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“Change is the law of life. And those who look only to the past or present are certain to miss the future.”

—John F. Kennedy


INTRODUCTION

On November 22, 1963, my father, Kenneth P. O’Donnell, had his world shattered. My dad was one of the most powerful people in the United States government, due in large measure to the trust and friendship placed in him by the thirty-fifth president President of the United States, John F. Kennedy. And yet, he couldn’t save his friend and president.

In Dallas, Texas, on that day, the nation and the world witnessed the murder of Jack Kennedy. Jackie Kennedy and her children lost a husband and father. Bobby Kennedy lost his beloved, idolized older brother. My dad saw his president, his friend, and his hope for the future destroyed in a shattering crack of gunfire.

And that might well have been the end of the story, but for one man—a man who needed Kenny O’Donnell as much as Kenny needed to have a mission. Lyndon Baines Johnson became an unlikely hero not only for my father, but for the legacy of John F. Kennedy and, in the end, for the country.

This book is the untold story, from my father’s point of view and from taped recollections of the journey from Dealey Plaza in 1963 to Washington, DC, in November of 1964.

This is the story of Ken O’Donnell’s journey after Jack Kennedy’s murder, the story of how Kenny and Lyndon Johnson became unlikely allies and, indeed, unlikely friends for a critical period of time, and who together became determined, for different reasons perhaps, to fulfill the final legacy of John F. Kennedy. In so doing, Johnson found his voice as president and O’Donnell fulfilled a legacy he could not have done otherwise.

For a brief interlude, later interrupted by outside events and differing personal choices, this is the story of two men joining forces to finish the work begun by Jack Kennedy.

In so doing, they changed the course of American history and altered the very fabric of American society for the better.


CHAPTER ONE

A CALL FROM BOBBY

“Bobby Kennedy was my best pal from Harvard,” Kenny recalled years later. “I had gone to work for his older brother John Kennedy in 1952. Bobby and I worked on John Kennedy’s run for United States senator. We won! It was no small victory for us. We were outsiders and we took on the Democratic establishment and licked ’em. The plan had been for me to stay in Massachusetts and help build the political machinery that would eventually get then Senator Kennedy elected to the White House.”

That might have been where Kenny stayed, but for an interruption in the form of a telephone call from his pal Bobby Kennedy, then in Washington, DC, working for the irascible Senator John McClellan, senior senator from the state of Arkansas. Bobby was chief counsel for the Senate Select Committee on Improper Activities in the Labor or Management Field, which was dubbed by the press the “Rackets Committee.” The purpose of the committee was to pursue organized crime infiltration in the labor unions. This was a tough gig if your older brother was a Democrat who hoped to be president with the help of the same labor unions. Bobby was a single-minded, relentless prosecutor, which didn’t help things very much. John Kennedy had agreed to serve on the committee with his brother, but at the moment it wasn’t going very well.

Still, none of that involved Kenny O’Donnell, who, along with his so-called “Irish Mafia” pal Larry O’Brien, was up in the Kennedy office in Boston happily chasing down votes and securing political power for Jack Kennedy’s future political plans in Massachusetts. That was until the shrill ring of the telephone late one evening in the small living room of the O’Donnell home in the seaside town of Winthrop, Massachusetts, a blue-collar, working-class suburb just across the bay from Boston.

John Kennedy was then happily in Washington, DC, as the newly elected senator from Massachusetts, having been one of the few Democrats to overcome the Eisenhower political tide in that year’s presidential contest. Kenny and Larry O’Brien were at the state Democratic headquarters when Bobby first called. Kenny presumed he was calling for Jack on political business, but it turned out to be something else entirely.

“Bobby had this crazy idea that I should come down to Washington and work with him on his subcommittee. I said no. But Bobby can be a pain in the ass sometimes. He doesn’t take no very well, if at all,” Kenny said.

