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Chapter 1



December 7, 1957


Senator John Fitzgerald Kennedy’s glamourous storybook world, not to mention his celebrated and calculated climb toward the presidency of the United States, was about to experience a potentially catastrophic political earthquake. His grandest dreams, as well as those of his family and die-hard devotees, were about to devolve into a nightmarish scandal. But this wasn’t about his long-rumored and carelessly chronic marital infidelity—nor did it have anything to do with his carefully concealed, but likely life-threatening, health challenges. No, this potentially career-ending issue involved the achievement Kennedy was, in fact, the most proud of in his entire life.


It was Saturday night in America. And, while some no doubt had exciting plans that would send them staggering into Sunday, for many citizens, the kids were tucked in bed and mom and dad were settling down with a sandwich, or a bowl of ice cream, or maybe some popcorn, to watch a little television.


Because of the infamous date on the calendar, they may have talked a bit about where they were and what they were doing that same day sixteen years earlier when the world was suddenly and dramatically changed by dreadful news from a faraway place called Pearl Harbor. Or maybe life had now become so routine that those turbulent days of war seemed part of a distant past. At any rate, there was a new international conflict to keep an eye on.


A cold one.


For the fully domesticated, television was becoming more and more of a centerpiece to home life. Living room furniture tended to be arranged around it. Advertisers and producers were always trying to come up with new ways to capture—some might say manipulate—the attention of the unwitting public.


This night was a case in point. The big gun during the ten o’clock hour in the Eastern time zone was on Columbia Broadcasting System (CBS): Gunsmoke starring James Arness as Dodge City marshal Matt Dillon. The radio version from a few years earlier had featured William Conrad in that role, but he didn’t make the small screen cut. The corpulent radio man had the voice, but it was Arness who had the well-chiseled features.


Those whose dials were turned to NBC, and frankly there weren’t all that many of them, saw funnyman Ernie Kovacs using his legendary skills trying to breathe life into a quiz show called What’s It For? It featured inventors and inventions. But the show was on life support and would be replaced by Ted Mack’s Amateur Hour by Christmas.


On ABC, however, there was something that actually had potential. A hard-hitting and cigarette hawking newsman with a staccato delivery had recently made the leap from a local New York show called Night Beat to a coast-to-coast offering titled simply, The Mike Wallace Interview.


It was the beginning of take-no-prisoners television news, and Wallace was its ascendant star. The format was simple: the host and one guest, sitting across from each other, having an animated conversation. During the show’s brief tenure, Wallace had already interviewed an eclectic group of guests, from mobster Mickey Cohen, to feminist activist Margaret Sanger, to architect Frank Lloyd Wright, to blonde bombshell Jane Mansfield. And along the way, he had already earned a nickname—“Mike Malice.”


This night the scheduled guest was Drew Pearson, whose syndicated newspaper column called The Washington Merry-Go-Round was among the most widely read in America. He was particularly interested in presidential power, and few journalists have ever had “so intimate an acquaintance with the men who held that power.”1


At precisely 10:00 p.m., the image of a man clutching a cigarette in a Edward R. Murrow–like manner filled small screens tuned to ABC, and the broadcast began:




Good evening. Tonight, on the sixteenth anniversary of Pearl Harbor, we bring you a special interview from Washington D.C. We shall examine the dangers of another Pearl Harbor, a Third World War, with the most controversial correspondent in Washington, Drew Pearson. Drew, in a moment I shall ask you whether you think there’s going to be a Third World War, we’ll get your view on President Eisenhower’s uncertain future, and I shall confront you with the charge made by two past Presidents of the United States, that you are a chronic and a vicious liar. My name is Mike Wallace. The cigarette is Philip Morris.





After Wallace told his audience that Philip Morris was the best smoke around and that, “No filter is needed, because the mildness comes from the tobacco itself,” he and Pearson discussed Cold War tensions for a few minutes. Then the conversation shifted to domestic politics, particularly President Eisenhower’s health. The President, who had once also loved his cigarettes, but quit smoking them in 1949, had been a sick man for a couple of years, beginning with a heart attack while playing golf in Colorado in September 1955. He recovered from that sufficiently to make a successful run for reelection, his personal popularity being more than enough to overcome any negative perceptions about his capacity to do the job. Then in June 1957, he suffered a stroke and remained in a protracted convalescence—far from public view.


Wallace quoted a statement made by Vice President Richard Nixon about how Eisenhower was “not in such a condition as to make it necessary for him to resign.” If he shared the quote to bait Pearson, it worked because the newsman launched into a somewhat surprising defense of Nixon. In fact, he made a near-endorsement of the man he had more than once referred to as “Tricky Dick.”


Wallace pressed, asking Pearson if he thought President Eisenhower should resign because of his health. Pearson didn’t hesitate, giving his interviewer what would years later be known as a “soundbite” or “tweetable” quote: “Well, my prediction is … that, er … and this is a little bit not quite the way you stated it, but I predict that Mr. Nixon will become President of the United States, within approximately a year.” Pearson went on to suggest that Nixon would be a “better” president than the great hero of D-Day and architect of victory in Europe a dozen years earlier. That should have been the part of the interview that would be remembered.


But it wasn’t.


Their discussion of a Nixon presidency in the event of an Eisenhower resignation led seamlessly to speculation about 1960. Wallace curiously described Nixon as the Republican Party’s “glamour boy,” an odd observation seen in retrospect through the prism of so many unflattering Nixonian images. The host then suggested that the Democrats had a glamorous potential candidate of their own—John F. Kennedy, who happened to be tuned in that night.


The very mention of Kennedy’s name seemed to strike a nerve in Drew Pearson. Before long, he was well into a lengthy criticism of the U.S. senator from Massachusetts, which he tried to temper with half-hearted compliments: “Jack Kennedy is a fine young fellow, a very personable fellow, but he isn’t as good as that public relations campaign makes him out to be.”


