and so irregular that myriads of people were queuing up for the loos in order to throw up. The whole ferry became an upchuck disaster zone. David and I were both seasoned sailors so we luckily avoided seasickness, but the stench of vomit and the pools of puke covering the floor in and near the toilets were enough to inspire abandoning ship. I have never before or after seen so many people throwing up at one time.

Arrival at Le Havre in France did not come too soon. From there we drove directly to Le Mans, listened to the deafening roar of engines well into the night and early morning, and then drove quietly to Les Essarts, where we intended to stay for a few days before heading south to Pamplona and the Costa del Sol of Spain. We set up a deck chair next to the driver’s seat in the cab and it became the seat of choice. It was a luxury to sit with feet extended out onto the left fender, reading a book or watching the countryside roll by in the open air. I was reading a Winston Churchill biography, which prompted us to detour slightly to take in the invasion beaches of Normandy en route to Les Essarts.

David had never been to these beaches. I had been privileged to go several times, beginning with the visits with my family when we first came to Europe.

The cemetery on the Omaha Beach bluff, a patch of deeded American land in France, is sacred. The story of D-Day is one of an extraordinary gift of freedom and sacrifice. It takes my breath away. I would soon learn what it is like to be shot at, even to know you will be shot at well before the ambush takes place, but to this day I am convinced that the unknown element of a shot that comes from a mangrove or bunker on a river in Vietnam is light-years away from the experience of knowing that at any moment a door will drop on a tiny boat and half the people—perhaps all—who are with you will be dead in seconds. Think about it. Think about what it’s like to see a whole Higgins boat, a landing craft, next to you blown up as you approach the beach. Think about the huge bluffs ahead of you in the haze of smoke from weapons seemingly everywhere, with gigantic concrete fortresses, each filled with machine guns, mortars and artillery. Think about being pinned down and trying to find cover where it is nearly nonexistent. Still, those guys on that beach pushed on, up the bluff, over the hill and painstakingly, ultimately, on to Berlin. Almost 2,500 Americans died on Omaha and Utah Beaches and in the paratroop drops behind the lines just on D-Day alone. David and I moved quietly among the crosses and Stars of David, in total awe of what that small piece of America means to all of us.

Next stop was Les Essarts. Within days of our arrival the taxi had acquired a name—Baxer. It was derived from the hit song “The Name Game,” which had come out the year before. “Taxi” produced “Taxi, Taxi, bo-baxi, banana-fana fo-faxi, fee-fi-mo-maxi—Taxi!” “Baxi” became “Baxer.” And, yes, we were slightly nuts, but we were as untethered as we’d imagined and hoped we’d be at the outset of this exotic adventure.

Baxer gained an immediate, strong following at Les Essarts. On one occasion, about ten cousins piled in the back on the floor, the jump seats and the bench seat. We were like the clown car in the circus, and before long we were a circus—pointless jokes, laughing hysterically, being generally obnoxious. We were happily cruising along when Baxer decided to stop and freeze in the middle of the road. The emergency brake wire had snapped, engaging the brake in a locked on position. Baxer just plain wasn’t moving anywhere. Traffic started to pile up behind, in front and beside us since we were in the middle of a major intersection.

Pandemonium ensued. Cousins piled out trying desperately to manage the emotions of stymied drivers who had gotten out of their cars and were surrounding Baxer and us. Epithets were flying. I left the task of responding to the angry motorists to the cousins who spoke perfect French. One cousin was out in the middle of the street trying to direct traffic around us, her arms waving in one direction and then the next, looking more like a cheerleader than a traffic cop. Whatever she was doing contributed mightily to the chaos.

During this circus going on around us, we discovered two huge proboscises protruding beneath Baxer’s chassis. Needless to say, despite the fact that whatever was down there was sort of tubular in shape, someone immediately joked about Baxer’s big balls. We found a way to lower them, which lifted the rear wheels off the ground. Then we were able to get under the car and free the emergency brake. We pushed Baxer to the side of the road, where the brake was repaired; exactly how, I have no memory. We avoided bodily harm by hordes of extremely upset French drivers wondering what kind of British assholes had upset their day. All in all, a great adventure, and we avoided American culpability by hiding behind Baxer’s classic British body.

From Les Essarts, with a few stops along the way, we drove south to the Pyrenees and on to Pamplona, where David and I would see if Hemingway was right about the bulls, the bullfights and the fiesta. How many people have made that same voyage, I don’t know, but I am sure that nobody had more fun.

The Festival of Saint Fermín began in medieval times and included bullfights even then. Running with the bulls started around the seventeenth century, and the first bullring was built in the middle of the nineteenth century. There were always foreigners taking part in the festivities, but the main attraction became hugely popular after Hemingway discovered the fiesta. Ever since the publication of The Sun Also Rises, the more modern festival has steadily developed into the extravaganza it is today.

When David and I arrived in 1965, the fiesta still held much of its original charm. I think we were up most of the night, eating, drinking and carousing with people we had never met before. There were students, the young and old, tourists from all over Europe, the United States and Canada, and, of course, loads of Spaniards who delighted in this centuries-old celebration.

The spirit was contagious—and exhausting. In the wee hours of the morning we decided for sure we would run with the bulls. We found our way to the beginning of the run, where hundreds of young guys were decked out in their white pants and shirts with red bandannas. David and I were conspicuous for our blue jeans and denim shirts and lack of bandannas.

The bulls were due to be released from their pen at 7:00 a.m. We originally positioned ourselves at the beginning of the narrow street heading toward the bullring, but then we felt we wouldn’t get the full run so we moved closer to the paddock where they release the bulls. We thought that because we were training for our senior-year soccer season, we were both in good shape and could outrun any bulls. Little did we know what was in store for us.

A rocket flare was fired into the air warning of the release of the bulls. There was a stir among the runners, with some starting to take off. I remember saying to David not to go yet because we’d get too far ahead. Right then, a second flare went off signaling the release of all the bulls from the pen. We started running. I turned around and saw these muscular black bulls charging up the hill. I yelled at David to run for his life. I thought we were surely going to die.

I glanced back several times while running at full speed, only to see that I was definitely not going to outrun these monsters. I began checking exit strategies. Several doorways were already crammed with people. Nowhere to go. I had lost track of David and was certain I was imminently going to be gored, so I leaped for the next doorway, bounced off the bodies already jammed in it and fell to the sidewalk. As I looked at the horde of four-legged beasts hurling toward me, I curled up into the smallest fetal ball I could and waited for the worst.

