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People keep telling me I can be a great man. I’d rather be a good one.

—JOHN
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My John is such a happy little boy, you know. I think sometimes I worry about him too much.

—JACKIE


FOR MY GRANDDAUGHTER,
CHARLOTTE BEATRICE BROWER,
AKA “CHARLIE”


The whole world knew his name before he did. John seemed to belong not only to our family, but to the American family.

—TED KENNEDY



Preface


“A Certain Gallantry”



He was the most brilliant star in the Kennedy firmament—the only son of two figures who captured the world’s attention more than a half century ago and have yet to relinquish it. John Fitzgerald Kennedy Jr. would spend his entire life trying to come to terms with the world’s obsessive interest in the people he knew simply as Mummy and Daddy—and its similarly obsessive interest in him.

For the rest of us, it was no mystery at all. As a dynamic, attractive, and impossibly glamorous couple living with their young children in the White House, Jack and Jackie Kennedy embodied all the hopes and dreams of the postwar era. When a sniper’s bullet brought a bloody end to it all, Americans realized that, however shocked and saddened they may have been for the nation’s loss, it paled in comparison to the burden his wife and children would bear.

In the days and weeks following Dallas, Jackie’s natural dignity and quiet strength were the glue that held a stunned and grieving nation together. Yet it fell to the little boy known throughout the world as John-John, whose mother well understood the enduring power of symbolism, to provide the most memorably heart-melting moment of all. With her eye undoubtedly on John’s future, Jackie bent down and instructed the three-year-old to deliver history’s most famous salute as his father’s horse-drawn casket passed before him—in that moment securing his place forever in the national consciousness.

At the time, young John was merely a supporting character in the larger narrative being spun by his mother. Terrified that her husband’s time in the White House was too short for him to be remembered as a great president, Jackie concocted the myth of an American Camelot. Then she spent the rest of her life cultivating a personal mystique that, in the end, made her the most talked-about, written-about, speculated-about personality of her generation—arguably the most celebrated American woman of the twentieth century.

“It’s hard to talk about a legacy or a mystique,” John once observed. “It’s my family. It’s my mother. It’s my sister. It’s my father. We’re a family like any other. We look out for one another. The fact that there have been difficulties and hardships, or obstacles, makes us closer.”

Caroline’s big-sisterly affection for John was certainly never in doubt. Nor was her role in the Kennedy family saga any less significant. Like her brother, high-spirited Caroline was one of the few remaining links to a more innocent and hopeful period in American history—the time before Vietnam, Watergate, AIDS, and the specter of terrorism. At dedications and graduations and weddings and funerals too numerous to mention, Caroline stood alongside her brother, sharing equally in the joys and the heartaches.

In the patriarchal world of the Kennedys, however, the heavy burden of expectation was John’s to bear alone. Starting with his wildly ambitious grandfather, Joseph P. Kennedy Sr., the men of each generation were expected to carry the dynastic torch forward. When Joe Jr. was killed on a bombing run during World War II, the torch was passed to Jack, then from Jack to Bobby, from Bobby to Teddy—and on to the next generation.

For John, the pressure to follow in his father’s footsteps was an inescapable part of daily life. In JFK’s absence, it seemed as if the entire world had stepped up to remind John more or less continuously that he was destined for political greatness.

John came to understand why so much was expected of him, but he also often wondered what, if Dallas had never happened, his larger-than-life dad would have wanted for him. In one grainy black-and-white television interview, JFK cautiously admitted that he wanted his son to enter politics because he had found public service to be both challenging and personally fulfilling. At the same time, the young president was quick to add, “I want him to do whatever makes him happy—whatever that is.”

John’s mother was another matter entirely. No less a force of nature than her husband, Jackie also wanted her son to do whatever made him happy—as long as he fulfilled what she firmly believed to be his destiny. Along the way, she urged him to take risks, to forge his own path, and to cherish his legacy without letting it overwhelm him.

“I think the most interesting thing about him,” John once said of his father, “is that you realize he was just a man, that he lived a life, like anybody else.” John did precisely that—living his life to the fullest and on his own terms, with a kind of easy, unadorned grace born of a life spent entirely in the public eye. In the end, he eagerly embraced all that was expected of him—and, in a move that might well have altered the course of U.S. political history, prepared to challenge one of the most formidable public personages of our time.

When she died of lymphoma in May 1994, Jackie took comfort in the fact that, unlike so many other members of their famous family, her children had escaped the famous “Kennedy Curse.” John believed it, too. During the five years that followed, it became clear that he, like his mother before him, shared in what Arthur Schlesinger called “a certain gallantry.”

In the end, John could no more escape his fate than his parents could escape theirs. His is a bittersweet boy-to-man saga of family, fate, love, loss, and promise unfulfilled.

It is the story of The Good Son.





PART ONE



His Mother’s Son






1.