Bobby explained to Kenny that he had just begun this investigation. He thought it was sort of a minor thing when it began, but suddenly it had gotten blown out of proportion with Teamsters head Dave Beck involved in some deep, dark waters that could potentially involve a fellow named Jimmy Hoffa and the mob. Bobby told Kenny he needed him down in Washington. “I need someone down here to give me some protection and have my back. Someone who is a friend, someone I can trust to watch my back. I need you,” Bobby explained.

Kenny remained unmoved. While he knew in general terms who Dave Beck was, he had only a remote sense of this guy Hoffa and he couldn’t quite grasp the “mob” angle. He made it plain to Bobby he was happy doing what he was doing, and so he told Bobby it was, as Kenny remembered it, “a flat out no.” Bobby was not easily deterred. Undaunted, he picked up the telephone to Kenny’s wife Helen and they began to hatch a plan.

Reddish-blonde with sparkling blue eyes, an athletic build, and a wicked sense of humor, Helen was a good balance for Kenny, who could be intimidating and taciturn to those who didn’t know him well. Helen and Bobby had become, as she put it, “great pals” going back to their first meeting at Harvard. So it was no surprise that Bobby enlisted her help to get Kenny to change his mind.

The following week, Kenny and Helen were just sitting for a drink and a chance to catch up on the day’s events. She had put the last of their three children to bed and was looking forward to this evening ritual with her husband. He poured each of them a drink and lit her cigarette. While Kenny never smoked, his wife loved Pall Malls each evening with her cocktail. Kenny had just begun to tell her of their efforts on Jack’s behalf with the committee, when the ring of the black phone broke into their conversation. Not wanting the children to wake up at this late hour, Helen jumped up and grabbed it. Kenny stood and refreshed his drink while he listened to Helen’s happy chatter. Before he even took the telephone he knew it was Bobby. There had been enough references to Washington, Ethel, and babies on the way that when he heard Bobby’s voice, he could skip the preliminaries. He knew Bobby well enough to know he would not call at this hour without a reason.

“What’s up now?” he asked.

“I need you to come to Washington and work with me on the committee. I need someone who has my back. Someone I can trust. The work is dangerous and I need your help,” Bobby said, almost as if he had not heard Kenny’s answer the week previous. “Kenny, I cannot take no for an answer. You asked me to give up my life in Washington to come run Jack’s campaign in 1952. I didn’t want to do it, but I did it because you are my friend and you needed my help. Now I need you to return the favor.”

Bobby was direct, no nonsense, and the two friends sat in silence over the long-distance line for just a moment.

Kenny was dismayed. He had no interest in moving to Washington to work for the Rackets Committee. In fact, he had no interest in government work at all. Politics was where he wanted to be.

“Look, Bobby,” Kenny began, “I don’t want to go. I like what I am doing for your brother. I love the political front. We’ve got to focus on 1958 and running up some big numbers. What the hell do I know about the mob and the labor unions?”

But Bobby wasn’t having it. “I need you,” he repeated. Then Bobby quickly ticked off two areas that he thought would convince Kenny to say yes. “Look,” Bobby said, “it is a nice paycheck and benefits, neither of which you are getting now. Secondly, it is fine with Jack. It is temporary and when we are done you can go back to Boston and resume your political work.”

The paycheck was immediately appealing. At the moment Kenny was working as an unpaid political consultant for Jack Kennedy. It was not that Jack Kennedy had not tried to get Kenny on either the Senate staff or the payroll from the Kennedy family in New York, it was just that Kenny had flat out refused. It had been a calculated decision on Kenny’s part to assure his independence and it was a move that impressed both Jack Kennedy and his father, Joe (who actually controlled the purse strings). While the Kennedys may have been impressed, and it certainly assured Kenny’s long-term role and garnered great respect from Jack Kennedy, the move had not made Helen too happy.

She had complained bitterly about the situation to Bobby when he had made his trips to Boston and the Cape to go watch football games with Kenny and visit his dad at the compound. Kenny’s long-term strategic move, while good politics with the Kennedys, had made the O’Donnell family completely dependent on Helen’s small salary as a secretary in a job she loathed and was eager to quit.