Then Pearson dropped his own atomic bomb: “He is the only man in history that I know who won a Pulitzer Prize on a book which was ghost-written for him, which indicates the kind of public relations buildup he’s had.”2





Chapter 2



“A Target on His Back”


Early the following Monday morning, John F. Kennedy—Jack to his friends—walked into his office on Capitol Hill—room 362 in the Senate Office Building. He greeted his secretary, Evelyn Lincoln, and asked her to place a call to Clark Clifford, the powerful attorney and influential Washington insider. Years later, she said, “Soon after I went to work for John Fitzgerald Kennedy I learned that if he wanted something done, he wanted it done immediately.”1


Mrs. Lincoln, as Jack always called her, was his first hire when he set up the Senate office in January 1953. She would continue on as his personal secretary until November 22, 1963. Born and raised in Nebraska and the daughter of a congressman, Evelyn was well liked and enjoyed friendships with the other secretaries in the building. In fact, she regularly had lunch with the head secretary in a nearby office—Rose Mary Woods, who worked for Vice President Richard Nixon.2


Described as “pleasant, tactful, competent, and loyal,” Lincoln was often frustrated with Kennedy’s work habits and management style.3 He grew to depend on her for personal matters. It was her job to know “whether his clothes had come back from the dry cleaners or whether the barber shop would be open at the time he wanted his appointment.” She was forever trying to organize his cluttered desk, prompting Kennedy to bark at times, “How can you expect me to find anything? Why don’t you leave my desk alone?”4


Kennedy had a fidgety way about him. Lincoln recalled how her boss could be “so ill at ease,” and a bit unkempt, like when he was sworn in as a Senator in January 1953.5 Back on that day, the short end of his necktie “was clear up by the collar and the long end down below his belly. And he was forever trying to stuff his necktie into his pants.”


This was one of those days, following a couple of sleep-challenged nights.


A few moments later, Clifford was on the line. Jack rubbed his eyes and, with a sense of urgency in his voice, asked the lawyer to come to his office on an important matter. An hour later, the accomplished lawyer was seated across from Kennedy. He listened as Kennedy rehearsed what Pearson had said on Mike Wallace’s television show.


“I can’t let this stand,” the Senator told Clifford. “It is a direct attack on my honesty and integrity.” He wondered about a possible lawsuit against ABC, Drew Pearson, and Mike Wallace. But Clifford told him that pushing for a retraction would be a wiser course of action.


Then the phone rang.


Mrs. Lincoln told the Senator that his father was on the line.


Joseph P. Kennedy was a multimillionaire and the former U.S. Ambassador to Great Britain under President Franklin Roosevelt. He was also the driving force behind his son’s successful political career. To say Joe Kennedy was a control freak would be a gross understatement. He kept his children on a short leash even well into their adulthood. His grip on them has been described as “something close to totalitarian.”6 Years earlier, Jack joked to a good friend, “I guess Dad has decided that he’s going to be the ventriloquist, so I guess that leaves me the role of dummy.”


From his son’s first days as a congressman, Joe kept tabs on him with the help of a network of spies. One secretary kept a detailed log of visitors to Jack’s office, sharing it with the old man. Joe also paid the man who ran Jack’s office in the late 1940s to report on his son’s activities. And then there was the maid in Jack’s Georgetown townhome on Joe’s payroll who reported to him.7


Joe Kennedy was very upset.


Even from where he was sitting, Clark Clifford could hear his angry voice. He was screaming at Jack, who listened stoically. He was used to his father’s tirades, having endured them all of his life. After a few moments, Joe paused, giving Jack the chance to calmly say, “I will let you talk to Clark.”


He smiled and handed the phone to the crafty attorney.


“I want you to sue the bastards for fifty million dollars!” Joe said. “Get it started right away. It’s dishonest and they know it. My boy wrote the book. This is a plot against us!”8


Of all many honors he would receive throughout his life, none would make Jack prouder or happier than winning the Pulitzer Prize for biography in 1957. And, of all of the abuse he would receive throughout his life, none would make him angrier than even the suggestion that he had not really written the book that won the award—Profiles in Courage.


The Pulitzer came with its own inherent spotlight, one that, at times, resembled an irresistible target on Jack’s back. The attention carried with it scrutiny of the sort he had not yet fully experienced on the national stage. And there was a measure of envy on the part of his political peers. Many resented all the attention he was getting. Soon rumors began to circulate—rumors that Kennedy had not actually written the book and that sales figures were being manipulated to ensure the book’s continued placement on bestseller lists. The FBI even started a file, sensing Kennedy could be vulnerable to a fraud charge.9


If the rumors were proven to be true, all of Kennedy’s hopes and dreams, as well as those of his admirers and boosters—not to mention his powerful father—would come to nothing. And there would never be that brief and shining moment in America remembered ever since.


Camelot.


The story of the writing, publication, and popular reception of Profiles in Courage is in many ways a window into the era of all things Kennedy to come. And as with so many legends, the myths were superfluous. Jack’s actual accomplishments were significant on their own merit, with no real need for embellishment.


Jack Kennedy’s rise to the pinnacle of political power after World War II is a compelling story of ambition, wealth, skill, and a measure of cunning. He was prone to sickness—near death on a few occasions—yet he won the White House in 1960 evincing the image of youthful vigor, or as Kennedy would call it in his Boston brogue, “VIGAH.” He brought erudition, charm, wit, and charisma to the presidency in ways never before seen.


As president, Kennedy oversaw the largest economic expansion in the country up to that time. He started the Peace Corps, faced down Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev over missiles in Cuba, supported reforms in South America, started the United States on its path to the moon, and laid the foundation for later reforms in civil rights.


He was also rock-star popular.