“Please Don’t Do It”



July 16, 1999

It was nearly 8:30 on this torrid Friday evening, and the sun was already sinking into the strange, yellowish haze that consumed the horizon. If he had left two hours earlier as originally planned, John F. Kennedy Jr. would have arrived at Martha’s Vineyard in time to see Gay Head’s majestic gray, white, and crimson clay cliffs standing in sharp relief against the darkening sky. Gliding over the cliffs, John and his two passengers in the Piper Saratoga—his wife, Carolyn Bessette, and Carolyn’s sister Lauren—would all have been treated to a gull’s-eye view of Red Gate Farm, the 474-acre estate that had been his mother Jacqueline’s true refuge—a Shangri-la of dunes, marshes, Scotch pines, and scrub oaks, bordered on one side by square-shaped Squibnocket Pond and on the other by 4,620 sandy white feet of private oceanfront.

Kennedy family friend George Plimpton called it “a dream place, a sunlit place. It’s hard to explain the effect it all had on you—all the variations in color, water sparkling like diamonds everywhere you looked.”

That had been the original plan—to leave Manhattan at 6:30 p.m. and be in the air by 7:15 so that John, who had yet to learn how to rely solely on his instruments, could fly under visual flight rules. John was accustomed to cutting things close, and given the Piper’s cruising speed of 180 miles per hour, leaving at 7:15 would put them safely on the ground at Martha’s Vineyard Airport well before nightfall. They would drop Lauren off with friends, and then make the quick hop over to Hyannis Port for the wedding of John’s cousin Rory—all before Cape Cod, the islands, and the ocean that separated them were engulfed in darkness.

Even if they had managed to leave on time and make it the Vineyard before sunset, Carolyn was far from enthusiastic about boarding a small plane with her husband alone at the controls. She was well aware of just how much her husband enjoyed pushing the envelope—like the time just a few years earlier when a group of John’s friends watched as he swam out to sea off the coast of Baja California and simply vanished. John’s terrified pals began to run for help when, as one recalled, “all of a sudden he just reappeared.” Then there were the kayaking trips in which John would take off alone for long stretches at a time and simply materialize at base camp, filthy, wrung out, and deliriously happy. John simply showed no sign of outgrowing his daredevil streak: Just that spring South Dakota authorities denied his request to rappel down the face of Mount Rushmore, the sort of stunt that prompted his closest friends to call him “Master of Disaster.”

It was a part of John’s personality that Carolyn’s celebrated mother-in-law took great pride in. Jackie made a point of indulging, even encouraging her son’s instinctive adventurous streak. Whether he was mountain climbing, scuba diving, playing football, skiing, or simply zipping in and out of midtown Manhattan traffic, Jackie was proud of her son’s unfettered athleticism. She did not even protest when he disappeared into the wilderness for as much as a week at a time.

John’s obsession with taking to the skies at the controls of his own plane was an entirely different matter.

“Please don’t do it,” she pleaded with John when she discovered he was pursuing his pilot’s license. “There have been too many deaths in the family already.” Given the Kennedys’ track record when it came to flying, Jackie clearly had a point. Joe Kennedy Jr., the eldest of John’s uncles, died when his plane exploded over the English Channel during World War II. Four years later, in 1948, John’s aunt, Kathleen “Kick” Kennedy, perished with her lover, Earl Fitzwilliam, when their plane crashed into France’s Cévennes Mountains.

John’s aunt Ethel lost both her parents in a 1955 plane crash, and her brother when his plane crashed eleven years later. In 1964, John’s uncle Ted was flying to Springfield, Massachusetts, in a storm to accept the Democratic nomination for a second U.S. Senate term when his small campaign plane crashed into an apple orchard. Both his aide and pilot were killed, but Ted managed to survive—albeit with a broken back. In 1973, John’s twenty-four-year-old stepbrother—Aristotle Onassis’s only son, Alexander—died when his plane crashed immediately after takeoff.

Jackie confided to Maurice Tempelsman, the wealthy diamond merchant who shared the last fifteen years of her life, that there was another reason for her concern. In recent years, she was experiencing a series of premonitions regarding both her children, and the strongest and most persistent of these involved John perishing at the controls of his own plane. She had made John swear that he would not pursue his pilot’s license, and on her deathbed in 1994 made Tempelsman and her brother-in-law Ted Kennedy swear that they would do whatever was necessary to keep him from becoming a licensed aviator.

John abided by his mother’s wishes during her lifetime, but by late 1997 he was enrolled in a Florida flight school. Although John took Tempelsman’s financial advice—Maurice had managed to parlay Jackie’s $26 million settlement from the estate of her late husband Aristotle Onassis into a $200 million fortune—John turned a deaf ear to Tempelsman’s pleas and warnings when it came to flying. The open sky, he tried to explain, was the only place where he felt truly liberated. “You know,” explained his college pal Richard Wiese, “it was just him up there, away from everybody and it made him feel free.”