Lo and behold, the bulls were not yet isolated or distracted, and they were so fixated on rushing along that they jumped right over me. I looked up to see the entire herd had gone past. David was off to the right of me on the other side of the street. He had succeeded in getting crunched with other bodies into a doorway, protecting himself and his camera. Not wanting to miss out on getting into the bullring, I got up and immediately started sprinting after them—an entirely new twist on running with the bulls. In fact, at one point, I grabbed the tail of one of the oxen released to guide the bulls, and I got pulled along. I was the last person to make it into the ring when they shut the doors behind me.

When the bulls run into the ring, they run straight through and into a corral where they will await the bullfights that evening. Meanwhile, the bullring fills up with the runners, who await the subsequent release of small bulls or cows who charge through the crowd, throwing anyone in their way up in the air to the delight of the spectators. David made it into the arena with a second wave of runners after the bulls were in the corral. We were standing there comparing notes when a small bull with tennis balls on its horns was released into the melee. It charged full speed into the arena. We watched while one person got pummeled with a direct hit. He flew across the bullring and lay motionless on the ground. We watched people tossed above the crowd, one after the other, to descend to a crescendo of olés and cheers. At one point I had a near miss but brushed against the passing bull and got covered in bullshit—a probably worthy metaphor for the whole scene. It was great fun, assuming you were not among the injured.

We were young and on an adventure. There is no good rationale for wanting to do such a dangerous thing. It’s emotional and romantic and, yes, there are other adjectives, but of course there’s always a potential consequence of daring to do something risky. But that’s life . . . there are plenty of things we choose to do that don’t make sense. This obviously was one of those escapades. To this day, I am glad we did it, but I have no intention of recommending it to my grandchildren.

The best was yet to come. After changing out of our putrid clothing, we explored Pamplona, ate a great lunch of paella with an appropriate amount of wine. Then we joined the throngs heading to the bullring for the evening fights. It was a first for me, and I was curious. I had read a lot but never seen a live fight. Bullfighting today is controversial. Some traditional sites have banned it—Barcelona for one—only to have courts overrule the decision. I was fascinated by bullfighting and wanted to understand the various primal forces that were at play in the course of this no-holds-barred public display of man against beast. Could the artistry of the matador be so powerful that it superseded or rendered inconsequential any bloodlust in the spectators? I cannot deny I find aspects of the ritual—the courage, the grace and the metaphors—all intriguing, but I understand the dissenters. On this evening, in this particular place, however, there were no dissenters. The arena was jammed. The excitement level at a fever pitch.

I believe the matador was Manuel Cano Ruiz—El Pireo. He enthralled the crowd, putting on a display of elegance and abandon that kept our hearts in our throats, the olés rising in the dusk with increasing intensity. The whole stadium swayed with every pass, a low-throated olé growing into a massive shout of approval for bull and man. Together, bull and matador performed pass after pass as if choreographed. The courage and daring of each matched the other. At one point, El Pireo was down on his knees, drawing the bull between him and the wall of the arena, with not a millimeter margin of error. His passes were each closer than the last, each performed with the elegance of a ballet, with bull and matador both executing their moves with determination. In the end, you could almost say there was a level of mutual respect.

When the fight was over the arena exploded in thunderous applause. Seat cushions were thrown from every level, piling up in the arena. Live chickens, roses, hats—all found their way to the sandy ground. Nothing was spared. Then, unsatiated, the crowd itself spilled into the arena, placed the matador on its shoulders, and proceeded to march him to a series of bars, where he was serenaded with drinks raised on high. It was an evening of complete abandon.

I don’t know who lasts for seven days at the festival, but I know we didn’t. We decamped and headed for the Costa del Sol and its beaches, sun, water and no threat of bulls. After a few welcome days of genuine R&R, we headed back to Les Essarts via the most scenic, restful route we could find. There we settled in for a period, until David drove Baxer to the Thorne home in Italy. Within a few days Julia came from Italy to visit Les Essarts for the first time. We shared an extraordinary time exploring Brittany, enjoying the routine of Les Essarts and visiting the local markets. Too quickly the days of August slipped by. Julia flew back to Rome. I headed back to the States to spend some time with my family, then off to Yale for senior year.



CHAPTER 3

Raising My Right Hand

MY FATHER WAS one of the very first cadets in 1939 who volunteered to fly in Europe. Even though tuberculosis kept him from combat, I still cherished the creased black-and-white photo of him in his Army Air Corps aviator gear and loved the story of my mother volunteering as a nurse to treat the refugees at Montparnasse before the Nazis rolled into the city. At Yale in 1965, my friends and I were still definitively the children of the Greatest Generation. They, and their times, passed on to us, almost unconsciously but inescapably, a sense of responsibility. We shared their idealism about service, duty and country. But we were only just beginning to focus on Vietnam. In the fall of 1965, we had questions but not objections. For all the back-and-forth in long discussions that went on most nights, for any flirtations with graduate school or studying abroad or time spent parsing the implications of the draft, when it came right down to it, my friends David Thorne, Dick Pershing—the grandson of General Black Jack Pershing, who had served as the commander of the American Expeditionary Force in World War I—Danny Barbiero and others felt compelled to serve.

In my limited exposure to the war while at Yale, two men in particular influenced me. As I have mentioned, my roommate Harvey Bundy was the nephew of McGeorge and Bill Bundy—two standouts among President Kennedy’s “best and the brightest.” The Bundys were often hard to tell apart, with their round faces, slicked hair and thick glasses, but that’s where the comparisons ended.

I’d met McGeorge in Washington, D.C., when Harvey and I went there to secure speakers for the Yale Political Union. He insisted we call him “Mac,” even though he was a famous presidential advisor who had lunch with the president every Tuesday. For all his serious public demeanor, he was pretty laid-back and funny in our meeting. As he showed us the Oval Office, he joked about our standing in the center of power. We also saw his office with his desk stacked high with papers and cables, evidence of what many called a “miniature State Department” run out of his cramped space in the bowels of 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue. Mac was a man of enormous intellect—and he knew it. When he was an undergraduate at Yale, he wrote on an English test that the question was silly, answered his own question instead and still passed.

Bill was no intellectual slouch but a little harder to get to know. He kept up the same buttoned-down appearance as Mac. He could famously dance the Charleston and do a brilliant imitation of his colleagues. The only thing you didn’t want to get wrong in front of Bill was politics. He was a Democrat down to his toes. When a newspaper once mixed up the Bundy brothers’ politics, Bill called and demanded a correction.

While serving as assistant secretary of state for Far Eastern affairs, he visited Yale to deliver a speech. Afterward, he hung out in our room and drank a few beers with us. We grilled him about his perceptions of Vietnam. Nothing is more important, he said. Vietnam is the domino theory in action. He also told us that we were critical to this effort. The United States needed its young men to go serve abroad in the armed forces. “This is the thing to do, boys,” he said. “We need you.” Both Bundys left us with a personal sense of responsibility to serve.