“I didn’t want to be paid by the Kennedy family or the Senate,” Kenny explained. “My grandfather knew old Joe Kennedy very well. They had gone to Boston Latin School together. I knew from my father’s stories and what I had seen in person that if the Kennedys pay you, they think they own you. Like most rich people, they then see you differently, almost beneath them, because you need their money. I knew by making the decision I made that Senator John Kennedy and I would always remain equals. It was worth the sacrifice and would pay off in the end.” All of that was certainly true, but it didn’t make anything easier in 1956 as the O’Donnells tried to make ends meet.

So when Bobby called he knew where to focus his argument. His first approach was the nice paycheck. “It would be coming from the United States government, not me,” Bobby said, “so that should address your concern there.” While Bobby made the economic argument, he made sure never to tell Kenny that he and Helen had already discussed all this ahead of time.

“Well, that’s good,” Kenny said, “but what about your brother?” Kenny was still hoping for a way to say no.

But Bobby then told him that “the senator was fine with it.”

“So I sort of presumed that the brothers had spoken to each other and that this was all cleared with John Kennedy. Well, it had not been, and he was not too happy a fellow when he saw me in Washington,” Kenny recalled later.

“I never exactly said I had talked to Jack—I indicated I would,” Bobby later explained with a laugh. But John Kennedy was furious. Kenny learned a critical and valuable lesson for the future and that was never to do anything that you had not spoken to Senator Kennedy about first. “I learned never to be so stupid as to presume anything with him again.”

An angry John Kennedy told Kenny in no uncertain terms that he had planned for Kenny to run his 1958 campaign for Senate, not “work as some damn clerk for Bobby. You are my friend and you work for me, not Bobby.”

By now it was too late; Helen—with Bobby’s help—had secured a house to rent. Everyone was moving or already moved. There was no going back. “The senator and I realized we had been hoodwinked by Bobby and my wife, but it was done now, so we made some accommodations. It was decided as soon as Bobby was out of danger and the situation was stable, I would head back up to Boston and run the campaign. My family would stay here and I would just live at the Kennedy family apartment at 122 Bowdoin Street in Boston across from the State House. I will say, stabilizing the situation took a great deal longer and was much more complicated and dangerous than either the senator or I had first imagined. But I never made a decision without talking with him directly again,” Kenny recalled. “It was my move to Washington that brought about my first, albeit brief and not too pleasant, encounter with the majority leader—one Lyndon Baines Johnson.”


CHAPTER TWO

MR. LEADER

Bobby’s office was Room 130 in the old Senate office building. It was the office for the Senate Select Committee on Improper Activities in the Labor or Management Field. It was a small cramped space where every desk was stacked with papers, the telephones never stopped ringing, and there was a constant, thunderous clack of the typewriters. As they walked in for the first time, Bobby told Kenny it was “controlled chaos.”

Kenny gave Bobby a disdainful stare and said, “No, Bobby, this is just chaos, there is nothing controlled about it.” Angie Novello, Bobby’s secretary—who would stay with him all the way to Los Angeles in 1968—said of Kenny’s arrival: “He was like Moses parting the Red Sea. When he arrived, suddenly everything fell into place and began to make sense. We knew what we had to do. His arrival was exactly what Bobby needed at that moment. He needed someone to have his back. We all did. Kenny made the trains run on time.”

Kenny said the first encounter that he and Bobby had with then Majority Leader Lyndon Baines Johnson was less than successful. It certainly had been unintentional, but looking back years later, Kenny said the encounter seemed to set the tone for the relationship between Lyndon and Bobby.

Hearings for the committee had been scheduled for the Senate hearing room where they were usually held. But this particular hearing featured more witnesses than usual, so Bobby had ordered it moved to a room usually reserved for the majority leader. The hearing room was large, well-situated, and grander than the one they usually used. One didn’t schedule use of the room unless it was cleared through the majority leader’s office. And that could only be done by another senator. In this case it would have to have been scheduled by the chairman of Bobby’s committee, Senator John McClellan of Arkansas. The majority leader was a Senate man and thus a strict believer in the Senate rules, codes of behavior, and especially seniority.