Neither Tempelsman nor Uncle Teddy would fly with John alone at the controls, and while she told friends she would have loved to oblige her husband, Carolyn was equally reticent. In addition to John’s well-documented penchant for risk taking, Carolyn also worried about his lack of focus (John suffered from attention deficit disorder) and his chronic absentmindedness. John routinely misplaced things—his gloves, his credit cards, his wallet. It didn’t help that he kept his keys on a chain fastened to his belt loop; they still disappeared with frustrating regularity—so often that he kept a spare set of keys to their TriBeCa apartment tucked under the front stoop. This inability to concentrate for extended periods of time—something a pilot would obviously be required to do—was of particular concern to the meticulously organized Carolyn. “We spend hours every day just looking for his stuff,” she complained. “It drives me so crazy.”

More to the point, it had been only six weeks since John took to the skies over Red Gate Farm in a $14,300 Buckeye ultralight powered parachute—a flimsy contraption that resembled a go-cart with an engine-drive propeller at the back—and crashed, snapping his right ankle. Undaunted, and with his foot still in a cast, John flew back up to the Vineyard for the Fourth of July. This time, Carolyn agreed to go as John’s passenger—but only because there was a licensed instructor sitting next to him in the cockpit. Otherwise, she would buy a seat on one of the scheduled airline flights or drive the five hours to Hyannis and then take a ferry to the island. Once while she waited to meet John at the Martha’s Vineyard airport café, Carolyn told her waitress, Joan Ford, why she was reluctant to fly with John. “I don’t,” she said without hesitation, “trust him.”

On today’s trip up from New Jersey, Jay Biederman, the flight instructor who had recently helped John pass his written instrument test and was preparing him for his instrument flight test, was scheduled to go along as he had several times before. But when Biederman canceled to join his parents on a hiking trip in Switzerland, John made the fateful decision not to find a replacement.

Carolyn’s thirty-four-year-old investment banker sister harbored no reservations about John’s piloting skills. Lauren Bessette was a Wharton School graduate with a command of Mandarin Chinese, and a rising star at Morgan Stanley. She could be most persuasive. Over lunch at the Stanhope Hotel’s Café M that Wednesday, July 14, John was overheard enlisting Lauren’s help in talking his wife into going. “Oh, come on now,” Lauren urged Carolyn, “we’ll have fun.”

Kyle Bailey was also planning to fly to Martha’s Vineyard that night, but when he arrived at New Jersey’s Essex County Airport he could see that “something was not quite right.”

Instead of the clear five-to-ten-mile visibility being reported by the Federal Aviation Administration, an odd haze was blanketing the region. He picked out a fixed point on the horizon—a ridge he would normally be able to make out in the distance. “But I couldn’t see it at all,” Kyle said. “There was this really strange, thick haze. Heavy but sort of shimmering at the same time. It was already getting dark, and the wind was picking up. So I decided it wasn’t worth the risk.”

John made a different decision. Since the cast had been removed from his injured foot just twenty-four hours earlier, he hobbled to the plane on crutches, tossed them into the baggage compartment, then gingerly pulled himself up into the cockpit—all the while wincing in pain. Behind him, Carolyn and Lauren belted themselves into the Piper’s tan leather seats. They faced forward, with two empty rear-facing seats opposite them.

Now, as he walked to his car, something made Bailey turn around. “It was so spooky,” he said, “but I watched as they taxied into position and waited to be cleared for takeoff.” The aircraft’s registration number, N92539A, was emblazoned on its fuselage. Bailey noticed that this was different from the number on John’s older, less powerful Cessna. John was actually having that number, N529JK, transferred to the new plane. N529JK was a reference to his father’s May 29 birthday.

Bailey found himself standing, unable to move—“as if something was telling me it was important to keep watching.” Since Lauren was seated on the opposite side of the plane, Bailey could not see her. But as the Piper idled on the runway, John and Carolyn—she seated directly behind him and facing forward—were plainly visible in profile. “It was hazy but their silhouettes were so clear. I was struck at the time by how ethereal it looked, how eerie.”

There was no obligation to file an official flight plan that night, but John did inform the control tower at Essex County Airport that he intended to fly due north and then east to Martha’s Vineyard. Just twelve minutes after sundown, at 8:38 p.m., the tower cleared John for takeoff. He advanced the throttle, and the Piper Saratoga rolled down Runway 22. In a matter of seconds, the plane carrying JFK Jr., his wife, Carolyn, and sister-in-law Lauren Bessette lifted off the tarmac and sailed smoothly into the twilight sky—heading due south at first, over a golf course, then banking right before making a gentle turn toward the northeast. “North of Teterboro,” he told the control tower in his only radio communication that night.

“Eastward . . .”

Had he known about his new plane’s many remarkable capabilities, John could simply have pushed two buttons to activate the Piper Saratoga’s automatic pilot feature and it would have flown him all the way from New Jersey to Massachusetts. Once there, it would have even executed a perfect three-point landing at Martha’s Vineyard Airport.

