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For Michael, Thomas, and Caroline, to learn from this man’s faith and share his lived compassion


Man is Spirit

—WINSTON CHURCHILL


I long ago came to realize that movies are always about the present. It doesn’t matter whether the wardrobe is Elizabethan or cowboy. The story is told by and for the living, those who’ll be there to see it.

The same is true of biography. Jack Kennedy said the reason we read about famous people’s lives is to answer the question: What was this person actually like? Can I imagine being in their presence? Can I make the personal connection? Are they a hero to root for?

This book is about the Bobby Kennedy we’d want to have today, the kind of leader we lack today.

The years of Bobby’s public life were my times, too—when the Kennedys first emerged in 1956; the excitement of that great presidential campaign of Kennedy vs. Nixon; the championing of equality for every American; and the campus unrest over Vietnam. All that youth and hope and sense of change: you couldn’t be alive and not feel it.

In 1968 I joined the Peace Corps, spending two unforgettable years in Africa. That adventure took me to a new and a larger world. This, of course, I owe to the Kennedys’ arrival in Washington and the ideas they brought with them. For me, as for everyone I knew, those years were a shift from looking backward to gazing ahead.

The books I’ve researched and written on Jack brought home to me again and again the essential role Bobby played in those historic moments. Those accounts appear here as a starting point for showing that the younger brother’s role was indispensable to history. Among them: getting his brother elected to the Senate and then the presidency; handling the Cuban Missile Crisis; and pushing the Civil Rights Act to the national forefront of the Kennedy agenda.

And then there was Dallas.

And then there was Los Angeles.

To honor his life in politics, to mark the half century of his loss and the hope that our country can find its way back to the patriotic unity he championed . . . for all Americans, this is my story of Robert F. Kennedy.
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Those who loved him stand in salute of Bobby Kennedy’s funeral train.





PROLOGUE

On March 16, 1968, Robert F. Kennedy stood in the high-ceilinged, marble-walled Senate Caucus Room where, eight years earlier, his brother Jack had announced for president. Bobby now was doing the same. After months of agonizing and second-guessing, he’d decided to step up and make the commitment he’d been hanging back from, fearful the timing at this moment was wrong for his future political career.

Walking into the Caucus Room that Saturday morning was for something more than a simple announcement. It was, in fact, a declaration of all-out political war. It would see him doing battle for the Democratic presidential nomination not just on one front, but two.

The first enemy Bobby was facing down was Lyndon Johnson, the president who’d taken his oath of office in the shadow of Jack’s assassination. His aggressive prosecution of the U.S. war in Vietnam had generated a dire national conflict, especially on college campuses.

But besides LBJ, Bobby had a second adversary, Democratic senator Eugene McCarthy, who was now holding aloft the banner of the growing anti–Vietnam War movement. The Minnesota lawmaker, with his cool professorial manner, had just, four days earlier, simultaneously thrilled the young while frightening Lyndon Johnson with a strong showing against the sitting president in the pivotal New Hampshire primary.

Thus, two very different men now obstructed the path to a Kennedy nomination.

Nonetheless, standing there at the lectern, surrounded by family members along with loyalist veterans of his brother’s campaigns, the forty-two-year-old Robert Kennedy was about to take on both men. He began his statement by paying homage to his brother, a tribute clear to many listening. The opening words he’d chosen were the ones Jack had spoken in that very place: “I am announcing today my candidacy for the presidency of the United States.”

With the sentence that followed, Jack’s steadfast brother left the past behind and went straight to the heart of the troubled moment that was early 1968: “I run because I am convinced that this country is on a perilous course and because I have such strong feelings about what must be done—and I feel that I’m obliged to do all that I can.”

But it’s what he said next that held such power and still would today: “I run to seek new policies—policies to end the bloodshed in Vietnam and in our cities, policies to close the gaps that now exist between black and white, between rich and poor, between young and old, in this country and around the rest of the world. I run for the presidency because I want the Democratic Party and the United States of America to stand for hope instead of despair, for reconciliation of men instead of the growing risk of world war.”

Watching intently from his hotel suite in Portland, Oregon—where he himself was campaigning—was Richard Nixon, the Republican Jack Kennedy had narrowly beaten in 1960. Now certain of gaining the Republican nomination and having expected to face Johnson, the two-term vice president turned off the TV set only to continue staring at the blank screen.

He felt a foreboding. “We’ve just seen some terrible forces unleashed,” he pronounced grimly. He knew the force of the Kennedy magic, its power to thrill but also its power to disturb. “Something bad is going to come of this. God knows where this is going to lead.”

For LBJ, witnessing this scene at the Senate Caucus Room, it was a nightmare taking life. Since being sworn in on the 22nd of November 1963, just two hours after the death of John F. Kennedy, he’d occupied the Oval Office in the shadow of Dallas. Now, the younger Kennedy, having served just three years as New York’s junior senator, was ready, in Johnson’s words, to claim “the throne in the memory of his brother.”

There were millions of other attentive witnesses. All across the country, young people were obsessed with the daily spectacle of a war—glimpsed in all its horrors on the nightly news—a conflict that their country could neither win nor end.

But the news of Kennedy’s decision to run struck many antiwar activists as both threat and insult to those already in the fight. I had this reaction myself. Despite having spoken out boldly against Johnson’s war, Bobby Kennedy had for months refused to match Gene McCarthy’s courage by committing himself as a candidate. That’s the way I saw it as a grad student in economics at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. For me, along with others of my generation facing the draft, Gene McCarthy had become a hero.

Let me put this feeling of ours in the simplest, most human terms. McCarthy galvanized us and claimed our loyalty by being the lone grown-up with the courage to assert that the Vietnam War was ill-conceived and that he, Gene McCarthy, meant to stop it. In this escalating conflict between sons and fathers—Gene, a guy of my own dad’s era, was on our side. He told us we were right, and not just selfishly opposing a war because we were personally afraid to fight in it. We understood the patriotic call to duty our dads and uncles had answered in World War II, but Vietnam was different. They wouldn’t admit it. McCarthy had.

Starting that Saturday with Bobby Kennedy’s declaration, there began a fight within the antiwar ranks. Why, we wanted to know, was Bobby Kennedy, having hesitated to strike first at Johnson, now jumping in? Was it because that close call in New Hampshire had revealed LBJ as electorally mortal? And if so, hadn’t Gene now showed himself capable of being more than a symbol? Wasn’t he the one man to take down Johnson? Why was Bobby coming in to steal his thunder?