“Bobby never bothered much about that kind of thing,” Kenny later explained. Pierre Salinger, a member of the committee and eventual press secretary to John Kennedy, put it another way: “Bobby was about action. He would never waste his time checking off boxes to make sure somebody was not offended. If he wanted something done, he would do it. He would worry about the consequences later.”

The day of the hearing arrived and with everyone seated and ready to proceed, including members of the press who covered labor issues as their beat, such as intrepid reporter Clark Mollenhoff. In fact, it was Mollenhoff who had convinced Bobby to look into the Teamsters Union. Senator McClellan had just gaveled the hearing to order when Johnson’s top aide, Bobby Baker, arrived. Baker whispered something to McClellan, who went ashen and “suddenly the hearing was postponed and we were kicked out,” Kenny said with a laugh. “Lyndon had not even needed to use the hearing room that morning, but he kicked us out anyway, just to remind McClellan—and, as it turned out, Bobby—just who was in charge.”

About an hour later, Kenny and Bobby were called to Johnson’s spacious office in the Capitol. There stood McClellan chomping on a cigar, drink in hand, eyeing Bobby with annoyance. It was clear that Senator McClellan was looking for an apology from Bobby to Johnson.

Johnson was standing there, leaning against the desk in a suit that seemed almost too big for him. Nevertheless, he exuded power without saying a word. Senator McClellan introduced Bobby and Kenny by saying, “these two are the young men who made the scheduling mistake.” Kenny laughed as he remembered the conversation: “Typical of McClellan. He had no trouble throwing us under the bus in order to stay on Johnson’s good side.”

Johnson stood, arms folded. “You are Joe Kennedy’s boy, aren’t you?” he asked. According to Kenny, Bobby bristled visibly and took a step back even as he extended his hand. He hated being spoken of as his father’s son. Bobby would spend his life battling to get out from under the shadow of his father and brother.

“Yes,” was all Bobby managed in response. Bobby had resented being pulled away from his office for this silly meeting. As a result, he was sullen and withdrawn. Senator McClellan then introduced Kenny to Johnson by way of Harvard and his friendship with Bobby. Kenny quickly corrected him by saying he was from Worcester, Massachusetts, a blue-collar working town. His father was a football coach at Holy Cross College. After a few moments of football talk, he and Bobby left. Kenny teased Bobby that he never did apologize to the majority leader. Bobby shrugged it off. “I am too busy to worry about such stuff,” he told Kenny.

Kenny laughed. “I don’t think we had one more encounter with Lyndon the entire time we were there at the committee. I would say that Lyndon thought of Bobby and I as a couple of young, wet-behind-the-ears kids, and he likely never gave us another thought until 1956 in Chicago. Of course the truth was, he was correct about us. We knew nothing at the time. The truth was that he only dealt with Robert Kennedy and myself in a very cursory manner. If Bobby dealt with him much at all it was a very cursory fashion at this stage. If the majority leader, the most powerful man in the Senate, was going to deal with anyone, it would be Senator McClellan, who he would consider his contemporary. Not a couple of staff members.”

There may have been some truth to that, but others heard something different: that Johnson was to have said he had heard good things about Bobby—that he was smart, bright, and going places. But he is quoted as saying, “The kid could use some lessons in good manners.”

At the Democratic convention in 1956, Jack Kennedy very nearly ended up as the vice president to Adlai Stevenson. But in a move that Johnson called “the goddamnedest, stupidest move a politician could make,” Stevenson decided on an open convention. Despite warnings from his father to stay out of the race for the vice presidency, Jack jumped into the fray anyway. Kenny recalled, “Bobby and I didn’t know a soul. We ran around that convention floor like a couple of nuts. We got nowhere. Johnson, on the other hand, following the wise advice from Mr. Sam (Rayburn), watched the chaos from afar.”