The question I was wrestling with wasn’t so much whether to serve, but which service. I have vivid memories of a few recent graduates returning for a weekend to visit with friends or take in a hockey game. I asked them about the choices they made. Each said the same thing: “Look, you’re better off choosing the service you want to go into than just getting drafted.” I’d always loved the ocean, ships and boats of almost any kind. I had been around the sea all my life. The die was cast. In the early fall of 1965, during the first semester of my senior year, I decided to apply to Officer Candidate School. Given the draft, getting into OCS had become more competitive. It felt like applying to college all over again but with even more paperwork. Happily, I was accepted. On February 18, 1966, I raised my right hand and took the oath to enlist in the U.S. Naval Reserve.

As senior year chugged along, Vietnam crept more and more into our conversations—as a question, as an issue and, for many of us, a possible destination. Draft cards were now being burned on campuses. Midterms brought headlines about the Battle of Ia Drang Valley. We wondered how both sides could claim victory when American firepower was so dominant. As we headed into Christmas, in order to give diplomacy a chance, President Johnson announced a temporary halt to Operation Rolling Thunder—our sustained aerial bombardment of North Vietnam.

As for me, I was heeding the words of Mark Twain, who said, “Never let school get in the way of an education.” I took those words to heart, even as we crept collectively closer to graduation, when we would exchange our mortarboards for helmets. I was consumed by a wonderful distraction: flying an airplane, practicing takeoffs and landings out at Tweed Airport, three miles outside New Haven.

I had grown up on stories about my father in the Army Air Corps. When I first arrived at Yale in ’62, I learned that as World War I broke out, a group of students formed the first Yale flying club and volunteered to become America’s first naval aviation unit. They were our eyes in the skies, scouting enemy troop movements, locating mines, tracking submarines. On November 14, 1916, the Yale Daily News said they were doing the “work of the pioneer.” Because they believed they had a responsibility to country, some gave their lives to a cause bigger than any of them as individuals.

Inspired by these early pioneers, by my father and by my friend and classmate Fred Smith, the future founder of FedEx, who already had his pilot’s license, I asked my parents for flying lessons as a graduation present. After a little hemming and hawing, they agreed. I think I made it hard for my father to say no. Getting a license required forty hours of instruction, a combination of learning landings and takeoffs, regulations, and cross-country and instrument flying. I loved every minute of it. The precision, the navigating, the test of crosswinds and landings—they all combined to appeal to boyish interests in all things with an engine and controls. I hate to say it, but the premise of the gift—graduation—was almost sidetracked by the gift itself. I wasn’t studying hard and wound up graduating with the worst one-year record of my four years.

As if learning to fly wasn’t time-consuming enough, I spent a lot of time with my friends in one of Yale’s so-called secret societies, called Skull and Bones, and in the spring of senior year, I was inspired to play lacrosse, which I had last played at St. Paul’s and which I loved. I reported for spring practice as a walk-on and managed to make the team. It turned out we were one of the top teams in the country, beating Maryland, Johns Hopkins, UVA, UNC Chapel Hill and Army. We were ranked nationally until we lost a couple of key games, one of which I still remember for the goal I missed and the shot I failed to block. It’s amazing how more than a half century later you can remember every move and the agony of losing an important game.

During the lull after final exams, David Thorne, Persh and I took a few days to decompress, sailing around Buzzards Bay and Nantucket Sound in my father’s thirty-nine-foot Concordia yawl. Lending it to us was a generous gesture, ratifying the notion that with graduation from college comes greater responsibility. Whether it meant that or was simply acquiescence to my pestering I never learned, but those few days were memorable. We sailed into Hadley’s Harbor at Naushon Island, where we anchored for the night. Because it was late May, few if any summer residents were on the island. Most houses were still shut for the winter. But we nevertheless conducted a vital raid on Mansion House, a big gray clapboard home that sits in a dominant position on a hill above the harbor. After dark, we snuck up to the house, climbed up on the roof above the front porch, found an unlocked window and proceeded to slip inside. Our objective was the “hat room” on the first floor, where General Black Jack Pershing, a friend of Cameron Forbes, had spent time recuperating and writing his report to the nation at the conclusion of World War I. When he completed his report, he left behind his hat, which now sits in a glass box. Dick was elated to touch this piece of his grandfather’s history. I was delighted to be able to show it to him, even if it meant breaking and entering to make it happen. We sailed on from there to Nantucket and then drove back to New Haven.

The week before graduation, the size of the change about to consume us hit me with newfound clarity and even urgency. Months before, a committee had selected me to be the Class Day speaker based on my hastily written, clichéd, claptrap address of the kind usually associated with graduation exercises. I wasn’t excited about what I was about to share with my classmates. However, during the last week between final exams and graduation festivities, a certain reality started to sink in for all of us. About nine or ten of us, including Pershing and Thorne, had disappeared to an island in the St. Lawrence Seaway for a final fling at a rustic retreat—no electricity in the cabins, swimming in the river, a fair amount of beer, poker, lots of swaggering stories and trash talk.

I remember looking around the table while it sank in that a number of us were about to be scattered to the different branches of the military, others off to graduate school of one kind or another. We started talking about the war. I was struck by how we were unable to articulate what American foreign policy was—even as we were about to become the pointed end of its spear. If you had told us as freshmen that four years later we were going to be carrying a gun and fighting the communists, we would have assumed that we’d be fighting in Havana or back in Europe countering the Red Army. Vietnam? How did that happen? How had two hundred thousand American troops ended up supplanting the French in the jungles of what we still remembered as Indochina? And at some point, I realized I couldn’t go through with a run-of-the-mill speech on Class Day, when so much needed probing, poking and parsing. I stayed up in the cabin, furiously writing. My mind was roiling. I was conflicted but unsure of all the reasons why. I had lots of questions.

At Class Day in the yard on the Old Campus on a beautiful, sunny afternoon, I posed some of those questions in my speech, even though I didn’t yet have all the answers. I concluded with a blanket statement summarizing the revolution to come: “We have not really lost the desire to serve. We question the very roots of what we are serving.”

Later that afternoon, at each of our individual colleges, Yale handed us our diplomas. Our real education was about to begin.

•  •  •

I WAS DOG-TIRED—AND perhaps slightly hungover—when I got out of the car in Newport, Rhode Island, to report for Officer Candidate School. It was the morning after Harvey Bundy’s wedding, August 21, 1966, a little more than two months after graduation. I sleepwalked up to the induction center in my civilian clothes—my white shirt totally wrinkled, with open collar, no tie. I was immediately yelled at to “button those buttons!”