But whatever had held him back before, Bobby’s entry into the race was compelling. That he’d taken up the mantle of his slain brother was both its power and its pathos. The great achievements of JFK’s New Frontier—the robust economy, the Peace Corps, the space program, the historic commitment to civil rights, the superb leadership during the Cuban Missile Crisis—remained cherished by his countrymen.

Five years after Dallas, Bobby’s popular appeal was also for the younger brother himself and what he’d come to represent. Beyond his vocal opposition to the war, he was seen as a champion of the underdog. He spoke out on behalf of the poor blacks of the Mississippi Delta, the youth of the inner city, the isolated whites of Appalachia, the California farmworkers, the forgotten Native Americans on reservations. He just seemed to care. When he saw people in trouble, he wanted to help. Only Bobby Kennedy said the conditions facing this other America were, to use his word, “unacceptable.” As a politician, he often seemed out there alone in his insistence that America, which he believed deeply to be great, needed also to be good.

Then, eighty days after announcing for the presidency, Robert Kennedy was killed by a bullet just as his brother had been.

•  •  •

There are two main characters in Bobby’s story. One was his father. When Joseph P. Kennedy, one of the country’s richest men—arrogant, outspoken, autocratic, widely disliked—came even himself to realize that he was politically unacceptable, his single-minded goal was to propel his firstborn all the way to the White House. He put all his ambitions into his oldest and namesake. Positioned from birth as the ultimate American winner, Joe Jr. became the vessel of every bit of glory his father could dream of, the one chosen to inherit the family claim on history.

Yet American involvement in World War II—a prospect Joe Sr. had opposed to the point of villainy—would take from him this oldest boy upon whose future he had set his heart.

Robert—seventh of his children, third among his sons, born between two world wars—found himself from an early age enmeshed in his own life’s struggle. In the eyes of his demanding dad, he simply lacked the qualities the father believed to be of any value.

From childhood on, Bobby showed a large heart and generous spirit, both traits believed by Joe Kennedy to count for nothing. As utterly chilling as it sounds, a close family friend—Lem Billings, Jack’s boarding school roommate—recalled, decades later, Joe’s response when he’d praised young Bobby as “the most generous little boy.” Replied the senior Kennedy dismissively, “I don’t know where he got that.”

Bobby’s true nature was known to those up close, his mother, Rose, among them. “It’s pretty easy to watch somebody compete fiercely and see the grimace on his face,” Jack’s close friend Chuck Spalding observed of the younger brother he’d known since his boyhood. “You see that and then you translate it into terms of ruthlessness. But what you don’t see is the softness, because it’s been disciplined not to show.” Jack’s bride, Jacqueline, newer to the family, could discern nonetheless that Bobby, of all his children, was the least like the father.

Even when trying hardest not to show his different side—playing Harvard football, or serving in the navy—the younger Kennedy couldn’t help but reveal himself if circumstances evoked it. When he heard a popular Boston priest preaching the doctrine of “no salvation outside the Church”—he openly challenged him from the pews, later writing a letter of complaint to Boston’s Cardinal Richard Cushing. The devout Rose Kennedy worried that her boy had gone too far—until she saw the intolerant priest excommunicated.

But Rose Kennedy worried about her third son. She saw how open and vulnerable Bobby was, how his natural sweetness might work against him. With four sisters between him and his next-oldest brother, Jack, she feared his winding up “puny,” even “girlish.” The father’s judgment was harsher. It bordered on outright dismissal. Bobby could feel it. It didn’t take this young boy long to realize he needed to show his father—and show him repeatedly—how tough he was.

The other main character in Bobby’s life was Jack. Though their shared heritage was on both of their map-of-Ireland faces, the two brothers hardly made for a match. For obvious reasons of age as well as personality, they’d never been close when young. “All this business about Jack and Bobby being blood brothers has been exaggerated,” their sister Eunice once revealed. “They didn’t really become close until 1952, and it was politics that brought them together.”

Jack and Bobby simply were different, always. And by the scorecard of the day, the advantage went to the older. Jack was elegant, Bobby awkward. Jack was charming, confident socially, jaunty as Joe Jr. had been. Bobby was smaller and quieter, less naturally gifted at athletics than his brothers and sisters. He was moodier and more anxious. He liked being alone.

Jack, meanwhile, was one of this world’s sunny princes. His longtime close friend Chuck Spalding—they’d met in 1940, when in their early twenties—once offered to me a wonderfully vivid description of the effect Jack had on companions. He made you feel, Spalding said, as if “you were at a fair or something.”

Bobby Kennedy, for his part, came to reveal a definite aptitude, as his mother put it, “to make difficult decisions.” That is to say, tough calls, favoring one person’s interest over another, saying no as well as yes; even cutting people out of the action altogether. This tendency wouldn’t, as time went on, win him friends.

In 1946, when Jack was just starting off in politics and running for Congress, he didn’t even like having his brother around. “Black Robert” he called him, viewing him as too serious, too earnest, too much the straight arrow. One strategy for keeping him out of the way back then had involved sending this twenty-year-old family member off to work in an East Cambridge Italian neighborhood where the campaign didn’t expect to get many votes. It worked out surprisingly well. Bobby ended up spending his time playing softball with the local kids and making a hit. Later, the campaign would credit Bobby’s own style of community outreach with cutting the rival candidate’s margin in those wards.

In the seventeen years they had left together, the brothers’ political partnership saw them linked and striving ever higher and achieving ever-greater success—from the House to the Senate to the White House.

The question has long been what the loss of Jack—which Bobby could only bring himself to call “the events of November 1963”—did to him. As a close family member once suggested to me, the effect on RFK in the public sphere amounted to a shift in emotional focus. Before Dallas, he’d focused on going after those he saw as villains. After Dallas, he threw himself into making a difference for those he recognized as life’s victims.

Today, a half century after his death, Robert Kennedy is remembered with an emotion very different from the afterglow enshrouding the memory of the brother he’d served. The endurance of the idea of “Bobby” is, I believe, because he stood for the desire to right wrongs that greatly mattered then and which continue to matter every bit as much in the twenty-first century. Let me state that more starkly—now more than ever.

When his body was carried south by that twenty-one-car train, leaving New York for Washington—his final destination where he’d join his brother at Arlington National Cemetery—it’s estimated that a million admirers lined the route to pay tribute. News footage recorded those mourners, and in my mind’s eye I still can see clearly the expressions on their faces—young, old, black, white, men and women, few well-off, all caught up in their shared devastation.

That outpouring along the New Jersey rail tracks captured what the idea of Bobby Kennedy would come to mean. He was, for so many, the one American leader of our lives who refused to turn his eyes from the people swept aside in our country’s rush for economic prosperity and global prominence.