A few years later, Richard Nixon, Kennedy’s generational rival, would win the presidential prize in 1968. However, his pathway to it was mocked as contrived and image-laden. There was even a best-selling book about it, called The Selling of the President—a cynical look at how Roger Ailes (of future Fox News notoriety) and many others purportedly manipulated the political process, as well as Nixon’s image, en route to victory.10 But Nixon’s 1968 team had simply borrowed from the Kennedy playbook in 1960.


Not that anyone noticed.


Like all successful politicians, Kennedy brought a tight-knit entourage with him wherever life and work took him—men and women who would do just about anything for him. They covered for him at times and worked as one to keep the flame of his image burning bright even long after he was gone.


They still do.


John F. Kennedy won the coveted literary award three weeks before his fortieth birthday, and it was well timed. He seemed to intuitively understand how beneficial it would be to have a Pulitzer on his political CV. After all, the man he hoped to succeed as President of the United States in less than three years was nearly three decades older than Jack and had a long and celebrated career of hands-on leadership and high-level executive experience. In contrast, Jack had never managed anything more than a small crew on an ill-fated PT boat and his Capitol Hill office staff.


Hardly the stuff to match the architect of D-Day.


It was understandable that Jack was concerned about being perceived as young and inexperienced, not at all ready for the responsibilities of the presidency. He needed to add a measure of gravitas to his bio. The Pulitzer Prize was a shortcut to what biographer Robert Dallek has described as the “the stamp of seriousness” he needed to win high office.11


With the publication of Profiles, JFK’s celebrity brand spiked nationally. The book was an instant bestseller and garnered stellar reviews. Because of his literary success, Jack also received several honorary college degrees. Profiles became a global publishing phenomenon and was translated into dozens of languages.12 Its author was increasingly perceived to be an erudite man of letters. Portions of the book were serialized in mass circulation periodicals. Kennedy was inundated with new speaking invitations from far and wide, all of this with the 1956 Democratic National Convention scheduled for that summer in Chicago.


And John F. Kennedy had his eyes on the vice-presidential nomination.





Chapter 3



“The Idea of Courageous Leadership”


Image was everything to Jack Kennedy. He came by his passion to create and manage his public persona, as well as his flair for it, naturally. It was in his DNA. And the production and promotion of Profiles in Courage would be his masterstroke.


His father had effectively molded his own image a generation earlier, first as an incredibly successful businessman, then as a motion picture mogul. He eventually became one of the wealthiest men in America, acquiring a net worth that would be valued in our day at several billion dollars.1


But Joe Kennedy got bored with business-as-usual and set his sights on politics, pitching his substantial tent in the camp of Franklin Roosevelt in 1932, during the New Yorker’s first campaign for the presidency. Though he would be ever-wary of the ambitious Kennedy, FDR found him useful, first as the czar-like watch dog over the country’s stock markets as Chairman of the newly created Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC), then with a much bigger prize—U.S. Ambassador to Great Britain at the time when war clouds were in full development over Europe.


Then Joe set his sights on the big prize—to succeed FDR as President of the United States in 1940.


But the elder Kennedy’s temperament and arrogance ultimately undermined his image in ways that led to his political demise. With his personal ambitions in ashes, Joe shifted gears and began to live vicariously through his sons, particularly his namesake, Joe Junior.


Then came the mother of all game-changers—World War II. Jack became a hero, while Joe Jr. became a casualty. And it wasn’t long before their father began to place all his hopes and dreams on plan B—Jack. The problem was that Joe’s second born son was not the natural born leader that his late brother was.


The old man had his work cut out for him.


Beginning while Jack was still in college, the Kennedy public relations machine had already started to give him a makeover. The first step was to take an otherwise ordinary college research paper—Jack’s senior thesis at Harvard—and turn it into a book. Actually, more than just a book, it would be a bestseller titled Why England Slept. Kennedy influence and money fueled its research, polish, and promotion propelling the young writer to a brief, but significant moment of celebrity.


Then, as fate would have it, and with Jack in the navy serving in the South Pacific, a tragedy, one in which Jack demonstrated his own heroic courage, became the stuff of legend. Joe Kennedy made sure of it. He saw to it that an article about his son’s experience and exploits got the widest possible circulation. Money was no object. Then came campaigns for the House of Representatives and the U.S. Senate, all bankrolled by the old man’s money and driven by his image machine, which included a network of powerful movers and shakers from business, academia, journalism, and politics.


But the biggest and most effective effort of all was the one connected with Profiles in Courage. Joe Kennedy not only helped with the promotion of the book, he helped to facilitate the awarding of the Pulitzer Prize. And when questions arose about the possibility that his son might not have really written the book, Jack’s father went into full nuclear mode, mobilizing a well-oiled fix-it machine. He knew what it was to have a career derailed by a public relations disaster, and he wasn’t about to let that happen to Jack.


He was determined that John F. Kennedy would become the President of the United States.


Kennedy, of course, won the presidency in 1960. Lurking in the shadows, however, were a few things that, had they come to light back then, might have spelled doom for him, the kind of political meltdown his long-time rival Richard Nixon would experience more than a decade later. The kind of fall that could have given much earlier birth to the cynicism many Americans expressed in the aftermath of Watergate.


There is some indication that serious political trouble was brewing for President Kennedy before his fateful trip to Dallas. Journalists and political opponents had been busy digging up dirt, including about a particularly damaging story about Jack’s womanizing and his relationship with a possible East German spy.2 He had watched with a blend of fascination and fear as a scandal played out in Great Britain in 1963, one that reached the highest levels of British power and threatened his friend, Prime Minister Harold MacMillan. It was called The Profumo Affair. And Kennedy knew that he was perilously close to having something similar exposed about him.3


All these years later, in the wake of so much historical analysis of Kennedy, the prevailing wisdom suggests he would have had great political difficulty in our day. Truth be told, he would have indeed found things challenging in his own time had the public known certain things about him. The answer to the rhetorical question: “If the American people had known then what we know now, would Kennedy have become, or remained, President of the United States?” usually defaults to two specific issues—womanizing and health.