If he was even aware that he could put his plane on automatic pilot, John gave no hint of it. “The Piper was his shiny new toy, and he was thrilled with it,” a friend said. “But it was an awful lot of plane to handle, and John was still learning the ropes.”

As it climbed at a speed of 104 miles per hour toward its cruising altitude of 5,600 feet, the plane crossed over the Hudson and headed toward Long Island Sound. It had been in the air only a matter of minutes when an air traffic controller on Long Island spotted an unexpected blip on his radar screen. A small plane of unknown origin—since John hadn’t filed a flight plan there was no way for anyone to know precisely who he was or where he was heading—seemed to be edging perilously close to an American Airlines passenger jet.

Alerted to the danger, the pilot of the airliner was taken aback by the sight of the Piper Saratoga emerging from the mist just off the tip of his right wing. Careful not to upset his 160 passengers, he made a subtle maneuver to put distance between his airliner and the smaller craft—and avert the midair collision that otherwise would have been inevitable.

Inside the Piper, everyone was blissfully unaware of how they had just cheated death—at least for the time being. To protect their ears from the earsplitting whine of the engines, John and the Bessette sisters wore headphones that made it possible for them to talk about their weekend plans and trade gossip about their wide circle of friends in New York as they leafed through fashion magazines spread out on the small foldout table between them.

John must have thought he was playing it safe at that point—never straying far from the Connecticut coastline, ticking off the names of the cities and towns as they appeared one by one just over his left shoulder: Greenwich, Bridgeport, New Haven, Old Saybrook, New London, Mystic.

He could make them out—just barely. But after forty minutes in the air, nothing was visible. The murk was now so dense that neither the comforting sight of the city lights below nor the stars above were available to help guide John on his way.

At any time, John could have pushed those two lifesaving buttons to turn on the automatic pilot. Dr. Bob Arnot, flying just twenty minutes ahead of Kennedy, considered doing just that. When he approached the Vineyard and searched for the lights of Oak Bluffs, Edgartown, and Vineyard Haven, Arnot saw nothing. “It’s as if someone put you in a closet and shut the door.” Arnot wondered if the island had suffered a power failure.

“There was no horizon and no light,” he said. “The night could best be described as inky black.”

At 9:24, John still had the option of simply pushing the two buttons that put his plane on autopilot. Now, forty-six minutes into his planned flight, John instead scanned the coastline for familiar landmarks as he flew over Westerly, Rhode Island.

Nothing.

Looking to the right, he searched for the hatchet-shaped outline of Block Island, but there was only darkness below.

Anyone flying strictly by visual flight rules and not relying solely on instruments would normally have borne left once he reached Point Judith and clung to the coastline until he reached Buzzards Bay. Then he could make a right turn and fly straight out to Martha’s Vineyard over eight miles of open water. Instead, John decided to maintain his course straight ahead to the Vineyard over thirty-five miles of ocean. This final leg of the trip would take only six minutes, but it meant that John would have no visual reference points, lights, or landmarks. Without them, local pilot Tom Freeman observed, “you are totally, completely in the dark—literally as well as figuratively—if you don’t know how to rely on your instruments. It’s a sickening, scary feeling.”

By this point, other pilots in the region were either radioing for assistance or asking for permission to put down at alternate airports inland until the fog lifted.

John, however, pressed on.

His first instinct, understandably, was to try to drop below the cloud layer. Fifty-six minutes after takeoff, at precisely 9:34 p.m., John pushed the yoke forward and with the airspeed indicator reading 150 knots (173 miles per hour), swiftly descended at the rate of 700 feet per minute. Leveling off at 2,300 feet, he was at last below the haze and could see Gay Head Lighthouse and, not far beyond, the lights of Jackie’s beloved Red Gate Farm.

But within five minutes, John was back to flying blind. Another pilot in the area that night describes the sensation as being in a room with the windows painted white. John’s instructors had warned him about spatial disorientation, and how, deprived of visual cues, the human brain can quickly confuse down with up and up with down. Even the most experienced pilots, he remembered being told, developed debilitating vertigo—and that was why, under these conditions, the only way to safely arrive at his destination was to rely solely on his instruments and ignore what his body was telling him.

In the cockpit, John tried to square what his body seemed to be saying with the readings on the gauges and dials directly in front of him. The off-kilter reading on the directional gyro in the lower center of the instrument panel would have contradicted whatever it was he was feeling. A quick glance at the turn-and-bank indicator in the lower left-hand corner would have shown that the red ball was not centered and that his wings were not level—no matter what his own senses were telling him.

His head swimming, John made a sharp right turn and took the plane back up three hundred feet—a last, frantic maneuver to somehow get above the haze. By this point John’s body was, in the words of veteran military pilot Edward Francis, “undoubtedly playing all sorts of tricks on him. You can be upside down and turning to the left and your body is telling you you’re right side up and turning right.” Add to this confusion the mounting panic of the two women behind him. “By now they would have been bounced around enough to know something was seriously wrong,” Francis speculated. “They may have been screaming. They certainly would have been asking John what was happening.”