Over my years in Washington, I’ve seen the rarity of hero worship. You’ll hear little of such talk in this capital city. In the newsrooms and after-hours watering holes of Washington—where veteran political writers are to be found and where sentiment is kept to oneself—few are recognized. Yet Robert Francis Kennedy is quietly revered as the genuine article. As difficult as he was to figure out, and even at many times to deal with, what thrilled his supporters and scared the hell out of his opponents was that, in matters of justice, they believed he’d do exactly what he said he would.

•  •  •

Following our country’s politics has been my passion since the early 1950s. I was a young boy when General Dwight D. Eisenhower—the World War II commander who had received the Nazi surrender in 1945—entered the White House as our thirty-fourth president.

Then in 1960, after Ike had served his two terms, I was riveted by the back-and-forth electoral combat between Senator John F. Kennedy and Vice President Richard Nixon. What decided that turbulent campaign wasn’t the posthumously confected image of “Camelot” but rather the Democrat’s stirring call to “get this country moving again.”

Yet by 1967, with President Johnson in the Oval Office, the aura of the New Frontier was shrouded by the Vietnam body counts on the nightly news.

By the fall of that year, 100,000 Americans—I was one of them—convinced that Lyndon Johnson’s continuing war policy had locked their country onto a disastrous path, gathered in the nation’s capital to march from the Lincoln Memorial to the Pentagon. Five months later Robert Francis Kennedy stood in the Senate Caucus Room to declare his candidacy for president.

My goal here is to come to grips with his story, who and what he was and what lay beneath the man we saw. Born twenty years before me, he was from a different East Coast city and an environment far more privileged than mine. Yet the familiarities of our Irish Catholic world rang ardently through our everyday lives. I’ve discovered that the Kennedy family and the Matthews family shared the same conversations, with the same enduring public friends and foes—and, with them, our common triumphs and resentments. As with the other Americans in the melting pot, we found ourselves in a country explained again and again in the language of such handed-down stories.

Having grown up in Philadelphia, in 1963 I went to college at Holy Cross in Worcester, Massachusetts. There, fifty miles west of Boston, on a campus known for years as “wall-to-wall Irish,” I learned about the ingrained social attitudes of New England Catholics and their historic friction with the Yankee elite. It was, in fact, a Holy Cross fellow who, back in 1910, had delivered this famous toast at an alumni dinner:

And this is good old Boston,

The home of the bean and the cod,

Where the Lowells talk only to Cabots,

And the Cabots talk only to God.

Like so many Americans of my generation, I’ve kept up my fascination with the Kennedys. Try to think of the era without them and see if you can do it. It’s impossible, really. More than most countries, American politics has tended to the phenomenal, driven by the moment and the person. The national mood often seems to emanate from the White House. When Jack Kennedy was president in those upbeat years of the early 1960s, then again when Bobby ran for president, the special Kennedy atmosphere captured the day. There was a spring in the country’s step, an excitement that could also, to those threatened, mean trouble.

Bobby was never to get his moment as the country’s leader. There was no Robert Kennedy era. What there was—and what remains vibrant in his legacy—was spirit. I disagree with those who argue that the younger brother’s true soul showed itself only after Jack. I’ve found good early evidence of that compassion which was later to reveal itself so vividly.

Even when acting the role of his brother’s bare-knuckled enforcer, as Jack made his way from congressman to senator to president, he brought an intangible value to the partnership. Jack had the charm, Bobby the conscience.

•  •  •

The narrative running through these pages has been decades in the making. The portrait is that of the public figure I watched with a powerful interest. That said, the account comes from the list of witnesses I’ve come to trust. They include at the top his wife, Ethel, and oldest daughter, Kathleen, who answered my every question. I’ve relied, too, on the recorded accounts of his confidant Kenneth O’Donnell, which were made available to me by his daughter Helen.

Not all had known Bobby Kennedy up close. Some were caught up by his message. Among them were the other volunteers with whom I served for two years in the Peace Corps through 1970, those fifty of us who’d left together in late 1968 for Swaziland. Fading quickly behind us as we flew off was an America carrying on in the shadow of Los Angeles and the rioting at a Democratic convention Bobby never got to enter.

Spread out across the Southern African veld, we’d get together whenever we could and sometimes talk of life at home, especially politics. Looking back, I’ve decided, it was a good time to be away. The America we were missing for those couple of years was turning downcast and divided.

When I returned to the States in early 1971, I began my career in politics working on Capitol Hill for a liberal Democratic senator from Utah. The top aide who recruited me was a young Mormon, Wayne Owens, who had been Bobby’s campaign director in the Rocky Mountain states. Wayne held a steadfast reverence for the fallen candidate that could only be termed remarkable. That Bobby’s background was different from his own didn’t matter; only his principles did. I remember, too, the Capitol engineer who one day reminisced to me about a behavior he’d noted daily. He’d realized one way the senator from New York differed from many other of his fellow liberal Democrats. While they would enter the building, walking past the Capitol Police avoiding eye contact, it was Bobby, he said, who made a point, always, of saying hello.

You might call that a small detail, but it’s one that’s stuck with me.

•  •  •

I’ve spent the best part of five decades not just working and living in Washington but also, I believe, intently observing it. I’ve been fascinated, on occasion repelled, but rarely indifferent. If you ever were to ask me what America needs in its leaders, my answer will vary with the times. When I spot indecision at the top, I’ll say “conviction.” When I watch a leader muddling through, I want “purpose.” When I see hawkishness, I look for the peacemaker.

What is it that’s missing today? Here’s my straightforward answer. We’ve gotten so used to treating our politics as zero-sum that we’ve lost the faith that joint action by the people is capable of bringing joint success. Why can’t there be a patriotism that joins us together instead of dividing us?

It’s now the accepted wisdom, for example, that the interests of the discarded factory worker and the ignored inner-city youth cannot be met together, so why try? Don’t we need leaders eager to champion the future of both? The faces and salutes of those thousands of Americans, white and black, lining the route of Bobby’s funeral train make for moving testimony to the fact that this country once had a brave figure who they believed could.

I lived through the times of both Kennedy brothers and carry within me still the memory of those moments when we knew we had lost them. It’s often said that we all remember where we were when we heard each was gone. But where are we now? And where are we heading?

I’ve written two books about John F. Kennedy. My need to know more about Robert pushed me to write this one. He was there at his brother’s side, yet was always his own person, contributing and supporting but also taking charge and leading. No one who knew him was indifferent to him. No one who encountered him ever forgot him. In that, he was like his brother. His own path, however, led him elsewhere, into new places and new concerns that, most strikingly, became his heartfelt priority.