This was the first of many seemingly arbitrary orders to come. I had little time to worry about how stupid my dress shirt looked buttoned up to the chin without a tie. I was in for a far more humiliating introduction to military life. Minutes later, I sat in the barber chair watching my hair being shaved off—all my hair. I could see scars I didn’t know I had. It was about a ninety-second haircut, and I was the baldest I’ve been since the day I was born. I do not have a head that was made for no hair. Thank God they didn’t have selfies in those days. If some think I look like a pterodactyl now, they should have seen me then. What a coming-down-to-earth moment, but I thought, What the hell, everyone else looks pretty ridiculous too.

We all went through the supply lines, where we were issued a uniform, shoes and boots—or “boonies,” as we called them. I benefited enormously from the “mustangs,” the guys in my OCS class who had served as enlisted men. The mustangs taught me how to spit shine my shoes. I was stunned by how interminable rubbing with cloth, polish and water built up a gloss that made boots look like patent leather. They also taught me how to make my bunk the Navy way. We’d use a dollar bill to measure the fold over the sheet. No wrinkles. I mean, this had to be a bed you could bounce a quarter on, with the corners carefully tucked. It was all somewhat fascinating. Then we marched. Hup, two, three, four! Fall in, fall out. We marched everywhere at OCS. Even when you were alone, you had to march and turn square corners.

Although I could have done without the shorn head, I otherwise took to military life. I was in Quebec Company 702, living in the World War II wooden barracks at Newport Naval Station. Everyone seemed to become a caricature of every character I’d seen in the movies, including a lot of guys who were serious and rigid, clean-cut and ready to go. Others had trouble getting things right. We were all just trying to get by, but we learned quickly that no one prospered unless everyone prospered. One of the great lessons of the service is that no one does well or right by doing alone. Teamwork is everything. It probably sounds corny, but it felt good to be part of a time-honored tradition, doing the same things, learning the same things, literally following in the footsteps in the same buildings and classes as the guys who won World War II.

I enjoyed the new subjects—engineering, the steam cycle, navigation, naval history, military protocol—and learning basic tools of the trade about ships, flag signals and Morse code. We had contests with the other companies and spectacular relay races. It was a combination of indoctrination, psychological preparation, hazing, initiation and equalizing. It was breaking things down to build them up. Every movie you ever saw on boot camp got it right. At OCS the only reward for a good training session was more training. Despite two bouts of pneumonia, on December 16, 1966, I received my commission and I proudly walked out of the ceremony, received my first salute from the chief petty officer who trained us, gave him the traditional dollar for that honor and then set out for home to prepare for shipping out to my first duty station. After a family-filled, delicious Christmas Day lunch at Groton House, I headed to Treasure Island, California, a raw ensign who at least understood that what I had really earned was the right to learn how to be a good officer.

My father planned to drive me from Hamilton to Logan Airport in Boston. Shortly after we set out, his car broke down. We limped into a gas station on historic, overly developed Route 1. We were running late. It looked like I was going to miss my plane. A guy was filling up next to us. I asked him, “Hey, man, can you drop me off at Logan?” Pa and I said our goodbyes right there at the gas station, impromptu and too hurried, as I made my way to the airport and flew to San Francisco with high hopes and a great sense of adventure. I was a twenty-three-year-old kid going off to duty on a ship. What was there not to be excited about? My father was more somber. He wouldn’t say it, but I knew he didn’t believe in the war. He didn’t see an end in sight. For the first time in my life, I could see that the sadness behind his eyes had something to do with me. He hugged me and off I went.

When I got to Treasure Island Naval Station, it really hit me: “Holy cow, how am I this lucky? Is this for real?” Here I was on an island in San Francisco Bay, living in a place called the “bachelor officer quarters” with a room looking out at the profile of San Francisco with all its allures and, beyond it, the beautiful Golden Gate Bridge. The city was incandescent. The Summer of Love and kaleidoscope dancing were kicking into gear and, before I departed, were in full blossom.

On January 3, 1967, I started Damage Control School in an old World War II wooden building on the island. It seems almost oxymoronic to say that studying damage control was a lot of fun, but it was. What a strange contradiction: I was training by day for something that could get me killed, and by evening I was enjoying the nightlife of San Francisco, far away from thoughts of danger or war.

On day one I met another Massachusetts native assigned to the same program, a delightful guy with a thick mixed Boston-New York accent and a passion for talking politics. Paul Nace and I became fast friends, hanging out together both in and out of classes. We feasted on the sights, frequented Italian restaurants near Fisherman’s Wharf, replete with checkered tablecloths and endless supplies of wine. We took in the Grateful Dead at the Fillmore and heard them play some of my favorites, “He Was a Friend of Mine” and “Stage Banter.” Neither of us could believe that our early lives in the Navy were in fact what the Navy was all about. Perhaps someone had made a mistake, and we pinched ourselves to make sure the pleasure of our beginning days on active duty as young ensigns—the lowest officer rank in the Navy—was real.

While at Treasure Island, Paul and I would occasionally rent a plane down the peninsula near Palo Alto. We would fly out to the beach or take friends sightseeing. Increasingly, the war was becoming a constant hum in the background of American life. I had developed a healthy skepticism about what was unfolding, but in early 1967, I wasn’t yet against the war. I was thinking about it in policy terms, reading Bernard Fall’s 1963 book, The Two Viet-Nams, and his more recent book from 1966, Viet-Nam Witness, 1953–66, and a lot of Graham Greene. I was particularly struck by the war reports from David Halberstam. They sounded grim. One account he’d written stayed with me for years to come: “The pessimism of the Saigon press corps was of the most reluctant kind: many of us came to love Vietnam, we saw our friends dying all around us, and we would have liked nothing better than to believe the war was going well and that it would eventually be won. But it was impossible for us to believe those things without denying the evidence of our own senses. . . . And so we had no alternative but to report the truth. . . .” It resonated as credible.

I had no idea what Vietnam had in store for my generation, but I had my hopes. I hoped that the political differences would be resolved without the war becoming even more intense. I felt a sense of curiosity and anticipation as a young person who thought about war in the context of World War II. Here I was in uniform training to fight. Guys were getting shot out of the skies and ambushed on the ground, and many of America’s finest were coming home in body bags. I felt a generic sense of risk, but as with a lot of young people, I was comfortable cloaking myself in a veneer of invincibility. And duty on a ship on the gun line was further removed than other assignments. The risk and the war still seemed far away.