Unfortunately, John had not yet gone through the phase of instrument training that might have helped him cope with pandemonium in the cockpit. In the air, instructors simulate an emergency and then try to rattle a novice any way they can—by yelling, grabbing at the controls, or even popping a paper bag—all to reinforce the pilot’s ability to ignore distractions and focus on the problem at hand. “They train you,” Kyle Bailey said, “to have nerves of steel.”

Still, John managed to level off at 2,600 feet and steer the plane straight for Martha’s Vineyard Airport, now just twenty miles ahead. He maintained this course for a full minute before he must have again begun listening to the mixed messages his senses and the instruments were sending him. At 9:40 p.m., John, clearly disoriented, turned south, away from the island. He then began to bring the plane down, descending gradually until the plane reached 2,200 feet. It was then that the Piper Saratoga suddenly surged downward at an alarming 5,000 feet per minute—ten times the normal airspeed.

Yet the situation was not hopeless—not yet. If he could just have maintained the presence of mind to level his wings before pulling up on the yoke, he could have regained altitude and saved the plane. To accomplish this, the notoriously absentminded John would have had to bring to bear all his powers of concentration, and he would have had to rely solely on his instruments. Instead, he made a classic—and fatal—mistake: pulling up on the yoke without bothering to level the plane. As a result, the Piper Saratoga started to turn clockwise in a corkscrew fashion, picking up speed as it headed downward in what aviators refer to as a “graveyard spiral.”

Inside the cabin, John, Carolyn, and Lauren were pressed back into their leather seats as the plane spun wildly toward the ocean’s surface at a rate of ninety-nine feet per second. They would no longer be able to scream; the G-forces pressing against their chests would have already forced the air out of their lungs. All they would have been able to do was listen in terror to the wail of the engine and the wind shrieking past the windows.

Listen, and wait.


Now my wife and I prepare for a new administration, and a new baby.

—JFK’S VICTORY SPEECH, NOVEMBER 9, 1960

It was clear that John was the light of his life.

—JOHN’S UNCLE JAMIE AUCHINCLOSS, ON JFK

Sometimes I can’t remember what really happened, and what I saw in pictures.

—JOHN



2.

The Son He Had Longed For



November 24, 1960

Aboard the Kennedy campaign plane Caroline

The president-elect was in an upbeat mood, nursing a cocktail and talking about the makeup of his administration, when word came from the cockpit that his pregnant wife had collapsed at their Georgetown home. He was devastated—“stricken with remorse,” his aide Kenneth O’Donnell recalled, “because he was not with his wife.”

John F. Kennedy had reason to feel guilty. Although Caroline’s birth in 1957 had been an easy one, Jackie had already endured a miscarriage and a stillbirth that nearly killed her. In the closing weeks of the 1960 presidential campaign, Jack had pressured Jackie to join him on the campaign trail.

She defied her doctors and reluctantly agreed, pushing herself to the edge. This final campaign surge ended with a ticker-tape parade through New York’s fabled “Canyon of Heroes”—a frenzied blur of mass hysteria during which the candidate and his wife perched precariously on the back of an open car. Several times, they were both nearly yanked from the car by overzealous fans tugging at their sleeves.

After taking such risks to ensure her husband’s narrow victory margin—less than one-fifth of one percent—Jackie might have expected that Jack could make more time for her and for Caroline, the daughter he called “Buttons.” Instead, their redbrick townhouse on Georgetown’s narrow N Street became “transition central,” overrun with both hard-boiled rank-and-file members of Kennedy’s Irish “Murphia” as well as the youthful and energetic Ivy Leaguers who made up JFK’s personal brain trust.

The scene was no less chaotic outside, where reporters and onlookers pressed against police barricades across the street. Several times a day, Jack, still determined to accommodate the faithful whenever possible, strode across the street to shake hands and parry with the press.

Jackie, sensing that all was not right with her pregnancy, was now determined to obey her obstetrician’s orders not to leave the house. Holed up upstairs, she begged Jack to spend time with her and Caroline. Instead, he began shuttling between Georgetown and La Guerida (roughly “Spoils of War” in Spanish), Joseph Kennedy’s sprawling oceanfront estate in Palm Beach, Florida. There JFK and his father, tended to by a household staff of twelve, sunbathed in the nude while discussing possible cabinet appointments.

Jack did agree to fly back to Georgetown to share a quiet Thanksgiving dinner with his wife and daughter, but only as long as he could fly back to Palm Beach that same night. Understandably apprehensive now that the due date was only three weeks away, Jackie pleaded with him to stay. “Why can’t you stay here until I have the baby,” she asked, “and then we can go down together.”