It was, after all, Bobby Kennedy of the two, who’d recognized the historic urgency of making civil rights a national priority, who saw how vital it was to elevate the struggle to a main goal of his brother’s presidency. It was he who’d argued that ending segregation was a matter of American conscience. Over the following years, up until his own death, one can see clearly how—after that signal beginning, when serving as his brother’s vigilant attorney general—he progressed further and further into the role of activist champion of the country’s disinherited.

Recognizing the stubborn, burning passion that lay within him, I find myself now wanting to look into his life and understand both the origins and the evolution of that deepening commitment to a greater justice.
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CHAPTER ONE

ALTAR BOY

The Child is father of the Man;

And I could wish my days to be

Bound each to each by natural piety.

—WILLIAM WORDSWORTH

The immense wealth and security of the Kennedy family in twentieth-century America must be measured against the horrid poverty of their immediate ancestors. For those who lived, worked, and died on the subsistence farms of mid-nineteenth-century Ireland, life itself hung on the annual harvest of a single crop—the potato, which was the basic food for much of the country. A family had to survive an entire year on those pulled up the previous fall. If a new crop failed, as it did in what’s known as the Great Famine, the people starved.

Over a period of years beginning in 1845, owing to a spreading blight, a million tenant farmers and their families, making up much of the country’s rural population, died of both hunger and disease. They were not Ireland’s only loss. More than a million others fled across the Atlantic, through what poet John Boyle O’Reilly would call “the bowl of tears.”

The English government—at its head Queen Victoria, who’d assumed the throne eight years before at the untested age of eighteen—gave little sympathy, less help. In February 1847, it was announced in the House of Commons that fifteen thousand people a day were dying in Ireland. The young monarch “was so moved” by the ongoing tragedy, as a sarcastic Robert Kennedy would remark more than a century later, “that she offered five pounds to the society for Irish relief.” All official assistance issuing from London came, in fact, with a terrible condition: any family accepting it must forfeit its land.

The occasion on which Bobby recalled that history was St. Patrick’s Day 1964, in the Hotel Casey’s ballroom in Scranton, Pennsylvania. The hundreds seated before Bobby, all wearing formal attire, were proud members of the Friendly Sons of St. Patrick of Lackawanna County. It was a significant appearance, the first speech Bobby had agreed to give in the shocked, grieving months after the killing of his brother in Dallas. Many listening were soon weeping openly.

What Bobby wanted was for the crowd, so close to him in heritage, to hear him explain his and his lost brother’s commitment to ending another injustice. He wanted to engage them on an emotional level, connecting their shared past to that of another disadvantaged people: the African Americans. He reminded them how the Irish once had poured into America, escaping the heartlessness of their historic British rulers only to be confronted by the New World’s dismissal of their basic humanity.

In Boston, for example, there were NO IRISH NEED APPLY signs everywhere to greet those seeking jobs. “Our forefathers,” he pointed out, “were subject to every discrimination found wherever discrimination is known.” Now, with Congress engaged in landmark legislation aimed at ending segregation in its Southern strongholds, Bobby was raising the well-known specter of Irish servitude and English disregard to enlist support for it.

It was not the Kennedys’ only experience with victimhood. Throughout his life, a very different sort of Irish legacy—one he would never speak of yet would invoke in ways stronger than words—had been carried across the Atlantic by his forebears. This, too, had long been haunting the third son of Joseph P. and Rose Fitzgerald Kennedy. In much of Ireland, tradition had dictated that a farmer, facing retirement, would divide his land among his sons. In County Wexford, on Ireland’s southeast coast, where the economy was better off, such rural inheritance was handled differently. There, the father kept his farm intact, awarding it when the time came to the son born first. It was this rule of primogeniture, carried on by Joseph Kennedy—already two generations settled in America—in this country that would leave its invisible stain on the young Robert. He was the Irish son who would not get the land.

Bobby’s great-grandfather Patrick Kennedy, a third son himself, had arrived in Boston’s North End in 1848. In this city the Kennedys stayed and prospered until 1927 when Patrick’s grandson Joseph P. Kennedy moved his young family to New York. Again, the reasons had to do with rejection, though now upon a rarefied level.

Joe Kennedy was, by almost every measure, an American success story. A graduate of the prestigious Boston Latin School, he’d gone on to Harvard, class of 1912, where he majored in economics. At age twenty-five, having maneuvered his way to control of a bank, one of whose major shareholders was his father, it was his boast that he was the youngest bank president in the country. Socially, he advanced rapidly amid the Boston Irish elite, marrying the daughter of Boston’s mayor, a colorful pol known as John “Honey Fitz” Fitzgerald. From there, Joe proceeded to new heights, reaching past Boston, wheeling and dealing his way in Wall Street, Hollywood, and beyond. Yet there was a Gatsby quality to him—his rise so meteoric—that his success always carried in equal measure awe and suspicion.

What separated Joe Kennedy from the other Irish around him were the high ambitions deep inside him, ones that couldn’t be satisfied by the usual scoreboard. He saw his destiny as grander than a law degree allowing him to put “Esq.” after his name, with an income just enough to secure a cottage on the Cape. “The castle or the outhouse,” he declared, “nothing in between.” What drove him in those early climbing years was what he was prevented from achieving—namely, social acceptance by the gatekeepers of the old New England order.

The doors shut to the Kennedy family had to do with their very name—such an obvious giveaway—and the background it proclaimed. Joe’s children—smart, lively, prosperous, attractive, well-schooled—were no different in their own eyes from their Protestant neighbors. They suffered from the basic handicap of their birth. Even if the rejections they faced were not those of employment opportunities slammed in the face of Irish immigrants seeking jobs, the reason was the same. The social gates closed to them were those through which the well-off if newly rich Kennedys believed they had a right to pass. It was not that they’d been given less in the new country; they wanted more.

So it was, in 1927, that the Kennedy family left Boston to settle eventually in leafy, moneyed Bronxville, a short drive from Manhattan. The move south from Massachusetts was hardly of the sort to earn sympathy from onlookers. The travails of the lace-curtain Irish clearly lacked the fearful drama of the exodus across the ocean. But that didn’t stop the Kennedys from their refrain. Joe Kennedy and his children would, for the rest of their lives, continue to recount the saga of being forced from their hometown to seek social refuge elsewhere, even if sympathy from listeners was in short supply. As a friendly skeptic, a fellow Irish American, later would put it, Joseph Kennedy was the only person driven out of Boston “in his own railway car.”