Once Jack saw the political writing on the wall and saw the delegates’ overwhelmingly positive reaction to him during his concession speech, he knew he’d been damn lucky to have avoided the vice-presidential spot. He also knew that Stevenson had come off as boring, gray, and old news. Sure, maybe Jack had lost, but as he had in the lead-up to the Massachusetts Senate race in 1952, he told Kenny and Bobby that he intended to turn this loss to his advantage, and that it set him on the road to 1960.

In later years, when Jack and Kenny would sit around the White House, winding down after a stressful day, Jack would upon occasion reflect on events, both planned and unplanned, that brought them to this moment in his career.

Kenny said to Jack, “Losing that vice-presidential nomination in 1956 was the best thing that ever happened to you. Without it, you would never have won in 1960.”

Jack laughed. “Fate,” he said, “is a funny thing.”

It was only later that the significance of the moment became clear.

“You would think we’d have known that,” Kenny remarked later. “But in the moment of it we got very caught up in it. We never made that mistake again. Though our instincts were wrong, as I said before, it backfired beautifully for 1960, but certainly not because we planned it that way. That is the beautiful thing about politics. It is always unpredictable.”

And so the stage was set for Bobby’s and Johnson’s next encounter, which would not go much better. That would be the battle for the vice-presidential nomination in 1956. The problem for Johnson as 1956 approached was, as Kenny put it, “[he] was unable to fully escape the fiercely competitive struggle of Texas politics.” “Thus,” Rowland Evans reported, “Johnson’s entry into national Democratic politics in 1956 would hardly be a success. Following his failure in Chicago and watching Kennedy wisely side-step a near disaster, Johnson returned to Washington a wiser man, armed by the failure of 1956 and like Kennedy eyeing the more glittering opportunity of 1960. But, paradoxically, instead of profiting from the lessons of 1956, as Kennedy had, Johnson would demonstrate that he still could not master the realities of national Democratic politics. The truth was, if 1956 was a disappointment to Johnson, 1960 was to approach disaster.”

Kenny maintained that despite Johnson’s half-hearted efforts in 1956, Johnson was not considered a contender:

The truth is, up until 1958, there was no real serious effort on Lyndon’s behalf. He had had that serious heart attack, which immobilized him for a time. I think after the 1956 convention it became obvious that John Kennedy was going to be a serious contender. In 1958 we were running our campaign up in Massachusetts and we paid no attention to Lyndon Johnson. We never considered him as a serious candidate for 1960 and I speak for myself and then-Senator Kennedy. We felt that the majority leader and Speaker Sam Rayburn were too conservative for us and they represented the past. We felt that from a political point of view they were overly cooperative with President Eisenhower. We accepted them from a philosophical sense as southern leadership, which was different than ours at that time. But it was certainly nothing personal. None of us ever considered Lyndon Johnson as a formal contender at that time. He was not well himself, and whether he would ever get back on his feet and certainly get back to be a candidate for president was unthinkable to us. We had made a very cold analysis that a southerner could not be elected president at that time under any circumstances, and so therefore we didn’t consider it. As for Bobby, I never heard him mention Lyndon again until Los Angeles in July 1960.

In the end, only one man could emerge victorious, and how that happened would come down to a bathroom at the Biltmore Hotel in Los Angeles, California, in July 1960.


CHAPTER THREE

THE BATHROOM AT THE BILTMORE

As the Kennedy presidential campaign began 1959 by gearing up for a fight for the Democratic nomination, Lyndon was simply not on the radar screen. As Jack, Bobby, Kenny, Larry, Ted Sorenson, Pierre Salinger, and others sat at the Kennedy family estate at Palm Beach, they considered their most viable possible opponents; Lyndon Johnson simply didn’t make the list.