Jack refused. Caroline had been born right on schedule, and Jack had no reason to think the next baby would be any different. Besides, three weeks “might as well have been six months to him,” their friend Bill Walton said. “He was not about to put everything on hold just because Jackie was a little nervous. He had a country to run.”

As soon as he finished his pumpkin pie, Jack departed for Palm Beach, leaving a crestfallen Jackie behind. The president-elect’s plane had only been in the air a matter of minutes when Caroline’s nanny, Maud Shaw, heard Jackie’s screams. Rushed by ambulance to Georgetown University Hospital, Jackie was immediately prepped for an emergency caesarean.

Once he touched down in Florida, Jack commandeered the fastest aircraft available—the DC-6 press plane that trailed the Caroline—and headed straight back to Washington. En route, he put on the cockpit headphones and waited for any news. It wasn’t until shortly before l a.m. on November 25, 1960, that passengers and crew could breathe a sigh of relief. When Press Secretary Pierre Salinger announced over the intercom that Mrs. Kennedy had just given birth by caesarean section to a healthy six-pound, three-ounce boy, the reporters cheered and JFK, smiling broadly, took a deep bow.

While the press was spoon-fed glowing reports that mother and child were “doing well and resting comfortably,” both Jackie and her baby remained in guarded condition. Once the anesthesia wore off, Jackie, still in considerable pain from her ordeal, demanded to see her son. She could see her baby, but was forbidden to hold him; the infant, suffering from what would turn out to be an undiagnosed respiratory ailment, spent the first six days of his life in an incubator. Jackie’s condition, meanwhile, was also problematic. It would take months for Jackie and her baby to fully recover, but only after each suffered setbacks severe enough to take them to the brink of death.

Chastened, Jack rushed to his wife’s third-floor suite at the hospital and then popped into the nursery to visit his son. “Now, that’s the most beautiful boy I’ve seen,” the president-elect gushed. “Maybe I’ll name him Abraham Lincoln.” To make up for the worry he had cause her, Jack visited Jackie and the baby three times a day.

For now, a carnival atmosphere prevailed at the hospital—“buoyant and joyous” were the words Life magazine’s Gail Wescott used to describe it. “It was innocent and exhilarating. It did not seem that anything could ever go wrong.” One of the stars of the show was Buttons, eager to see the baby brother born just two days before she turned three—her “birthday present,” she was told by her parents, and she believed it. “Caroline thought for a long time,” Nanny Shaw said, “that he belonged to her.”

Determined to keep John’s christening a low-key affair, Jackie convinced her husband that it should take place at the hospital and away from the press. But when the president-elect wheeled his wife and their week-old son outside her room toward the hospital chapel, a cadre of photographers were poised for action at the far end of the corridor. “Oh, God,” Jackie said. “Don’t stop, Jack. Just keep going.” But Jack was not about to disappoint the Washington press corps—or the public that had voted him into office. He stopped pushing Jackie’s wheelchair for a moment to allow a few shots to be taken of the infant, who was dressed for the occasion in his father’s forty-three-year-old silk-and-lace baptismal gown.

When the closed-door christening was over thirty minutes later, a noticeably more relaxed Jackie emerged. “Look at those pretty eyes,” she said as she looked down at her son. “Isn’t he sweet?” Jack nodded in agreement, but his mind was clearly elsewhere.

On December 9, just hours after an exhausted Jackie was led on a punishing White House tour by outgoing first lady Mamie Eisenhower, America’s new first family departed for Palm Beach aboard the Caroline. Settling in, JFK lit a cigar and chatted animatedly with his advisers. They had been aloft only a matter of minutes when Jackie, who for years had encouraged Jack’s cigar smoking to disguise her own cigarette habit, noticed that a cloud of smoke was encircling the baby’s bassinet. This time, Jackie called a halt to the conversation and directed Jack and his stogie-chomping cronies to the far end of the cabin.

Jackie spent the next two weeks in bed, trying to recover from her emergency caesarean as well as her grueling trek through the Executive Mansion with a clueless Mamie Eisenhower. Her baby, meanwhile, was losing weight, crying nonstop, and—most disturbingly—at times struggling for breath. “John’s health really wasn’t doing so well,” she later said. “There was, thank God, this brilliant pediatrician in Palm Beach who really saved his life, as he was going downhill.”

John was, in fact, suffering from an inflammation of the lung’s hyaline membrane, a condition not uncommon among premature infants. Sadly, this was the same respiratory problem that would later kill his infant brother, Patrick.

“Jackie came perilously close to dying after John’s birth—and so did the baby,” said JFK’s physician Janet Travell, who added that the press corps was kept “entirely in the dark.” Jackie’s own health suffered because she was “consumed with worry” over the baby. “Jackie was very emotional about losing her son,” Travell said. “It was the thing she feared more than losing her own life.”