“Yes, but it was symbolic,” his son Robert would insist until the end of his life. “The business establishment, the clubs, the golf course—at least that was what I was told at a very young age. Both my parents felt very strongly about the discrimination.” For her part, Rose could rarely bring herself to such an admission. She’d claimed they’d made the move down to New York simply due to her husband’s business. But even she would ask in dismay why the “better people” of Boston had closed their doors to them.

It was young Bobby who took the Kennedy self-banishment from Boston—lasting a dozen years, beginning when he was five—to heart. For him, it had the effect of creating a continuum, linking him to blood feelings stirred by stories of the Great Famine and the British indifference to his own family’s latter-day exile. It made him more Irish.

The year following the Kennedy family’s arrival in Bronxville was a presidential election year, bringing with it a fresh episode of rejection to bind together America’s Irish Catholics in their apartness.

The 1928 Republican nominee for the White House was Herbert Hoover, whose name is known to us because he won. His Democratic opponent was Al Smith, a figure often and unfairly lost to history. Born into an Irish Italian family living under the shadow of the Brooklyn Bridge, Smith had been first a newsboy, then toiling long hours at the Fulton Street Fish Market. From there, rising steadily in accomplishments and status—he joined the Tammany Hall political machine, which enabled him to pass through a number of worthy positions, winding up as a four-time governor of New York. He was a city kid made good.

Yet the “Al Smith legacy” is the relevant story here. It’s the one I grew up with, exactly as the Kennedy brothers and sisters had earlier. Nominated to head the Democratic ticket, Smith lost to Hoover in 1928, failing even to carry his home state of New York. Why was he beaten? Whatever the fuller, more complicated reasons, we Catholics all knew the answer: because he was one of us.

Others might say differently—that 1928 was still a time of roaring prosperity—and that his Republican rival, Herbert Hoover, had made for himself a first-rate reputation as an economic manager, earning praise for his distribution of U.S. food aid to post–World War I Europe.

Such an argument didn’t carry water with us, not enough to displace the often taught belief that anti-Catholic sentiment was widespread enough in pre–World War II America to doom Smith’s chances. In short, one reason for Smith’s defeat was handed down as if part of the catechism. My mother, born Mary Theresa Shields, of whose five sons I was the second oldest, knew exactly what she believed. As, I’m quite sure, did the pious Rose Kennedy, even if her husband had voted for Hoover.

Being Irish Catholic has always meant a tribal as well as a religious loyalty. Back in Ireland, under British rule, it was “them” versus “us.” In America, where it meant to stand in strength against the Protestant majority, it required loyalty to the clan as well as to the faith. Whatever their social ambitions and desire for higher acceptance, the ingrained habits of the Kennedys, as well as their fealty to their shared traditions and rituals, put being Catholic and Irish at its center. Even Jack, the least churchy, would go in and light a candle for his older brother or kneel—a physically painful act for him—at the gravesite of a beloved lost sister or for one of his two lost children.

Yet it wasn’t the banishment from Boston alone that forged in the young Bobby such a lasting identification with the way his co-religionists had been overlooked and rejected. There was also a permanent scar left on him by his relationship with his father, which carried a personal experience of rejection. He yearned for Joe’s attention and dreaded his disapproval, much as a faithful subject does with a ruler.

Bobby’s childhood, already difficult, forced upon him the continual challenge of holding his own amid the pack. Once he raced so hard to get to dinner on time, in desperate fear of the senior Kennedy’s wrath, that he smashed his head into a glass wall he thought might prove a shortcut. It left him bleeding. “I was very awkward,” he’d later admit. “I dropped things and fell down all the time.” Once, not yet having learned to swim, he jumped from a boat into Nantucket Sound to force himself to. That at least caught brother Jack’s attention: “It showed either a lot of guts or no sense at all.”

But in the way that families arrange themselves, Bobby, the odd child out, endeared himself to his mother and soon became her favorite. A devout Catholic, she took her third boy, overlooked by his father, to her heart, openly calling him her “pet.” Responding to the emotional space she made for him, he reciprocated by fully accepting Rose Kennedy’s devotion to the Church as his own. He could see that it was a way of making her happy. He would tag along with her to daily mass, not just out of shared piety but also to clearly demonstrate his concern for her—something his brothers decidedly did not. He was “thoughtful and considerate,” his mother saw. “And probably the most religious of my sons.” Also, others would discover, the least assimilated.

The most Irish of the Kennedy children, and always attached to exactly what that meant, it wouldn’t be wrong to say he was, despite being a third-generation American, the least changed from the old country.

Bobby adored his older brothers, even if his desire for their company was one-sided. Joe Jr. and Jack were a world to themselves and kid brothers can, of course, famously be nuisances. At night from his room upstairs, hearing them and envying their closeness, he’d long to be part of them, even when the noise was that of a knockdown fight. It was also about the age gap that lay between them, not to mention the presence in between of sisters Rose Marie (nicknamed “Rosemary”), Kathleen, Eunice, and Pat.

As his older brothers matured and were invited to join their parents for political discussions at dinner, Bobby inevitably was marooned with younger sister Jean and later Teddy, the very youngest, at the “little kids’ table.” “He longed to explore the world with Dad,” Jean has written, “and to engage in debate with Joe and Jack. But when he was a toddler the older boys were already headed into their teenage years.”

Bobby, as we’ve seen, was a decade younger than Joe, eight years behind Jack. By the time he was old enough to imagine being at least tolerated as their companion, his big brothers were already off to boarding school. Thus, they seemed to keep widening their lead on him. According to Jean: “Bobby strove to be as near as possible to Joe and Jack every chance he got, and to be respected by them. At dinner time at the kids’ table off to the side, Bobby strained his ear to their direction and longed to be their equal.” Rose Kennedy, meanwhile, worried at the effect on Bobby of having his adored, if negligent, brothers gone nine months of the year.

Jean remembered how Bobby spent many a Hyannis Port summer playing with local Cape Cod pals of his own. They were the sons of a family maid. “Only looking back,” she added, “does it occur to me how uncommon it was during that time in American history for children of different races to play together.”

One could argue, of course, that I’m overdoing this emphasis on birth order and favorites. But anyone who’s ever experienced the reality of rivalry for parents’ affections while growing up will understand. I know very well that my own four brothers continue to have their own individual perceptions and convictions about the way it played out in our house. I sensed from the beginning I had my mom’s love without effort, it was Dad’s I felt I had to earn. Loving him, and I clearly did, wasn’t enough to accomplish the job. I had to work for it.