Each day at school, we’d put on our work uniform of khaki pants and shirts and drill down on the do’s and don’ts of damage control. A prime early focus was firefighting. Fire on a ship at sea is no joke. Fuel, ammo and other flammable items are everywhere. There’s no place to run, no fire department to call—we were the fire department. So, in training, we put on fireproof clothing, an oxygen breathing apparatus—a diver’s air tank—and a mask and then, when a wood and diesel fire was started, we manned incredibly powerful fire hoses to put it out. Holding one of the hoses was like trying to hold on to an agitated python. It was jarring to crawl through smoke and experience just how blinding and suffocating it could be. It was also intriguing to learn the practical realities of an electrical fire versus a chemical fire versus an oil-based or fuel fire. We took this part of schooling seriously. The training gave me eternal respect for firefighters because we learned firsthand how extraordinarily dangerous and physically demanding their jobs are.

Our instructors hammered into us warnings about the immediate threat of fire at sea. As if to underline the lesson, the aircraft carrier Forrestal caught fire in the Gulf of Tonkin in July, not long after we left Treasure Island. A young naval aviator, Lieutenant (JG) John McCain, had to scramble out of his aircraft to avoid the inferno. Front pages across the country showed a crippled carrier—one of the most imposing ships ever built—trailing smoke, with its iron flank ripped open and crumpled like paper. Hundreds of young men had died in the flames. Even as it steamed into harbor a few days later, the sailors had to rush below from time to time to put out fires caused by smoldering mattresses in the ship’s mangled stern.

Yes, the threat of fire was real. It may not have been something I foresaw in the context of fighting the Vietnamese, but it was critical training for any naval officer. I was glad to get it under my belt.

There were lighter moments too. In a certain phase of training we learned how to patch a hole in the side of a ship. We’d climb down into a damage control training simulator—a pretend destroyer engine room—and respond to the loudspeakers blaring: “Battle stations! All hands man your battle stations!” The simulator would fill up with water, bells would go off, and a guy on a loudspeaker would shout, “We’ve been hit, we’ve been hit—there is a major hole in the side. Patch it up now.” The water poured in like a river. Before we could catch our breath, it came up to our waists. Paul and I would look at each other: “How the hell did we get here?” We went from checkered tablecloths, Italian wine and good food in the evenings to being half up to our necks in water trying to stuff a mattress in a hole to keep an artificial ship from sinking in a swimming pool. After a particularly tedious day of training, one glance and we agreed, “Let’s get back to the Old Spaghetti Factory.” I think the point of this exercise was to show everyone how hard and scary it can be trying to patch a hole, which to my recollection no one ever did adequately. We were laughing most of the time and then enjoying a great night in San Francisco.

Later in the spring of 1967, after damage control, Paul and I reported for nuclear, biological and chemical training, also on Treasure Island. NBC School is serious business, but my buddies and I still managed to laugh our way through some of it. We really couldn’t believe some of the scenarios thrown at us, threatening as they were. I’m sure the instructors weren’t thrilled, but Paul and I weren’t the only ones who thought we were tilting at windmills. We were going to Vietnam to fight guerrillas on the ground. As far as we knew, the Viet Cong didn’t have a Navy threatening the United States, but we were learning to patch up a ship after a torpedo strike. We shouldn’t have been so dismissive. The skills we were learning were important for any officer serving at sea, but we were a wee bit cynical about dreary training routines. It was easier to get through the day cracking jokes.

The most realistic exercise in NBC School was donning chemical suits and being exposed to a whiff of CS gas, essentially similar to tear gas. Our throats burned like crazy. It was hard to breathe. Our eyes welled up. The instructors didn’t expose us for long. They weren’t trying to hurt us, just help us understand the effects. Message received loud and clear by everyone. We also learned how to measure radioactivity. I was fascinated to learn about nuclear attacks, the dimensions of throw weights, areas of damage and how you calculate the size and potential effect of mushroom clouds.

In the early summer of 1967, the Summer of Love, Paul’s and my idyllic stay in San Francisco came to a close. Paul had to report to his ship, a landing ship tank (LST) that was going to deploy to Vietnam. I had more training. Paul and I said a sad farewell, pledging to reconnect when we got back to Massachusetts.

•  •  •

ON JUNE 8, 1967, I began my official tour of duty on USS Gridley. It was an introduction to hands-on responsibility. The first thing I noticed when I stepped aboard was how big and clean it was. The Gridley was a DDG, a new guided missile destroyer and a state-of-the-art ship. I was lucky compared with David Thorne, who had reported for duty aboard USS Maddox of Gulf of Tonkin fame. It was a destroyer built in 1943, long enough ago that we used to call it (not so affectionately) “The Shitbox.” Long Beach was home port for Gridley and Maddox, which were in the same squadron. Both our ships, and we individually, were slated for more training before deploying to the gun line off the coast of Vietnam.

David’s quarters were incredibly cramped, but while in port he was permitted to find an apartment in town, which he did promptly. I was blessed. My quarters were spacious for a combat vessel. I shared it with a married lieutenant who lived onshore, leaving me the quarters until we went to sea.

I took my Gridley responsibilities seriously. One of the most important lessons learned in OCS is that you don’t walk in as the new kid with a pair of bars on your shoulder and start ordering people around. I’ve seen so many guys screw up, thinking that just because they’re an officer, they’re automatically in charge. Wrong. The bars represent an opportunity to learn how to be an officer. Some guys don’t see it that way, and folks resent the hell out of them. The sergeants in the Marines, and the chief petty officers in the Navy, are the guys who know the ropes. You just have a college degree and four months of OCS; you really don’t know anything, especially compared with chief petty officers twice your age who have been in the Navy for twenty years. To be successful, listen to them.

I may not have appreciated it as much at the time, but the military was giving me a great education in leadership. I learned about accountability and self-measurement, as well as punctuality, despite my near tardiness on the first day of OCS. I learned about the importance of leading, not by telling people what to do, but showing them by example. It’s easy to come up with a long list of lessons I absorbed, but these lessons shaped my views on leadership in fundamental ways.

From the first day I stepped aboard Gridley, I was focused on becoming qualified to take the “con”—that is, to drive the ship. I spent weeks learning where everything was located and memorizing manuals about propulsion, communications and shipboard procedures. When we went to sea for training exercises, I looked forward to being assigned responsibilities as the junior officer on the bridge. I watched, listened and learned. Once you’re qualified to drive the ship, you can take the con and you’re responsible for making sure the ship is going where it’s supposed to until you’re relieved. Of course, you’re not alone. There are layers of responsibility. If you have any doubts, you first check with the officer of the deck, your immediate superior and the officer to whom the captain has delegated the full authority to run the ship. If he has doubts, he’ll call the captain and say, “Sir, I need you to check this out.” You have a team supporting you. You’ve got a navigator, a Combat Information Center and an engine room. But you learn how to manage it all—and you learn when you need to ask for advice and when you don’t. Even if you’re qualified to drive the ship, you’re not qualified to be officer of the deck (OOD). But, as OOD, from the moment you say, “I relieve you, sir,” and the other guy responds, “I stand relieved,” and salutes, you’re in charge. I’d been around boats all my life. I couldn’t wait to qualify.