John was not even three weeks old, but he had already come close to death twice and was about to again. On the morning of December 11, 1960, would-be suicide bomber Richard Pavlick was parked outside the Kennedys’ Palm Beach mansion waiting for the president-elect to head out for Sunday Mass at St. Edward’s Church just a few blocks away. Pavlick planned to crash his 1950 Buick, packed with seven sticks of dynamite, into the Kennedys’ car as it pulled away from the house.

Pavlick was about to floor his car when Jackie and Caroline suddenly appeared in the doorway to wave goodbye to Daddy. Behind them was the Kennedy family’s private nurse, Luella Hennessey, holding Baby John in her arms. Touched by this warm family tableau, Pavlick did not go through with his gruesome plan.

It was only after he was arrested for drunk driving a few days later that Pavlick’s weird assassination plot was uncovered. For his part, Pavlick was unrepentant. He told police he did not wish to harm Jackie or the Kennedy children, but that he still planned to “get” JFK. Pavlick was charged with attempted murder and later sent to prison.

Jack, who suffered from a variety of life-threatening illnesses and narrowly escaped death during World War II combat in the Pacific, barely blinked when he was told the news. His own experiences, coupled with the tragic early deaths of his brother Joe and sister Kathleen, had convinced Jack that he would die young—“and that there was nothing he or anyone else could do about it,” said his longtime friend Senator George Smathers of Florida. Another Kennedy intimate, fashion designer Oleg Cassini, called this Jack’s “sublime streak of elegant fatalism.”

Jackie, on the other hand, was anything but stoic. She had blithely assumed that bodyguards and Secret Service agents would provide them with all the protection they needed, and was outwardly distraught when she was told how close she and her children had come to being blown to pieces. “We’re nothing,” she said, “but sitting ducks in a shooting gallery.”

“I don’t think it ever really occurred to Jackie that somebody could get past all those people who constantly surrounded Jack,” said Letitia “Tish” Baldrige, Jackie’s classmate from Miss Porter’s School and the woman she hired to be her White House social secretary. “Jackie always worried about people violating her family’s privacy. I never heard her say a peep about somebody wanting to do them harm.”

There were only a few weeks left until inauguration day, and Jack had no time to think about anything beyond putting his administration together. The frenetic pace he set back in Georgetown continued beneath Florida’s swaying palms.

While Jackie tried to rest upstairs, bow-tied Harvard intellectuals, polished Washington operatives, and grizzled Boston pols all vied for her husband’s attention. If she wanted to make her way from her bedroom to the upstairs bathroom, a nightgown-clad Jackie risked bumping into a stranger on her way there. Making matters worse was the added presence of her noisy Kennedy in-laws, whose frat house antics had always annoyed Jack’s decidedly more civilized bride. “Ethel and Bobby are here. Mayhem,” she complained to Baldrige. “Complete and utter chaos.”

By comparison, John, even with his health issues, was no trouble at all. Like millions of mothers in the 1960s, Jackie had no interest in breastfeeding. It was left to Luella Hennessey to heat up the baby’s bottle, change his diapers, and get up several times during the course of the night to feed John and then rock him back to sleep. Shaw happily took care of Caroline, who periodically upstaged her father during press conferences by teetering around the room in her mother’s stiletto heels.

Shutting herself upstairs with the drapes drawn, Jackie refused to join Jack’s boisterous relatives for dinner on the main floor. “I couldn’t hold food down,” she recalled. “I guess I was just in physical and nervous exhaustion because the month after the baby’s birth had been the opposite of recuperation.”

Nevertheless, Jackie, who had her own plans for the White House, made the most of those hours alone in her bedroom. “It’s the worst place in the world,” she had told a friend after her long march with Mamie. “So cold and dreary. A dungeon like the Lubyanka . . . I can’t bear the thought of moving in. I hate it, hate it, hate it.” Unable to sleep, she pored over blueprints and photographs of the Executive Mansion, laying the groundwork for what she already envisioned as a historic restoration.

Still shaky, Jackie returned to Georgetown alone on January 14, less than a week before the inauguration. She explained to Jack that she wanted to go ahead of the rest of the family because there was no way she could unpack and introduce the children to their new home at the same time. So John and his big sister remained behind with their father, Maud Shaw, and Elsie Philips, the new nanny hired to take care of John.

At exactly noon on January 20, 1961, Jackie appeared impervious to the teeth-chattering twenty-degree cold as she watched her husband being sworn in by Chief Justice Earl Warren. Jack was the country’s first Roman Catholic president, the first born in the twentieth century, and at forty-three the youngest ever elected to office—although Jackie, just thirty-one, had always viewed him as a much older and wiser man.

He proved it with his inaugural address, which called the younger generation to action with its enduring “Ask not what your country can do for you” message. But Jackie had no opportunity to congratulate him; Jack, who had always resisted public displays of affection, did not follow tradition by kissing his wife after he took the oath. And once Marian Anderson had closed the ceremonies with a stirring rendition of the national anthem, JFK bounded off the platform without his wife.