Whatever else they were, the Kennedys were such a family, with each member contending for his or her space. Here, as elsewhere, life was unfair. While Bobby could comfort himself with his mother’s love, Jack didn’t have the same experience of Rose’s maternal affection.

Unlike Bobby, Jack kept small regard for his mother. Looking back, he was cold in his dismissal of her, once saying she was, in his upbringing, “a nothing.” She “never really loved him,” Jacqueline Kennedy told author Theodore White a week after Dallas. “She didn’t love him,” she repeated for emphasis. Meanwhile, he kept a guarded distance from his father. Sick much of the time, and relying on books for escape, Jack would discover his own world. “History made him what he was,” his widow believed. “This little boy in bed, so much of the time . . . reading history.” As his sister Jean would put it, he was “funny and original, charting his own path regardless of what others thought.” Thus, he was able to make a refuge for himself, away from family and doctors.

Bobby, we know, wasn’t his brother. He found comfort in Rose’s consoling embrace. When it came to his father, he had to keep making his case. It explains his emerging devotion to justice, if only for survival. To be unfavored, as Bobby was, forces you to put forth your claim based on what’s right. Early on, his family would often hear him speak of what was “fair” and “not fair.” Here he was, with all his family advantages, not yet a teenager, learning the language of the oppressed.

More than his brothers, Bobby clung to the black-and-white strictness of his church’s moral order. For the Kennedys—and, a generation later, for me—Catholic instruction, certainly at the catechism level, was blunt when it came to moral teaching. A page in our religion textbooks—which we opened each day in our first-grade class at Maternity BVM—showed three milk bottles side by side. The white one, we were instructed, represented a person’s soul in the “state of grace,” that is, without sin. The darker bottle replicated a soul that had committed venial, or pardonable, sins. The third bottle was black, indicating mortal sin, which, if not cleansed through the sacrament of confession, meant you were going to hell.

This was Bobby’s world. He was the one who took every bit of this to heart. When the time came, he eagerly became an altar boy. He would now be up there with the priest on Sunday morning, the eyes of the communicants on him and his fellow celebrants. These would be the first hours of his life he would be onstage, in this case a holy place. He was sharing his faith; though his body was small, his soul was now large.

His brothers and sisters would hear him in his room practicing his Latin: Introibo ad altare Dei, ad Deum qui laetificat juventutem meam. “I shall go unto the altar of God, the God who gives joy to my youth.” This was the liturgy of the centuries, spoken in the ancient language of the early Roman Church. It carried with it the aroma of incense and the judgment of the divine. It was hierarchical and mysterious, and it was meant to be as strict in its observance as in its devotion.

Bobby loved it.
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Jack and Bobby at U.S. ambassador’s residence, London, 1939.





CHAPTER TWO

AMBASSADOR’S SON

“For the second time in our history, a British Prime Minister has returned from Germany bringing peace with honour.”

—NEVILLE CHAMBERLAIN

Against the wishes of his staunchly Democratic father-in-law—the former Boston mayor, John Fitzgerald—Joseph Kennedy had quietly voted for Herbert Hoover in the 1928 national election. Kennedy was betting the Republican candidate, who’d served as secretary of commerce under the preceding president, Calvin Coolidge, might now continue the prosperity enjoyed during the course of that administration.

The more revealing truth is that Joe Kennedy’s 1928 vote was as much against people like himself as it was for Herbert Hoover. Whatever else might be said about Kennedy, he had disdain for crookedness, especially in politics, and most especially the Irish kind. He regarded such local political characters as Honey Fitz—his wife’s father—and James Michael Curley not only as corrupt but embarrassing. They reflected badly on his people.

Kennedy lumped Al Smith, Hoover’s opponent, in the same category, unfairly. Recognized as an honest and honorable public official, the New York governor nonetheless spoke in the street-corner language of New York City and when he addressed crowds, threw kisses to supporters as if he were a matinee star. To Kennedy, Smith’s urban accent and lack of reserve made him the type of machine-turned-out pol he found most repellent.

The Crash of 1929—in a way few outsiders could imagine—was afterward viewed by Irish Americans as evidence the Lord, in fact, was looking out for us. Our reasoning went like this: had Smith won the election the year before, he undoubtedly would have had to shoulder the blame for the Great Depression that followed. And by extension, his fault would be ours as well. Had the first of our faith—in this case, Smith—won the election, the victory he’d achieved would have preceded a calamity, and that, too, would have belonged to us. Our first president would have been our last.

Events took a different course. So bleak was the economic outlook by 1932 that even tough businessmen like Joseph P. Kennedy recognized the need for the country to move left. Unless action was taken to stanch the massive economic bleeding, even a revolution might be possible. Just as Kennedy had voted Republican four years before, believing it would keep the country booming, he now was willing to look to a Democrat to keep it from failing. So worried was he in the spring of 1932, he later claimed, he would have given up one half his wealth as long as he could be sure of keeping the other.

He looked upon the new governor of New York, Franklin Delano Roosevelt, as that insurance policy. “I was really worried,” Joe would later tell a Boston reporter. “I knew that big, drastic changes had to be made in our system and I felt that Roosevelt was the one who could make those changes. I wanted him in the White House for my own security.”

So it was that he began enthusiastically drumbeating as an open supporter of the Democratic candidate. It wasn’t only about the economy. He also viewed the patrician Roosevelt as the president most likely to present a responsive face to the American groups for so long shut out, the largest of whom were the Catholics. To Joe Kennedy, FDR loomed as a door opener.

His most effective maneuvering on behalf of Roosevelt’s nomination took place behind the scenes. When his candidate failed to win the necessary two thirds’ support on the first ballot at the Democratic National Convention in Chicago that summer, Kennedy quickly saw what he might do to remedy the situation. He went to his pal William Randolph Hearst, the press baron whose chain included newspapers in San Francisco and Los Angeles that had great influence over the California delegation. Hearst was backing Speaker of the House John Nance Garner for president. Kennedy now convinced him that his man had no chance and should instead throw his delegates to Roosevelt. To return the favor, FDR picked Garner as his running mate.

For what he’d so critically helped deliver, Joe Kennedy expected in return a swift and sizable patronage reward. Yet for months, throughout the whole of 1933, the new president held back, keeping him at bay, aware of his recent ally’s impatience but ignoring it. The fast-buck men of Wall Street had brought on the Crash. Why welcome one of its most notorious figures into the new government?