I also learned in those early days on Gridley that this was not the type of seagoing experience I wanted for all four years. Gridley was 510 feet long with some 380 men and officers on board. I started out as first lieutenant, the officer-in-charge of the division responsible for the ship’s appearance and everything that happens on deck—principally the docking lines, the lifeboats, the paint job, anchoring. I was also—no surprise—the damage control officer and flight officer responsible for helo operations on the fantail (the rear end of the ship). It was challenging at first, but the size and routine quickly made me restless to be on a smaller vessel with less formality and more responsibility. That’s one of the reasons I later put in for Swift boats. Patrol Craft, Fast (PCF) vessels and their smaller cousin the Patrol Boat, River (PBR) were the only boats where I could be in command as a lieutenant (junior grade). I wanted command responsibilities and also a measure of independence different from big-ship naval routine. I also wanted to see up close what the war was really all about. As I wrote to the chief of naval personnel more than six months later, on February 10, 1968: “I request duty in Vietnam. My billet preference is ‘Swift’ [Shallow Water Inshore Fast Tactical] boats with a second choice of Patrol Officer in a PBR Squadron. . . . I consider the opportunity to serve in Vietnam as an extremely important part of being in the armed forces and believe that my request is in the best interests of the Navy.”

While we were training to go to the war, the war was increasingly coming home to America. Protests were growing. Later that summer, President Johnson visited Century City in Los Angeles. David and I were curious what the reaction to his visit might be, given the increasing public agitation about the war. Navy tradition frowns on talk of politics in the wardroom. Nobody was debating Vietnam on Gridley, but among friends, on quiet evenings out with fellow junior officers or nonmilitary friends, there were whispers. I remember one guy on Gridley who’d been in Da Nang, a port in the northern part of South Vietnam, as harbormaster. He told me that we were on a fool’s errand and we’d be lucky to come out of there alive.

It was the summer of liberation, of Ken Kesey, Haight-Ashbury. My friends all shared a sense that something big was happening. You could feel it in the air. Protests were increasing. I wanted to see for myself what the anti-war movement was all about. We were in uniform, after all, removed from the real street currents surrounding the Vietnam issue. Neither David nor I wanted to get caught up in a protest. But we were also curious and beginning to question the fundamental premises of the war we were about to be part of. We decided to go and observe the people who had gathered to protest LBJ’s appearance. Late in the afternoon, we arrived at the Century Plaza Hotel. The first thing we saw was a bunch of folks peacefully chanting. All that changed when the speeches began. H. Rap Brown, an outspoken Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee leader, put it starkly: “I can’t believe Lyndon Johnson is more humane than Hitler,” he roared. “Hitler gassed people to death. Lyndon Johnson bombs them to death.” David and I looked at each other with a mutual sense of foreboding.

The crowd started to get restless. The police moved in hard. What began as a peaceful movement turned chaotic as Los Angeles cops broke it up and whacked the crap out of people. The crowd was shouting, “Gestapo!” Organizers stood on the flatbed of a truck urging the crowd to link arms so the police couldn’t break their ranks. David and I had the same instinct: “Let’s get the hell out of here.” So we bolted, but the entire scene stayed with me.

It jolted me. Here I was about to deploy, and here was my country increasingly tearing itself apart over the war.

•  •  •

WHEN WE SET out from San Diego in February 1968, I was full of anticipation for the adventure. We sailed away from the California coast in a four-ship group—one frigate, Gridley, and three destroyers—steaming in formation to Pearl Harbor. Just getting one or two nights away from the coast was magical. In all our training runs we had stayed pretty close to California. Now we were cranking up speed, heading west across the Pacific Ocean, honking along with the ship plowing through rolling waves as the sunset lit us up in bursts of crimson and orange. We created an enormous wake. I stood on the fantail feeling the ship vibrate and churn beneath my feet, watching the ocean race by at a pretty good clip.

We were the squadron flagship for this convoy, so we took the lead position in a diamond formation. Standing on the bridge on a 535-foot Navy frigate moving at over 20 knots; sensing the harmony of ship, ocean and sky; feeling the ship shudder as it rises and falls with the waves; and watching the sun set into the horizon and looking for a green flash is a pretty damn good moment. It’s why people go to sea and never get over it, why, as John Masefield wrote, men “must go down to the seas again, for the call of the running tide, / Is a wild call and a clear call that may not be denied.”

I had previously developed a good sense of relative motion on the ocean. Sailing had taught me about winds, storms and squalls. Ducking beneath the stern of a competitor sailboat in a race taught me a lot about measuring distance, speed and time. It all came in handy as I learned the ropes. I also learned that it can get tedious when you’re steaming steadily in one direction. But a ship to the right and the left and then one behind will keep you on your toes. The challenge in convoy is holding the proper distance between ships. It’s particularly difficult at night when all you can see are dim lights outlining the shapes of the ships. I loved that part of the job. It was a lot of fun, a constant challenge. It felt like being part of the World War II documentary TV series Victory at Sea, with its triumphant music and the dramatic pictures of convoys with sea pouring over the bows and spray flying through the air, lights on the bridge flashing Morse code as they signal each other. If you’d asked me as a teenager what I thought military service would look like, this was it.

A few days later we pulled into Pearl Harbor, where the history of the “Day of Infamy” surrounds you. As we glided slowly through the channel, battleship row and the memorial to USS Arizona off to our left, and the lush Hawaiian hills in the direction of the first planes of the Japanese attack on December 7, 1941, I was moved by our proximity to such a gigantic moment of history. I couldn’t take in enough fast enough. A number of World War II–era buildings on the airfield, including the tower building, were still standing. I made sure to visit as many of the historical sites as possible. We spent several laid-back days in Pearl Harbor, during which I explored the whole island in a rented Jeep, had a few umbrella drinks in tourist traps and surfed briefly at Waikiki. Then we departed again.

I had assumed additional duty as the ship’s public affairs officer, so as we steamed farther west, the captain suggested I share some history with the crew as we passed key battle sites. Particularly as we went by Midway and through Leyte Gulf, I gave short one- to two-minute summaries over the ship’s loudspeaker describing two key battles of World War II so everyone could share in the significance of the moment. I thank my parents for always reminding us how closely connected we were to the past. They instilled in me a love of history for all it teaches us about the present.