However, there was another potential scandal that could have threatened Kennedy’s political career more than his girlfriends or the fact that he did indeed have serious health issues that betrayed his image as a healthy and vibrant leader. But this problem had been effectively handled thus far by Kennedy and his people, as were the others.


By cover-up and deception.


John F. Kennedy’s race for the presidency in 1960 was built around the idea of courageous leadership. He presented himself to the American public as a man of action, someone who would get America moving forward again, implying that President Eisenhower, and therefore his Vice President Richard Nixon, the Republican nominee, had presided over a dormant nation stuck in place, or worse—the past. Kennedy said he had a futuristic vision to meet the challenges of the new decade. He also tended to frame the times as laden with conflict and crisis. And he was confident he had the kind of courage needed to lead the nation at such a dangerous moment.


In fact, he had written a book on the subject. He told friends that Profiles and the Pulitzer Prize it brought him were bound to be help to him with his run for the White House.4


If, as one historian wrote fifty years after JFK’s death, “Profiles in Courage constituted, essentially, a deceit on Kennedy’s part,” and if that would have become well known in the late 1950s, Kennedy’s image would have lost much its luster. It represented an existential threat. And, in what turned out to be a photo-finish election on November 8, 1960, the outcome would likely have been different. That is assuming Kennedy would have even won the Democratic nomination that year in the first place.


Yes—Profiles in Courage and the Pulitzer Prize were that important.


Profiles examined the concept of political courage, with a specific focus on the U.S. Senate, where Jack Kennedy served in the mid-1950s, representing Massachusetts. The book dealt largely with eight Senators, men who hazarded their own careers though the courage of their convictions.


There was John Quincy Adams, the future sixth President and son of the second one. He chose the national interest over those of his own constituents in the case of a proposed embargo against Great Britain. Because of his stand, Adams lost the support of his party—the Federalists. He was even called a traitor.


Next up was a look at a trio of Senators who tried to save the Union from inevitable division. The book drills down on the Compromise of 1950 and examines the roles of three political giants: Daniel Webster, Thomas Hart Benton, and Sam Houston. The great issue of that era was, of course, slavery. As the country grew and added western territories—Texas, New Mexico, Oregon, Minnesota, Utah, and Arizona—there was no federal law as yet prohibiting slavery. And the Senate became ground zero for the emerging national debate. Millard Fillmore was in the White House, and he agreed to a plan chiseled together by Henry Clay and Stephen Douglas which allowed some of the territories to make their own decisions about being slave or free. The plan also included strengthening the already notorious Fugitive Slave Law, requiring people in free states to return escaped slaves back to their owners in slave states.


That was the great sticking point.


Webster supported the compromise, even though it went against the wishes of the vast majority of citizens in Massachusetts. He was widely denounced and died a couple of years later. Thomas Hart Benton from Missouri also supported the bill and was voted out of office then next year. Sam Houston’s support of the Great Compromise went against the grain of the secessionists in Texas, those who wanted to leave the Union. The legislation also called for Texas to surrender much of present-day New Mexico, adding to Sam Houston’s tarnished political image.


The courage shown by these men all included their tacit approval of slavery in an effort to save the Union from dissolution. So, while history has shown all three men to be courageous, they were also terribly wrong. Their courage was, at the very least, misplaced.


It is hard to imagine any political leader in our day—particularly anyone claiming liberal bona fides—applauding the “courage” of men who supported, for whatever reason, a law that facilitated the return of slaves in the North to their “owners” in the South. But in the mid-1950s, this seemed to raise very few eyebrows.


In the next section, Profiles dealt with issues after the Civil War. First, there was the impeachment of President Andrew Johnson, Lincoln’s successor. Perceived as being too soft on the South, he was opposed and attacked by radical members of his own Republican Party. When he was on trial in the Senate, he was acquitted by only one vote—and that was cast by a Senator from Kansas named Edmund Ross, who suffered great political consequences for voting his conscience.


A decade later, Senator Lucius Lamar (D-Mississippi) faced his own dilemma over monetary policy—the issue of so-called “free silver.” Lamar supported the gold standard, which put him out of sorts with his constituency.


The next part of the book starts with the run-up to the First World War. By then, Senators were being elected directly by voters due to the Seventeenth Amendment, as opposed to being appointed by state legislatures, as had been the practice since the founding of the Republic. Senator George Norris from Nebraska opposed President Wilson’s policies and the potential for America to join the European war. It was a courageous effort, but a losing proposition. The final Senator in the book is Robert Taft (R-Ohio), son of President William Howard Taft, who spoke out against the highly popular Nuremberg Trials after World War II.


In his 1956 Foreword to Profiles in Courage, historian Allan Nevins wrote: “Senator Kennedy treats of a special kind of courage: the moral courage of a parliamentary leader who in behalf of principle confronts the passion of his colleagues, constituents, and a majority of the general public.”5





Chapter 4



“One of America’s Great Political Writers”


Writing was in Ted Sorensen’s blood. Even before he was born, his mother was leading a writing club for women in Lincoln, Nebraska. She wanted to develop a greater audience of women for great literature. She was a lover of language and studied the power of words to facilitate change. Her son would follow in her footsteps on both counts.


Annis Sorensen also shared her love for storytelling with her children, “instilling in them a common passion for prose.” She especially encouraged her son Theodore “to explore his own capabilities with the written word.” That was the beginning of the young boy’s lifelong passion for writing. He would go on to spend his life working on his language skills and would eventually become “one of America’s great political writers.”1


He would also become JFK’s ghost.