It wasn’t until the spring of 1934 that President Roosevelt relented. With his administration seen as moving leftward, he needed to signal balance by bringing on board a well-recognized symbol of Big Money and political moderation. The job he was offering to Kennedy was to be envoy to Ireland, which by then had gained a limited autonomy. For Joe it was a negligible posting, one hardly matching his ambitions. He refused it cold.

Not long after, however, a far better employment proposal was put on the table for Joe to consider. In 1934 Roosevelt had just created a federal body to regulate the stock market, to be called the Securities and Exchange Commission. He proposed making Joseph Kennedy its first chairman. Who better to protect American stockholders from men like him? Joe agreed to take on the challenge, and went on to head up the SEC for more than a year. Mandated to put a stop to the manipulation and deception that had brought on the Crash, he would prove himself just the right man for the difficult job.

When the time came for FDR’s reelection push in 1936, Joe remained loyal. Using his own money, he published and distributed a book entitled I’m for Roosevelt. He argued that FDR’s programs had saved the country and capitalism from the Great Depression. It was a sales pitch based on self-interest. By his accounting, the richer you were the more you benefited from FDR’s progressive policies.

The country’s wealthiest Catholic also made a sectarian case for the president. With Roosevelt’s shift to the left branded by a faction of more conservative Democrats—including a resentful Al Smith—as “Communist,” Kennedy defended him in a way that would appeal to his fellow Catholics. He argued that the New Deal programs, especially Social Security, actually had much in common with their own teachings. To reach a wider Catholic audience, including its proud and populous “subway alumni,” he played the Notre Dame card. How, Joe would ask, could a Catholic question the worth of any man to whom, only the year before, that university had awarded an honorary degree, citing his “faith and invincible courage”?

With Roosevelt’s 1936 reelection sweep, winning all but two states, he came to Joseph Kennedy again at the start of 1937, asking him to chair the new U.S. Maritime Commission. The position offered Joe the challenge of building up the country’s merchant marine. It proved another success for both men. By the end of the year, the president realized a greater reward needed to come next. He sent his son James to learn what would satisfy Kennedy, who’d done such loyal service.

Kennedy’s first pick, James reported back, was secretary of the treasury. But if he couldn’t have that, he’d suggested ambassador to England. When FDR heard this, he “laughed so hard he almost toppled from his wheelchair.” He sent his son back with a counteroffer: secretary of commerce. Kennedy turned that down flat.

The tough businessman knew it was time to close the deal. He would accept no appointment but the one on which he and Rose had set their hearts. Confronted with Kennedy’s deal-or-no-deal insistence, Roosevelt agreed. He sent word to immigrant Patrick J. Kennedy’s grandson that he was granting his wish. He was going to be U.S. ambassador to the Court of St. James’s.

It was the reverse of their grandparents’ forced journeys in steerage. Rose and five of her children were now, in triumph, heading across the Atlantic to join her husband in Britain, traveling in the full luxury due a wealthy tycoon’s family. Young Bobby can be glimpsed in a newsreel interview expressing his pleasure at the trip ahead: “This is my first trip to Europe and I am very excited,” he said from the New York pier as they were about to board the SS Manhattan. “I couldn’t even sleep last night!”

Arriving in London, the Kennedys—particularly the golden trio of Joe, Jack, and sister Kathleen (known as “Kick”)—found themselves in a glowing spotlight. Their new circle of upper-crust friends, perhaps enjoying their novelty, kept them out every night. They were the toast of London—in a city where worries of a coming war broke down inhibitions and made for a heightened gaiety. All the time Joe Sr.’s focus remained sharply on his oldest, now twenty-three, giving him the title of his “secretary.” It became the mark of his emerging status.

The younger Kennedy children, entering British classrooms, saw London as a very different city than did their wined-and-dined elder siblings. Bobby, with no voice in the matter, found himself enrolled at the Gibbs School for Boys in Chelsea. Diplomat and Conservative politician David Ormsby-Gore—who first met Jack during this era and would become his lifelong friend—was a witness to how “acutely embarrassed” and unhappy Bobby was by the red cap all Gibbs boys were forced to wear as part of the school uniform.

During these months of 1938, the mood in London was watchful, its fate dangerously poised on the brink. The reality of Adolf Hitler’s menacing rise was each day more unavoidable. Appointed German chancellor only a month before Roosevelt’s first inauguration, he was the dark specter haunting the countries of Europe—and the world beyond. Leader of the increasingly dominant Nazi party, he made his path to power by emphasizing national pride and German identity, and vowing to redress the many grievances of the country’s World War I defeat. His urgent goal was the annexation of lands on his borders, where lived large numbers of ethnic Germans. In order to make this happen, he committed himself to smashing the Versailles Treaty, which in 1919 ended the Great War between Germany and the Allied Powers, and placed postwar restrictions on German armaments.

Just days after the Kennedys established themselves in the ambassadorial residence in Prince’s Gate, Hitler began keeping his promises. Marching into Austria, he bloodlessly claimed it for Germany, throwing the Jewish population there, as Germany’s own was already, into imminent peril.

The new American ambassador seemed more concerned by the newspapers’ reaction than the infamy itself. As far as he was concerned, the banner headlines back home reporting on Hitler’s takeover were intended to spur the American public into accepting a war. Joachim von Ribbentrop—the German ambassador in London who was soon to be appointed his country’s foreign minister—reported on a conversation he’d had with Kennedy. It concerned “the agitation against us in the American press.” Ribbentrop felt that he now had insight into Kennedy’s thinking. He concluded that his “main objective was to keep America out of any conflict in Europe.” In Ribbentrop’s view, Joe Kennedy’s real enemy was what he saw as the war hawk press.

Kennedy soon repeated a similar sentiment to the Third Reich’s new ambassador to America. What Herbert von Dirksen remembered being told was that “it was not so much the fact that we wanted to get rid of the Jews that was so harmful to us, but rather the loud clamor with which we accompanied this purpose. He himself understood our Jewish policy completely.”

Kennedy explained how in Boston, where he came from, it was not only Jews but Irish Catholics, like himself, who had suffered discrimination. “Such pronounced attitudes were quite common,” Dirksen quoted Kennedy, “but . . . people avoided making such an outward fuss about it.” The Protestant majority back then, Kennedy allowed, didn’t have to face, as Germany now did, an American press “strongly influenced by Jews.”

In short, the United States ambassador in London, descended himself from a shunned and shunted-aside minority, told two different representatives of the Third Reich that their government’s harassment and persecution of their Jewish citizens was not the issue. In Kennedy’s view, public relations was the real problem. By repackaging their Jewish policies for outside consumption, they would solve it.