•  •  •

HISTORY, HOWEVER, HAS a painful way of catching up to us when we least expect it. In February, after departing Pearl Harbor and shortly after we steamed past Midway, the executive officer approached me with an ashen look on his face and asked me to sit down. I could tell immediately that the news was bad. “Do you know a guy named Dick Pershing?” he asked. I knew right away what had happened and everything went black all around me. It was a punch to the gut as I read the telegram:

“Richard Pershing . . . killed due to wounds received while on a combat mission when his unit came under hostile small-arms and rocket attack while searching for remains of a missing member of his unit.”

I was excused and walked off the bridge and cried. The shock and disbelief were overwhelming. I tried everything I could to get a helicopter or plane to take me back home, but there was no way to make it happen. David Thorne and I, both on duty stations, missed the funeral. I felt more empty and alone than I ever had in my entire life.

When I wrote home, I didn’t hold back. I was desperately sad. I just didn’t believe life was meant to be this cruel and senseless. With the loss of Persh, something changed in me and, I dare say, I think in all those who knew him really well. He was so much a part of our shared life at Yale. He was an unbelievable spark for all of us who were close to him. He was irreverent—fun-loving and fun-making. He was always ready to test the limits of institutional expectations. At that age we all took for granted that we would always be together, crashing through life with confidence and perhaps even bravado. We’d grown up together, gone to middle school together at Fessenden. Never a serious student, Dick knew better than anyone how to push the boundaries of just getting by, but he did so with a charm and self-awareness that negated judgments about the irresponsibility of his choices. He lived large and clearly had a glorious time doing so. To all his friends, including me, this gifted natural athlete was invincible. Now he was gone.

Persh’s death increased my skepticism about the war. Right or wrong, it made more immediate and sensitive the growing doubts about the truth of what we were being told. It was a blow to whatever idealism about the war remained in me. Suddenly there was a personal cost none of us in our little world had paid thus far. I wrote a letter to my parents that clearly reflected anger: “If I did nothing more, it will be to give every effort we can to somehow make this a better world to live in and to end once and for all this willingness to expend ourselves in this stupid, endless self-destruction.” As big and perhaps grandiose as that may sound today, it was a twenty-four-year-old’s honest reaction to the sudden death of one of his closest friends.

At the same time, the home front was increasingly waking up. Tet brought about a sea change in American attitudes. The spectacular attacks in more than one hundred cities and hamlets and even the U.S. Embassy in Saigon stunned the American people. We all watched the drama on television: broadcasts of Viet Cong rockets and mortars pounding cities across the country; U.S. troops fighting to protect the embassy and its breached walls; the wounded being ferried away on stretchers. It all played out across our screens. The U.S. and South Vietnamese armies ultimately declared Tet an allied victory, but psychologically and politically, it was a disaster. The offensive undermined confidence in our approach and knocked all of us on our heels. For President Johnson and the Army commander in Vietnam, General William Westmoreland, the remedy was simply to throw another million troops in theater. They knew they had the numbers; whether they had the strategy was another question.

I didn’t focus on America’s chances at this point. The war was happening and I had a job to do. I had previously always imagined that we’d succeed because we were the United States of America. There was no way to know how simplistic that conviction was until I got on the ground and could see and feel the deceptions—the free-fire zones, the difficulty of separating Viet Cong from the general population, the brutal nature of guerrilla warfare, the weakness and demoralization of South Vietnam’s army and the corruption of its government. I very quickly realized that we—like the French and others before us—had, to use a trite but true phrase, bitten off more than we could chew. This wasn’t some set-piece war where an army could move tanks around and come in with airpower. It was a very different animal, which is why the concept of “winning hearts and minds” became such a burning, telltale description of the challenge. I began to feel that much of what we were doing led directly not to winning hearts and minds but alienating them. We had a body-count mentality, and the Vietnamese civilian population was paying the price. Three years after the Tet Offensive, in 1971, I would protest the war, but even then I had no idea about the extent of the lying, the falsification of reports, the exaggerations and field deceptions. It wasn’t until I read Neil Sheehan’s A Bright Shining Lie, more than twenty years after I served, that I realized how deep the rot had already gone and how early it had begun.

•  •  •

AFTER CROSSING THE Pacific we spent a few days in harbor at Subic Bay, Philippines. It was a unique sailors’ port. Suffice it to say the stories are legendary. From there we steamed into the Gulf of Tonkin, where we spent a couple of months operating with the aircraft carriers from which our Navy and Marine pilots were bombing North Vietnam. It was from one of these carriers that John McCain had taken off for his ill-fated mission on October 26, 1967, when he was shot down over Hanoi. Our job was to provide missile protection for the carriers and to act as plane guard—a ship that follows steadily five hundred yards back in the wake of the carriers, prepared to pick up a pilot if there is a failed catapult or a crash on takeoff or landing. Whether at night without any lights or day, during all flight operations, we were on station behind the carrier. The roar of the engines at night when you could barely see in the pitch dark was as deep and majestic as the full-throated roar of a lion in the jungle, primal and exhilarating. It was the one time I sometimes wondered if I should have signed up for flight at OCS. My father’s advice that flying would become a job and not a passion had kept me from signing up—that and the prospect of a six-year hitch.

In March, after a couple of months in the Gulf of Tonkin, we were dispatched to Da Nang. We went there for in-person briefings that I was never privy to, but, as first lieutenant in charge of the gig, the captain’s boat, I was delighted to be able to get ashore when we ferried the captain and the doctor in.

My first order of business was to make a phone call. I hadn’t been ashore since Persh died, so I had zero direct communication with anyone about him or anything else. I wanted to try to reach Julia on the Military Auxiliary Radio System—the MARS telephone system. I stood in line for thirty minutes and got to talk with Julia for about two. It was a more than frustrating exercise—well intended, but the connection was terrible and the brevity made me miserable for what I was missing. Besides, it was harder than hell to talk on a line that sounded like you were talking into a tin can on the moon and the whole world was listening.

I also knew my roommate Danny Barbiero was serving in a Marine detachment somewhere in the vicinity—or so I thought. I hoped to be able to find him, though it was a long shot at best. Da Nang was a huge Marine base.