Ted’s father was a wordsmith, as well, having served as the editor of the Daily Nebraskan, the student newspaper at the University of Nebraska. So, both parents instilled in their son a passion for the English language, “as a beautiful instrument of precision.”2


Theodore Chaikin Sorensen was born on May 8, 1928 “in the middle of everywhere,” at least that was what it said on a road sign in Nebraska.3 Sorensen remembered it as “a wholesome place in which to grow up, the kind of small-town environment now seemingly gone forever.” His mother, Annis Chaikin, was the daughter of Russian Jews and known in their community for her activism and work for causes such as woman’s suffrage. She was also a pacifist. Her views were no-doubt shaped in large part by what her parents had experienced in the old country. It was a brutal world they left to come to America. She worked her way through the University of Nebraska as a maid, graduating in 1908 with a degree in classic literature, as well as Greek and Latin. She earned her master’s degree a year later.


Unable to find a job that interested her in Nebraska, she set her sights on New York, ultimately landing a position with the Ladies Committee of the New York Jewish Protectory and Aid Society, where she worked as a probation coordinator for “delinquent Jewish girls.”4 While in the big city, Annis gravitated to other local pacifists in New York, people like the famous social activist Jane Addams and the Zionist Rabbi Stephen Wise, as well as “social work leaders and radical muckrakers.”5 Ted said decades later that coworkers were captivated by her “fresh stimulating views” and her “delightful disregard of convention, precedent, and authority.”


After a few years, Annis returned to Lincoln and the University of Nebraska, becoming the executive secretary and editor of the University Journal. It was in that role, at one point, that she became acquainted with a strange story involving the famous car manufacturer, Henry Ford.


As a war in Europe threatened to draw the United States away from neutrality, and as President Woodrow Wilson took steps to shore up America’s military forces (despite his stated policy of keeping the nation out of war), a strong peace movement took hold in parts of the country. The Detroit automaker became an outspoken advocate of pacifism and at one point threw his influence—and fortune—behind what many called a foolish political stunt. At a New York City press conference in November 1915, Ford announced that he had leased the Oscar II, a ship from the Scandinavian-American Line, and would load it with the leading peace advocates of the day.


The idea was to mobilize international opinion to end the war in Europe before more nations, including the United States, were drawn in. The press quickly dubbed it The Peace Ship, which was meant sarcastically. Newspapers across the country lampooned Ford “as a Don Quixote accompanied by an assemblage of Sancho Panzas.”6 The Evangelist Billy Sunday, then at the height of his popularity as a wave of patriotism swept across the nation, remarked, “As a winner of publicity, Ford takes the cake.”7 And one former U.S. Senator said, “In uselessness and absurdity it will stand without equal.”


The ship sailed that December with great fanfare, but to no actual effect. Even Ford’s good friend Thomas A. Edison thought the automaker had gone slightly mad. He visited Ford’s cabin aboard ship just before it left. “I’ll give you a million dollars if you’ll come,” Ford shouted into Edison’s near-deaf ear. But the famous inventor shook his head and smiled as he walked away.8


One of the passengers on Ford’s big boat was from Lincoln, Nebraska, and Annis Chaikin sought him out hoping for an article for the University Journal. His name was C. A. Sorensen. He was an active member of the Nebraska Peace Society and had been invited by a Unitarian preacher to join other peace advocates on the ship. In all, the “delegates” on the Oscar II included thirty-six students and twenty-eight journalists. C. A. Sorensen almost missed the boat, his train having arrived in New York thirty minutes after the ship was scheduled to depart.9


Christian A. Sorensen’s ancestors were from Denmark. His parents, as was the case with Annis, immigrated to America during the late nineteenth century. He grew up in rural Nebraska. Ted described him as “a country boy,” and his mother as “a city girl from Omaha.” But they were both well-educated intellectuals.10 They eloped in July 1921. Christian was a nominal Unitarian, so the couple determined to raise their children in that faith, a Rabbi in Lincoln assuring Annis that “the similarities between Reform Judaism and Unitarianism would make it logical for the two religious groups to join as ‘Jewnitarian’.”


When Ted was born, his father had just been elected as Attorney General of Nebraska as a reform candidate. He was “an active prosecutor of the state’s prohibition laws and a crusading anti-vice campaigner.”11 The Sorensens were big supporters of George W. Norris, who represented the Cornhusker State in the U.S. Senate. Ted grew up idolizing Norris, a politician who believed “an educated elite judged the best course of action based on their concept of the common national interest.”12 Ted’s father actually managed one of Norris’s campaigns. His admiration for the Senator seemed to create in Ted “an independent spirit that was unafraid to question the accepted wisdom or the views of his political superiors, a trait that served him well in his years as a public servant.”


Although their socioeconomic stations were worlds apart, Ted Sorensen’s family life was similar to Jack Kennedy’s in one telling way—he grew up in a home where discussions of social issues, public affairs, and current events were frequent. The house was “filled with national news magazines,” and Ted’s parents—even his older brother—would regularly quiz him about the issues du jour.13


Ted had “a fierce commitment to racial justice” and helped to establish the first area chapter of the Congress of Racial Equality (C.O.R.E.). They managed to get the city’s swimming pool integrated. As a young man, he earned a reputation as a serious and persuasive intellectual.14 And like his future boss, Sorensen had a great memory, “mental and physical energy, intolerance for small talk, and directness of manner.”15





Chapter 5



“The Second Son Born to Joe and Rose Kennedy”


Franklin Delano Roosevelt sat in his suite at Boston’s Ritz Hotel working on a campaign speech he was scheduled to give at Boston Garden. He was the Democratic nominee for the President of the United States, and the 1932 election was just a few days away. Joining him at the Ritz were his son James and daughter-in-law Betsey. Betsey had brought a friend—a wealthy department store heiress named Kay Halle. Kay had “bright eyes, strikingly blonde hair, and abundant if sometimes guileless enthusiasms,” historian Arthur Schlesinger remembered years later.1


Halle recalled the moment when Felix Frankfurter, then a law professor at Harvard, came in with another man. “He was unmistakably Irish,” she remembered, “with his copper colored hair, and a beaming smile that exposed his shining teeth.” Kay asked Frankfurter about his friend. He said, “Joe, tell them who you are.”