“In 1959 and 1960,” Kenny recalled, “Lyndon was recuperating [from a heart attack] … and it became a little more evident that despite everything else and his health, he might be a candidate. But we still considered the chance remote. In 1959 I think we thought that if there was going to be any serious opposition, it probably was going to be Senator Stuart Symington from Missouri, who had already gotten the support of former President Truman. Frankly, we felt he would be difficult.”

Kenny and Dave Powers arrived in Los Angeles a week before the convention. Dave Powers was perhaps one of Jack Kennedy’s closest friends. He had begun with Kennedy in his first race for Congress in 1946. Powers understood Boston politics as well as anybody at that time. He also possessed an easy manner, loyalty, and a keen Irish wit that made him indispensable to Jack.

In Los Angeles, the plan was to locate a hideaway apartment where Jack could rest and recuperate away from prying eyes. The location was 522 North Rossmore in the Hancock Park district of Los Angeles. The private three-bedroom penthouse belonged to the actor Jack Haley and his wife, Flo. The quiet white and pink stucco building was ideal for Jack Kennedy—it featured a private entrance with an elevator that brought him straight to his apartment.

For purposes of public consumption and political strategy, they had also taken a suite of rooms at the Biltmore Hotel in downtown Los Angeles. The Kennedy suite, 8315, was just a few floors above where Lyndon Johnson and Speaker Rayburn had taken rooms. Jack decided to stay at the apartment for the first four or five nights of the convention, leaving every morning in a car equipped with a telephone in order to keep the candidate in constant communication with Bobby, his brother-in-law Steve Smith, and Kenny, who was down at the convention site.

“There were, thankfully, no real problems,” Kenny said. “After our experience in 1956 we had the convention pretty much buttoned up, but the senator began to get increasingly annoyed with Adlai Stevenson’s refusal to come to his support.” On behalf of Senator Kennedy, Kenny and Bobby tried one last time to get Stevenson to give the nominating speech for Jack, just as Jack had done for him in Chicago in 1956. But Stevenson still clung to hope of a miracle that would give him—Stevenson—the nomination. With that in mind, he continued to insist he had to remain neutral.

“Look Kenny,” Adlai explained, “I must remain neutral. Just in case it is necessary and something happens.” Bobby was disgusted. “We have it locked, Adlai,” Bobby snapped. “Nothing is going to happen to give you the nomination.”

Kenny, realizing the situation was pointless, dragged an exhausted Bobby away from the meeting before things could get uglier.

“Neutral my ass!” exclaimed a frustrated John Kennedy when Kenny and Bobby informed him of their failed attempt to persuade Stevenson. “You mean he is neutral for Johnson! He has a short memory. He’s forgetting that I was with him in ’56 when Johnson and Rayburn were both against him.”

Despite the hopes of both Stevenson and Johnson, the Kennedy team had the nomination largely wrapped up, and on Wednesday, July 13, 1960, John Kennedy and his “Irish Brotherhood,” led by Bobby, Kenny, Larry, Ted Sorenson, and Pierre Salinger, celebrated the nomination once they heard youngest Kennedy brother, Teddy, call out the count from the Wyoming delegation. As Bobby confirmed later, “Up until that point there had been no serious consideration of the vice-presidential slot.” Kenny put it this way: “John Kennedy was not a fellow who would count on something before it happened. He never was sure he had the nomination until he had the nomination. He was not the type of fellow to discuss the number two spot before he had won the thing.”

Jack Kennedy did not give any serious consideration to the number two spot until after he returned to the North Rossmore apartment the evening of the nomination. Both Kenny and Bobby were clear on that point. “Before that moment he was completely concerned with rounding up delegates to support him in the presidential balloting. But over the earlier months of countrywide campaigning, the choice of the second name on the ticket seemed far from his mind,” Kenny reported. Bobby confirmed that he knew for a fact that the week of his arrival in Los Angeles, his brother had told him he had “made no promises or definite offers to anybody.”

Kenny was clear, too, when he said later: “We knew that Lyndon Johnson was on his list of possible vice presidents, but none of us ever thought that Jack Kennedy would pick Johnson, whom he regarded as a conservative Old Guardsman opposed to the moderate liberalism of John Kennedy.”