But in a “finding a needle in a haystack” moment, Danny happened to be in the very communication hut we connected to: I found him serving as the communications officer for his Marine unit near Quang Tri, north of Da Nang. He was stunned. It was an amazing moment. When we said goodbye at Yale, we didn’t know when or where we’d see each other again, but on this first day of my being on the ground in Vietnam, it was so good to hear a familiar, friendly voice. After the call, I was about to go back to the ship when I suddenly wondered if my eyes were deceiving me: twenty yards away, a bunch of Viet Cong bodies were stacked like a woodpile. It was a shock. The dead bodies I had seen before—at a wake, at a funeral, in a casket laid out in their Sunday best—were nothing like this: cold, stiff, distorted, heaped one on top of the other. Where the hell was I?

The day in Da Nang sparked my curiosity. I’d been onshore for a few hours, but just that brief visit made me want to know more about what it was like to really be there, to feel the currents of daily life for the Vietnamese and see what was working and what wasn’t. I felt a palpable energy in the Marine hut, on the street, in the coming and going of troops and support personnel. I was intrigued and from that moment looked forward to returning as a Swift boat skipper.

We returned to our repetitious plane guard duty in the Gulf of Tonkin, occasionally running missiles out on the launchers when North Vietnamese MiGs approached too close to our shoot zone. But they always turned back at the last moment after playing a dangerous game of chicken.

On April 4, 1968, we learned Martin Luther King Jr. had been gunned down in Memphis. I still remember talking with my father about Dr. King’s speech in Detroit, Michigan, in June 1963, known later as his original “I Have a Dream” speech. He’d used an interesting word—“maladjusted.” My father pointed out that the term was normally used in a negative sense to describe someone who didn’t fit in with society. But Dr. King directed that term right back at himself. He said he was proud to be maladjusted because he could never live comfortably amid racial discrimination, religious bigotry, unreasoning hate and the self-defeating effects of violence. I thought of those words on the day I learned of Dr. King’s death. I thought about what it meant to be “maladjusted” to violence and about my duties to the country as an officer in the Navy. I didn’t have any answers. But I started to feel the importance of applying the same sense of conscience—the same guts, the same determination—to ask the right questions.

Toward the end of April, we were relieved from plane guard duty in order to represent the United States at the Coral Sea celebration in New Zealand. First we pulled into Subic Bay to provision. The captain was so insistent the ship be painted for the visit to Wellington that my entire division was denied liberty in order to remain on board, day and night, with buckets of paint everywhere. Needless to say, two solid months at sea and no liberty did not sit well with the crew. Ultimately, after getting bruised and beaten in the ancient ceremony of crossing the equator at sea, when “pollywogs”—as the uninitiated are called—are transformed into “shellbacks,” we enjoyed a spectacular long weekend visit in Wellington. It was the best liberty of my time on Gridley. I still have the sheepskin rugs I bought in the lush New Zealand countryside. Then we started the long trek back to California.

As we approached the coastline off Long Beach after this first tour of duty, on the night of June 5, I was working late with the public affairs team as we picked up the first crackling radio reports on the California primary. I listened to Bobby Kennedy’s victory speech from the Ambassador Hotel. For a moment, it felt like the dreams of his brother Jack might be ascendant once more. Then the frenzy of .22-caliber handgun shots changed everything once again. We docked in the early morning. I could see David and Julia standing among the well-wishers and families assembled to welcome us home. When David caught my eye he made a finger-gun signal with shrugged shoulders and a roll of the eyes, as if to say, “Oh my God—another incomprehensible moment—things are crazy.” I thought, Jesus Christ, I just left Vietnam, where there’s a lot of madness and killing. And here I am coming home to the United States and it’s the same over here. David, Julia and I spent days holed up in David’s apartment, watching the drama of mourning and burial play out on TV much as it had at Yale when the president had been murdered. I will never forget the crack in Ted Kennedy’s voice when he talked of “my brother,” reminding us of the words (from George Bernard Shaw) by which RFK had lived: “Some men see things as they are and ask why? I dream things that never were and ask, why not?”

During the passage back to the States I had received my orders for Swift boats. I was delighted, and within days of returning, I separated from Gridley, taking time for leave before reporting in August to Coronado Amphibious Base for Swift boat training. I went home to Boston for a few days of R&R.

Curious about the political currents, I bought a ticket to a Eugene McCarthy rally at Fenway Park. I wanted to see and feel what his campaign was all about. I’d been away for enough time in such a completely different world that I felt strangely disconnected from everything at home—particularly the politics of 1968. I knew there was some bitterness between the McCarthy and Kennedy camps, but I had no feel for where the race was after Bobby’s assassination. McCarthy was now carrying the anti-war flag by himself. I wondered whether he could be a legitimate threat to Vice President Humphrey, who had still not separated from Johnson on the war. None of this, I thought, was being properly analyzed. The day before the rally, all the press could discuss was whether McCarthy would be able to fill the Red Sox’s ballpark. Volunteers lined the streets of Boston, hawking one-dollar tickets less than twenty-four hours beforehand, to make sure he did.

When I arrived on the night of the rally, it was bedlam. Young people packed Kenmore Square. An improvised dance hall was hopping. Kids who had gone “clean for Gene” were wearing “Eugene” neckties and shoving petitions such as “Food for Biafra” into any hand that would take them. The warm night, the pleasant breeze, the music, the masses of young people—it all felt like I was back in San Francisco.

Fenway was packed. People crouched in the aisles. Thousands stood in the parking lot, craning their necks to catch a glimpse of the closed-circuit televisions that McCarthy’s staff had jury-rigged as thousands of supporters streamed up Brookline Avenue. Some even hung from the billboards to take in the scene.

Many spoke, but Pete Seeger sang. He took the stage and belted out, “Tonight, you and I have a war to stop,” and the audience lost it, singing “If I Had a Hammer” with him by the end. Forty thousand voices joined as one. You could hear the sing-along all the way across the Charles River in Cambridge. Alan Arkin and Leonard Bernstein spoke, and the cheering began again. It started a full three minutes before McCarthy took the stage. “We want Gene,” the people roared. And they got him.

McCarthy entered like royalty. He stepped out from the shadows below the center field bleachers flanked by Boston policemen on horseback. The crowd exploded as he approached second base, where the stage was set up. McCarthy wasn’t exactly an inspirational speaker. His voice was flat. He rarely got excited. His message, however, was crystal clear. He wanted America to become “an America of confidence, an America which trusts its own judgment.” At one point, a police horse reared and whinnied and the microphone caught it. “Even the horse approves, I think,” McCarthy said to laughter. When he turned to Vietnam, he called it a “holy war” and accused the Johnson administration, which was then engaged in talks with the South Vietnamese government, of following a doctrine of “infallibility.” They were too busy suppressing “heresy” to make the right decision. “We must undertake to pass a judgment on the war in midcourse,” he said under the glare of the floodlights. “To say we think what we are doing is unwise, even to admit it was wrong.”
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