“I’m Joe Kennedy,” he said. “Mr. Frankfurter brought me with him because, though I’ve been interested in all sorts of businesses in Boston and California—in films and banking and though ‘Honey’ Fitzgerald, Mayor of Boston, is my father-in-law, I’ve never had the thrill of being a part of a presidential campaign. So, I put some money into Mr. Roosevelt’s campaign, and I’d like to go along with you all and take part in the fun.”


Kennedy had not only managed to survive the ravages of the Great Depression, then holding the nation and the world in its death-grip, but he had actually thrived. He made his money “by sharp dealing, by stock churning and bootlegging, and other maneuvers that were not always in line with Marquis of Queensberry’s rules.”2 He actually increased his fortune substantially by waiting for stocks to bottom out and then snatching up bargains.


Earlier that year, Kennedy had played a vital role helping FDR secure the Democratic nomination, placing an early morning call to William Randolph Hearst at his San Simeon estate in California and persuading the media mogul to throw his support to FDR.3 The key was the California delegation which had been committed to the Texan John Nance “Cactus Jack” Garner, who was then serving as Speaker of the House of Representatives. Kennedy urged Hearst to use his influence to make sure California’s delegates supported FDR, and in exchange ensured Garner the number two spot on the ticket.


With his overture toward Hearst, Joe Kennedy had high hopes for Mr. Roosevelt—and himself.


Kay Halle found Joe to be both attractive and charming. In fact, they would eventually have a love affair. But that night she was on her way out to visit Betsey Roosevelt’s father—Dr. Harvey Cushing—at a nearby hospital, where he was being treated for an ulcer. Joe Kennedy asked to join them because, as it happened, his son Jack was in the same hospital.


Joe took Kay to Jack’s room.


“He couldn’t have been more than twelve or thirteen,” she said.


Actually, he was fifteen, but he was thin and frail and looked much younger. “Jack was lying in bed, very pale which highlighted the freckles across his nose. He was so surrounded by books I could hardly see him. I was very impressed because at that point this very young child was reading The World Crisis, a history of The Great War by Sir Winston Churchill,” she said.4


Kay’s encounter with young Kennedy that night was the beginning of a relationship that would endure until Jack’s death, and it highlights two themes that would come to define his life and career—passion for the written word and a never-ending fascination with history. Schlesinger would later reflect on Kennedy’s attraction to the past: “History was full of heroes for him and he reveled in stately cadences of historical prose. His memory when he read was photographic. Situations, scenes and quotations stuck in his mind for the rest of his life.”5


Jack’s mind was sharp, but his body was a battlefield.


The second son born to Joe and Rose Kennedy, John Fitzgerald, was born on May 29, 1917, less than two months after President Woodrow Wilson took the United States into a war that he had promised to avoid. Jack was two years younger than his brother, Joe Jr. and found himself much of the time living in the shadow of his talented sibling. There was a definite rivalry there, “that admixture of love, jealousy, anger, and competitiveness had jelled into the seminal relationship in young Jack’s life.”6 Jack was very sensitive and unable to see that his brother likely felt threatened by him, seeing his “potential far better than Jack saw it himself.”


Joe Sr. also did everything in his power to ensure his children—particular the older brothers—grew up understanding world affairs. Jack seemed to take to this better than his older brother. He read the New York Times every day and had a “near encyclopedic knowledge of current events.” He was described as “a fiercely intelligent young man who looked with wry bemusement at his life.”7


That “bemusement” meant that Jack “was careless about his clothes, careless about his appointments, and careless about money. Worse yet, he was intellectually careless. He was living through the Great Depression, with millions unemployed and the roads and rails full of hollow-eyed wanderers, and yet he knew and felt nothing of what his compatriots were suffering.”8 He spent much of his time in the classroom daydreaming and barely getting passing grades. Teachers regularly noted that he didn’t work to his potential. In fact, in today’s academic environment he might be diagnosed with attention deficit disorder.9


Then there were his physical problems. In 1920, just before his third birthday he nearly died from scarlet fever. “Jack was a very, very sick little boy,” his mother recalled in her memoirs.10 She also believed that this early episode contributed to his ongoing vulnerability to a host of diseases. Jack certainly seemed to catch everything that came along—and then some. From whooping cough, to measles, to chicken pox, chronic bronchitis, and even asthma. Rose kept “an index file with notations of her children’s medical histories.” Jack also struggled with his vision at times and began wearing glasses as a teenager, something he was sensitive about throughout his life.


Photos of him wearing spectacles were very rare.


His siblings sometimes mocked him for being sickly. There was a standing joke his brother Bobby recalled years later—“When we were growing up together we used to laugh about the great risk a mosquito took in biting Jack Kennedy—with some blood the mosquito was sure to die.”11 One doctor familiar with his case suggested that Jack was also “born with a weak back.”12 In the 1970s, Dr. Elmer C. Bartels, who had often treated Jack years before at the Lahey Clinic in Boston, explained, “An unstable back is something you are born with and it doesn’t maintain itself properly.”13 So later injuries, from football, and then the war, simply aggravated a condition Jack had since the day he was born, and would suffer from until the day he died. Pulitzer Prize–winning journalist Seymour Hersh said illness was “the most important fact of Kennedy’s early years.”14


But with all his health struggles, Jack remained a cheerful optimist, facing his challenges with great courage and never indulging in self-pity. He never expressed anything “about why the God his mother worshipped daily should have plagued him with these constant illnesses.”15


He used his down time, whether in the hospital or while resting at home, for reading. This was Jack Kennedy’s real education. His chronic childhood illnesses, and the attendant downtime, allowed him to retreat into a world of the mind, one infused with voracious reading. Jack would not begin to take formal studies seriously until his junior year in college, but his poor academic record before that masked his impressive autodidactic development.