In fact, both Bobby and Kenny were so sure that Lyndon Johnson had no chance at the vice presidency that, in a move that would come back to haunt them later, they both gave their word and personal assurances to the labor people that Johnson would have “no shot at the number two slot.” “I gave my word to the labor guys,” Kenny said, “who were critical both to our winning the nomination, as well as winning in November. Well, I gave my word on behalf of Jack Kennedy that Lyndon Johnson was not under consideration. Afterwards, when all hell broke loose, I realized I shouldn’t have gone that far in promises and assurances to the labor people. But I have to admit both Bobby and I were as surprised as anyone. Hell, I think even Lyndon Johnson was surprised.”

When Jack came back to the apartment after visiting the convention on the night of his nomination, he celebrated with Ann Gargan, Evelyn Lincoln, Torby MacDonald, and a few other people who were waiting to greet him. Evelyn played “When Irish Eyes Are Smiling” on the piano. Jack said to Dave Powers, “I’ll have that beer now, Dave.” When Dave poured the beer, the first alcoholic drink accepted by Kennedy that day, the group drank a toast to the party’s new standard bearer. Then Jack ate his victory supper, two eggs fried in butter and served with toast, jelly, and milk. Jack looked at a few of the congratulatory telegrams that had been received at the apartment and read aloud a warm and cordial message from Lyndon Johnson. After the guests had left, Kennedy sat at the kitchen table drinking his second glass of milk and read again to Dave one of the lines in Johnson’s telegram: “LBJ now stands for Let’s Back Jack.”

The telegram apparently got Jack thinking, and though it was two o’clock in the morning on the West Coast, Jack asked Dave to put a call in to Johnson right then. A sleepy aide told Dave that Johnson was in bed and could not be disturbed. Jack then had Dave call Evelyn Lincoln, who had a room at the Biltmore. Since Evelyn had just left the apartment only a few moments before, she had not yet reached her hotel room. The call woke her husband, Abe. Jack took the phone from Dave and dictated a message to Johnson, which Abe typed on Evelyn’s portable typewriter. He then instructed Abe to hand-deliver the message to Johnson’s suite. The message said that Kennedy wanted to see Johnson at ten o’clock tomorrow morning in suite 8315 of the Biltmore.

Once that was done Jack headed for bed, but not before telling Dave to “set the alarm early. I want to be up by 7:15. I wish I had asked Lyndon and George Smathers to be at that meeting of southern governors we’ve got scheduled for 11:30.”

As Dave climbed exhausted into his own bed later that night, he thought, “My God, he is going to offer it to Lyndon Johnson!”

The next morning, Jack woke bright and early. On his first day as the Democratic nominee for president, he enjoyed his usual eggs, bacon, coffee, juice, and milk prepared by Dave. They then headed up to the Biltmore Hotel and suite 8315. As he walked into the suite and picked up his messages and more congratulatory telegrams from Evelyn Lincoln, he asked her to call Johnson’s suite and see if he was up yet. At about that moment Bobby arrived. He had gotten some sleep, but still looked tired and disheveled with his tie pulled down, no suit coat, and his shirt out of his pants. Jack briefly teased his brother about his attire before asking him to follow him into the bedroom. Once inside the brothers closed the door. After about twenty minutes they emerged.

Bobby looked resigned. He told Kenny later he was too tired to argue about it. “I really think it is Jack’s decision to make in any manner he wishes to do so,” Bobby said. Kenny told him he could not disagree more.

All Dave heard Bobby say was, “If you’re sure that’s what you want to do, then go ahead and see him.”

Later, Dave said to Kenny that he was surprised that Bobby would take the news so calmly, but it was then that he realized that whatever Jack wanted to do was okay with Bobby. Dave joked to Kenny, “If Jack had said, I want Eleanor Roosevelt as vice president, it would have been alright with Bobby.”