“While telling them what they wanted to hear about American anti-Semitism and Jewish media dominance,” Joseph Kennedy biographer David Nasaw has observed, “he was not saying anything he did not believe himself.”

Upon his arrival in London, Joseph Kennedy had swiftly established a strong relationship with British prime minister Neville Chamberlain. Both men were in agreement on what appeared to them the greater wisdom of letting Hitler play out his hand. They were willing to let him stretch Germany’s borders in land grabs that could, with closed eyes and a bad conscience, be accepted as reasonable territorial demands, thereby avoiding another European war.

In the last week of September 1938 Chamberlain traveled to Germany several times. But not until the waning hours of the 29th did he and the three other European leaders with whom he was meeting—Adolf Hitler; the Italian dictator Benito Mussolini, who in 1936 had agreed to a treaty with Germany; and the French prime minister, Édouard Daladier—sign what is known as the Munich Agreement. There in the Führerbau, Hitler’s Munich headquarters, Chamberlain, wanting nothing more than to keep Britain at peace, behaved expediently—thereby turning his name into a synonym for ignominious retreat: appeasement.

The deal to which he agreed said, basically, that neither the British nor the French would intervene in Hitler’s imminent annexation of the German-speaking areas of Czechoslovakia, which stretched along the eastern German border and were known as the Sudetenland. It was a cold-blooded sacrifice, nothing less. No moral claim could cover it. What drove it was the hope, which Joseph Kennedy also clung tightly to, that this concession would avert a second world war, one that America would be again impelled to enter—and this time threaten his beloved older sons who were of an age to fight.

Winston Churchill, then outside government and not regaining any official position until the autumn of 1939, saw it very differently: “We have sustained a defeat without a war, the consequences of which will travel far with us along our road. And do not suppose that this is the end. This is only the beginning of the reckoning. This is only the first sip, the first foretaste of a bitter cup which will be proffered to us year by year.”

But Ambassador Kennedy not only accepted the Munich accord; he went out of his way to offer his support. “It is unproductive for both democratic and dictator countries to widen the division now existing between them by emphasizing their differences, which are self-apparent,” he said in a speech on that October day the British annually celebrate Admiral Horatio Nelson’s 1805 victory over the combined French and Spanish fleets. “After all, we have to live together in the same world, whether we like it or not.” The American ambassador to Britain was endorsing a policy of live-and-let-live with Adolf Hitler, the man who’d grabbed Austria and now part of Czechoslovakia.

Three weeks later came the horrors of Kristallnacht, the Night of the Broken Glass. Across Germany and Austria, violence against Jews raged through the streets, shocking the world. The American ambassador to Great Britain had just been trying to proselytize the notion that democracies and dictatorships needed to share the same world. But Kristallnacht decisively demolished such thinking. Kennedy was now a man fighting history.

In September 1939, Hitler invaded Poland. The new war in Europe was now a reality. Joseph Kennedy, having long opposed the conflict, now responded to Chamberlain’s declaration of war on Germany with a personal genuflection to defeatism. Remaining in London himself, he began sending his family back to America and out of harm’s way.

He could never shield them from the legacy of “Munich” and his own part in appeasing Adolf Hitler. Although barely a teenager at the time, his father’s legacy from London would hang on Bobby Kennedy for the rest of his life.
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Joe Jr., Jack, and Bobby with Ambassador Joseph P. Kennedy.





CHAPTER THREE

HONOR THY FATHER

“The most important obligation, binding on everybody, was the preservation, at all costs, of the good name of the family. It is much more powerful than any notion of good citizenship . . . stronger and more compelling than any ethical or moral law.”

—CAOIMHíN Ó DANACHAIR, “THE FAMILY IN IRISH TRADITION”

Returning to the States with his family, Bobby was, by his father’s decision, packed off to St. Paul’s in Concord, New Hampshire. An elite boys boarding school with Episcopal ties, its alumni list had on it Astors, Biddles, and Vanderbilts. The famed banker J. P. Morgan had gone there as well. It was an institution that meshed perfectly with Joseph Kennedy’s ambitions—though not, as it turned out, with the reality of his third son’s nature and skills and, more importantly, his needs.

Bobby would say that he was always “going to different schools, always having to make new friends.” Only a kindergartner when the Kennedys left Boston, he’d been placed in a public primary school in Riverdale, New York, staying there through second grade. When they next moved—to Bronxville, only a few miles distant—he attended third through fifth grades. For sixth grade, he switched from public to private, enrolling at Riverdale Country School. After this, it was off to England and the despised red cap at Gibbs.

Bobby described himself as “quiet,” never troubled by being alone. But at St. Paul’s, his adjustment, from the start, was rocky, and his poor performance was a result of that. It was his first time living away on his own from the familiarity of all that he knew: his mother and father, his sisters and brothers, the rituals and rhythms of so many in the same house. Within a month, he was gone.

Whether or not he’d have adjusted—as fourteen-year-old boys often succeed at doing in such cases—his mother’s response to her son’s difficulties put the blame on the Protestantism of St. Paul’s. Though her older sons both had graduated from the very similar Choate, a school also chosen by her husband, Rose’s view was that it had none of the spiritual shelter necessary to her keenly faithful third son. Alerted to the fact—and not happy—that the St. Paul’s chapel relied solely upon the King James Bible, she decided to remove Bobby and enroll him at Portsmouth Priory, a Benedictine-run school in Rhode Island. If only for the moment, she was able to follow her own wishes regarding the education of her “pet.”

She could do so only because her strong-willed husband’s attention—ordinarily bent on his boys being educated beside the heirs of the American establishment—was elsewhere. Still in London and still the United States ambassador, Joseph Kennedy was starting to contend in earnest with the challenge of his own diminishing credibility.

At this point, Kennedy needed a corrective PR campaign of the type he’d suggested to the Nazis. Seen as an “appeaser” on both sides of the Atlantic, America’s man at the Court of St. James’s had backed himself into a bad corner. He’d allowed himself to appear, certainly to his harshest critics, an apologist for Adolf Hitler.

Claiming that his sole concern all along had been to avoid war, it didn’t square with his well-known remarks on the subject.

Kennedy had surpassed even Neville Chamberlain in his desire to appease the German chancellor. Britain’s prime minister had realized at last the folly of trusting any deal with Hitler. In demanding the territory that was the Sudetenland, the Führer had spoken only of his goal to restore German-speaking populations to the Fatherland. He then trampled on that claim when the Wehrmacht marched into what was left of Czechoslovakia in the spring of 1939.
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