Chapter 6



“The Muckers Club”


John F. Kennedy grew up surrounded by privilege. His wealthy father saw to it that he and his siblings wanted for nothing, even during times when much of the world struggled to barely survive. Joe Kennedy presided over an empire of wide-ranging business enterprises. And he was a patriot. During the First World War, his public service as the manager of a Boston steel shipyard brought him into contact with Franklin Roosevelt, who was then serving as Assistant Secretary of the Navy. It was a relationship that would continue for a couple of decades.


Joe had married Rose Fitzgerald, the daughter of a Boston mayor, a local political legend in his own right. They had nine children. Rose was a devout Roman Catholic, while Joe was nominal in his faith, leaving the religious grounding of his children to her. Joe’s work ethic and his tendency to stray from his wedding vows ensured that they would never be all that close to each other. At times, their union “appeared little more than an elaborate, exquisitely rendered masquerade.” In fact, the only real thing they had in common was the children. The young Kennedys “were their mutual business, and when they were around them, there was usually some other agenda at work, some life lesson being imparted.”1 The Kennedy family was described years later by journalist Stewart Alsop as “a remarkable closed corporation,” with Joe as its CEO.2


In 1928, Joe Kennedy purchased a palatial home in Hyannis Port, Massachusetts, along Nantucket Sound on Cape Cod. The three-house compound located on six waterfront acres “became as close to a spiritual home as the Kennedys would ever have.” The family spent summers there and it became “the school in which more than anywhere else Joe and Rose created the emotional ethos of the young generation of Kennedy men.”3


Joe’s storied business brains enabled him to see trouble on the horizon after the family’s first full summer at Hyannis Port. He saw impending doom for the economy, particularly the stock market, and pulled all his money out long before the crash in October 1929. He managed to insulate and isolate his family from the worst of the Great Depression, “while some of his less prescient neighbors were relegated to living in mansions without electricity and pawning their family valuables.”4


When Jack was ready for high school, he followed his older brother to Choate, a private boarding school in Wallingford, Connecticut. Always overshadowed by Joe Jr., a star athlete and popular guy on campus, Jack found ways to make a name for himself. Because he was sickly and underweight, he attracted the nickname “Rat Face.” Jack responded by acting out, and his rebellious behavior made him popular with some of his fellow students.


One time, Jack smuggled firecrackers onto the campus and planted them in a lavatory. After they had done their damage, he sat in the daily chapel conducted by Headmaster George St. John, who held up a “badly injured toilet seat.” St. John then described the culprits responsible as “the muckers,” which Jack took to heart. To the headmaster, such pranks were contrary to the spirit of the institution. He regularly admonished the students to, in words resembling some Kennedy would make famous decades later, “ask not what Choate does for you, but what you can do for Choate.”5


By his junior year, Jack had attracted a loyal following and the group came to be known as “The Muckers Club.”6 One member of this clique was a fellow named Kirk Lemoyne Billings, who liked to be called “Lem.” He and Jack became lifelong friends—likely the closest friend in Jack’s life. Billings was “tall and personable and always ready to join in Jack’s zest for fun.”7


And he was gay.8


Jack and Lem didn’t have much in common apart from the fact that “they were both second sons and survived Choate together.” But there was something special about their friendship and Jack “clearly needed Billings and his loyal company.”9 So close were they that Lem took up residence in the White House when Kennedy was President.


Jack’s father set up trust funds for his children. He saw life as a “giant feast” and wanted his children to be able to experience it the same way. The funds were “as much a part of that vision for his sons’ lives as private school education and athletic competition, as well as part of his vision of what he thought a true man should be and have and do.” Joe later told his good friend Bernard Baruch that the money would allow his sons to “spit in his eye” if they wanted.10


Beyond any doubt, Jack therefore grew up with a deep-seated sense of entitlement. He also had no problem letting others do things for him.





Chapter 7



“The Gathering Storm”


Jack packed relatively light, stuffing three pajama tops and bottoms, seven handkerchiefs, sixteen pairs of socks, eight pairs of underwear, fourteen shirts, and four pairs of pants into his satchel. But he also brought his car.


A nifty 1936 Ford convertible.1


He and his good friend, Lem Billings, boarded the SS Washington, one of the largest and fastest American vessels competing for market dominance with the Germans and British, for a trip to Europe. It would be a life-changing experience.


By the summer of 1937, the world was lurching toward its rendezvous with war. Japan was well into its military incursion into China, Spain was engulfed in a full-throttle civil war, and Mussolini’s Italy was firmly in control of Ethiopia—all things that spelled doom and demise for the League of Nations, the largely ineffectual global network created in the aftermath of The Great War. And Nazi Germany, fresh from its unchallenged occupation of the Rhineland region, was preparing for its next expansionist move—the annexation of Austria.


Jack and Lem got off the ship when it stopped at Le Havre, France, and waited for the car to be offloaded. Then, sans top, they motored through scenic Normandy, staying the first night at a little inn in the town of Beauvais, about forty-five miles from Paris. They reached the City of Lights the next day, where they spent their time in typical tourist fashion. They managed an excursion into Spain, even though the at-war nation was marked as not approved on their passports. Watching their first bullfight, both young men were less than impressed by such heartless cruelty—Ernest Hemingway’s popular romanticism notwithstanding.