The first Kenny realized what was happening was when Pierre Salinger called Kenny in his room and asked him to come to Bobby’s suite, which was on the floor below Jack’s. When Kenny walked in, he thought Pierre looked “glum.”

“You do remember we won, Pierre, right? What could possibly be wrong?” Kenny asked, as he poured himself a coffee.

Pierre heaved a sigh before helping himself to a coffee as well. “Bobby just asked me to add up the electoral states we are sure of and to add Texas.”

Kenny couldn’t believe it. Slamming his cup down, he said, “You must be kidding.” Pierre shook his head. “I wish I was,” he replied.

“Where is he?” Pierre nodded his head towards the closed bathroom door. Kenny stormed into the bathroom, where Bobby was sitting in the steaming bath with his eyes closed, a yellow pad and paper with the electoral count by state beside the tub. Bobby opened his eyes and, seeing the fury in Kenny’s face, visibly winced and sighed.

“Don’t worry about the closed door,” Bobby quipped, trying unsuccessfully for some humor.

“Don’t tell me it’s Johnson,” Kenny snapped.

Bobby sighed again. “I guess it is. He is seeing him now.”

Kenny was so furious that he could hardly talk. “Do you realize this is a disaster, Bobby? Nixon will love this. Now Nixon can say Kennedy is just another phony politician who will say anything to get elected. I want to talk to your brother myself on this one.”

Bobby heaved a sigh and stood up as Kenny handed him a towel. “All right. All right. As soon as I get dressed we will go up and see him.”

As Kenny recalled later: “I thought of all the promises I had made to the labor leaders and the civil rights groups, the assurances we had given that Johnson would not be on the ticket if Kennedy was the nominee. I felt we had been double-crossed.”

The Kennedy suite was filled with throngs of northern Democratic leaders. “Dave Lawrence, who had given Kennedy nothing but trouble, was acting as if the Johnson selection was all his idea. I just stared at him and was about ready to slug him when Jack, seeing the look on my face, pulled himself away from Ohio’s governor Mike DiSalle and signaled I should follow him,” Kenny explained. “When Jack saw the expression my face he realized I was about to explode. He beckoned Bobby and me to follow him into the bedroom, which was equally crowded.” Finding no privacy, Jack said to Bobby, “I better talk to Kenny alone in the bathroom.” Kenny followed Jack into the “usual Kennedy place,” which was the bathroom—the only place they could find real privacy.

Jack leaned against the sink, giving Kenny a minute to contain himself, but it was to no avail. Kenny’s voice was low and cold.

“This is the worst mistake you have ever made,” Kenny growled. “You came out here to Los Angeles like a knight on a white charger, the clean-cut Ivy League college guy who’s promising to get rid of the old hack politicians. And now, in your first move after you get the nomination, you go against all the people who supported you. Are we going to spend the campaign apologizing for Lyndon Johnson and trying to explain why he voted against everything you ever stood for?”

Jack pulled himself up straight, wincing in pain as he did so. His face became pale, livid with anger, so upset and hurt that it took him a moment before he was able to collect himself.

“Wait a minute, Kenny,” he said. “I’ve offered it to him, but he hasn’t accepted it yet and maybe he won’t. If he does accept it, let’s get one thing clear—” Later, in November 1963, as Kenny stood outside the new president’s cabin on Air Force One, with Jack Kennedy’s body lying in the back of the plane with his widow, Kenny remembered what Jack had said that day in Los Angeles: “Let’s get one thing clear. I’m forty-three years old and I am the healthiest candidate for President of the United States. You’ve traveled with me enough to know that. I am not going to die in office. So the vice presidency thing doesn’t mean anything. I’ve been thinking of something else, the leadership of Senate. If we win, we will win by a slim margin and I won’t be able to live with Lyndon Johnson as the leader of a small majority in the Senate. Did it occur to you that if Lyndon becomes the vice president, I’ll have Mike Mansfield as the leader of the Senate, somebody I can trust and depend on?”
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