Along the way, Kennedy experienced his first political awakening. He not only saw a continent in the midst of dynamic change, but he also learned some things about himself. When he and Lem made their way to Mussolini’s Italy, Kennedy got his first up-close and personal look at the political ideology called fascism then taking hold in much of Europe. Years later, Billings would reflect on the fact that his wealthy friend seemed to be much more interested in the problems then going on in the world than he ever did back in school.2


Jack kept a diary on the trip, and his entries highlight his awakening. He wrote: “Would fascism be possible in a country with the economic distribution of wealth as the US? Could there be any permanence in an alliance of Germany and Italy—or are their interests too much in conflict?”3 He and Lem even got to watch Mussolini deliver a speech. Lem remembered, “He was such an unusual speaker. You know, he’d talk, then he’d jut his chin out.”


The next stop was Germany—a nation experiencing a Nazi-driven economic and military revival, one that portended international challenges to come. Jack and Lem drove up through Innsbruck, Austria, and eventually arrived in Munich, where they treated themselves to beer and sausage at the Hofbrauhaus. They had conversations with the locals and experienced the strong anti-American sentiment that was taking hold in Germany. Billings saw the Germans as “insufferable, they were so haughty and so sure of themselves,” adding, “the German people were going through a very strange period then.”4


Leaving Germany, they made their way back to the French coast and ferried across the Channel, car in tow, en route to London. After several days there, they were on their way home. It had been a summer to remember, and Jack Kennedy was beginning to take the world and his education more seriously. He would have all kinds of questions for his professors at Harvard that fall.


Around this time, Jack had his first brush with marriage. He had fallen in love with Francis Ann Cannon, a wealthy textile heiress. They dated for nearly a year, and he wanted to marry her. Years later, Francis recalled, “He was the first man who was in love with me. He proposed marriage to me.”5 But her father was against her marriage to a Roman Catholic. They remained close friends and kept in touch during the years that followed.


In fact, there would come a moment when Francis would help Jack become a national hero.


That December, Jack’s father received a significant posting from President Roosevelt—U.S. Ambassador to the Court of St. James. This was a plum assignment, one that raised his political profile, as well as his prospects. In early 1938, Joe and Rose and the younger Kennedy children moved to London and took up residence at 15 Princess Gate, a property J. P. Morgan had donated to the embassy in 1920. Jack would travel back and forth between America and England for the next few years, giving him a front-row seat to what Winston Churchill would later masterfully and colorfully describe as “The Gathering Storm.”


The summer of 1938, just prior to Jack’s junior year at Harvard, turned out to be another crucial time for his intellectual development. He and his brother Joe spent much of it in Paris at the home of U.S. Ambassador William Bullitt. They were there while a new crisis played out between Germany, Czechoslovakia, Britain, and France—one that would put Europe directly on a collision course with war.


Fresh from his success with the annexation of Austria, Adolf Hitler made territorial demands for the Sudetenland, the region of Bohemia and Moravia largely populated with German-speaking citizens. Of course, the dictator’s real agenda was to swallow up all of Czechoslovakia, a polyglot nation cobbled together as a successor to the Austro-Hungarian Empire in the aftermath of The Great War.


By the time Jack returned to Harvard that September, a meeting between German, British, Italian, and French leaders bore the fruit of what Churchill would later describe as “the summit of the crisis.”6





Chapter 8



“JFK’s Future Ghostwriter”


Eight-year-old Ted Sorensen sat on his father’s shoulders trying to catch a glimpse of the President of the United States over the heads of those standing in the large crowd. The date was October 10, 1936. Franklin Roosevelt was in Omaha campaigning for reelection. Speaking from the back of his train, he was flanked by Senator George Norris, who just that year had left the Republican Party and was running for reelection as an independent, FDR smiled and talked about his policies to help the American farmer.1


Norris was already Ted’s hero, so he was pleased when the President said, “George Norris’ candidacy transcends state and party lines. In our national history we have had few elder statesmen who like him have preserved the aspirations of youth as they accumulate the wisdom of years.”2


Ted also vividly remembered Election Day a few weeks later. Roosevelt won in a landslide, and there was a parade in Lincoln complete with the locals singing “Happy Days are Here Again.”


Apparently, Sorensen became a political animal at a very young ago.


Theodore Sorensen grew up on Park Avenue, but not in a pricy New York City apartment; rather it was, as he described it, “a modest two-story stucco house” in Lincoln, Nebraska.3 Although the Great Depression was hitting some people in a devastating way, the Sorensen household managed to avoid its extremes. They weren’t by any means wealthy, just comfortable compared to many Americans. He remembered when they upgraded from an icebox to a refrigerator. Theirs was a pacifist home, with the children getting “Erector sets, a hectograph, and picture puzzles that encouraged creativity,” as opposed to the toy soldiers and cap guns enjoyed by other neighborhood kids.


He described his mother as “the lioness” of the household, someone “fiercely protective of her cubs.” When he was ten years old, John F. Kennedy’s future ghostwriter wrote a poem about her:




This poem is about my mother,


When I was sick in bed,


She would bring me up my food,


Which was usually milk and bread.


Against sickness she put up a fight,


And when I had a large fever


She would stay up late at night


My mother is now 50 years old,


And has lived 10 of those years with me


And I hope I’ll support her for the rest of my life


I hope that’s the way it will be.4





Sorensen recalled, “Whatever capacity I developed as a writer was nurtured in an articulate family.”5 Their house was filled with books and periodicals. Like Jack Kennedy, Ted was a voracious reader. Even as a young boy, he was reading the likes of Harper’s, Atlantic Monthly, and even the Saturday Review of Literature. His mother took him and his siblings on a weekly trip to the Lincoln Public Library, “carrying a bushel baskets into which each of us added the books of our choice.”
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