Bravely weathering the icy conditions, the new first couple kicked off the inaugural parade, riding in an open car from the Capitol to the White House. Jackie climbed onto the reviewing stand but could stay for only an hour. Bone-weary and freezing, she now dreaded the long night of inaugural balls that stretched before her. “I’m exhausted, Jack,” she said, excusing herself from the parade festivities. “I’ll see you at home.” She would later acknowledge that it took a moment for it all to sink in. She was not heading back to their “sweet little house that leans slightly to one side” on N Street; home was now 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue.

Trying to recover her strength, Jackie went straight to the Queen’s Bedroom (so named because five queens had slept there) and refused to budge—not even to greet family members at a private reception in the State Dining Room. Instead of dining that night with her husband and members of his cabinet, she had dinner on a tray in bed.

None of it worked. Jackie was unable to summon the strength to get out of bed. “I can’t do it,” Jackie told Dr. Travell. “I just can’t move.” In the weeks leading up to the election, the infamous “Dr. Feelgood,” Max Jacobson, had been injecting the candidate, his wife, and several members of the Kennedy inner circle with amphetamines. Now Dr. Travell was handing Jackie a little orange pill—Dexedrine—to give her the energy boost needed to make it through the rest of the evening.

An hour later, the nation’s glamorous first lady felt strong enough to accompany her dashing husband to the first three of five inaugural balls they were scheduled to attend. The reaction at each was the same: As the orchestra struck up “Hail to the Chief” and the first couple—he in white tie and tails, she in a dramatic floor-length white silk cape—made their entrance, a collective gasp went up from the throng, which then exploded in cheers and applause.

By the fourth ball, however, Jackie’s Dexedrine-fueled high had worn off. “It was like Cinderella and the clock striking midnight. I just crumbled,” she said. “All my strength was finally gone.” She excused herself, sending her husband along to attend the final two balls solo.

“I always wish I could have participated more in those first shining hours with Jack,” Jackie later said. “But at least I thought I had given him our John, the son he had longed for so much.”



WITH THE INAUGURAL festivities behind them, Jackie now felt free to fly the children up from Palm Beach—something Jack had been urging her to do for weeks. To the surprise of everyone who knew him, Caroline’s arrival in 1957 had transformed the notoriously libidinous JFK into a doting and devoted dad. “He wanted the children around all the time,” said Jacques Lowe, Kennedy’s longtime official photographer and friend. “Like a lot of fathers who are smitten with their kids, he couldn’t keep his hands off them. But Jackie called the shots when it came to Caroline and John.”

Jackie’s excuse for keeping the children in Palm Beach was credible enough: their rooms in the family quarters of the White House were being painted, and she didn’t want them exposed to the noxious fumes. Just as important, she wanted to shield them at least for a little while longer from the pomp and circumstance that from now on would be an inescapable part of their lives. “I want my children to be brought up in more personal surroundings,” she told Baldrige. And, while everyone in the family had a code name—the president was “Lancer,” Jackie was “Lace,” Caroline “Lyric,” and John “Lark”—Jackie made it abundantly clear to everyone working at the White House that she would be a hands-on mom. “I don’t want them to be raised by nurses and Secret Service agents,” she told Baldrige.

Flying in the face of reality—and the inescapable fact that her children would always be cared for by nannies and governesses—Jackie vowed that John and Caroline would have something approaching a normal childhood. “It isn’t fair to children in the limelight to leave them in the care of others and then expect that they will turn out all right,” she said. “They need their mother’s affection and guidance and long periods of time alone with her. That is what gives them security in an often confusing world.”

The first lady was pleased to learn that John’s and Caroline’s toys had been stashed away in the closet of White House Chief Usher J. B. West. “We’ll bring them out as soon as the children’s room are ready,” she had instructed him. The toys were, in fact, the first things to arrive from the N Street house, covertly smuggled in while the Eisenhowers were still very much in residence.

Before she took on the daunting task of restoring the long-neglected public rooms of the White House to their former glory, Jackie first tackled the upstairs living quarters. “Sometimes I wondered, ‘How are we going to live as a family in this enormous place?’ ” she later recalled. “I’m afraid it will always be a little impossible for the people who live here. It’s an office building.”

Jackie quickly set about to purge the place of the motel modern décor favored by her predecessors. Her own chandeliered French provincial bedroom was done up in hues of green and blue, with leopard-skin throws draped here and there for drama. The president’s bedroom, connected to his wife’s by a walk-in closet that contained a stereo system, was decorated in blue and white. On one wall, Jackie hung Childe Hassam’s American impressionist masterpiece Flag Day.

The children’s rooms were just across from the Yellow Oval Room. Jackie decided to make John’s spacious nursery a reflection of his father’s room. The walls were white, and the crown molding a vivid blue. Caroline’s room, not surprisingly, was all done in shades of pink and white, with rosebud-patterned drapes that matched the linens, and a country scene by Grandma Moses hanging opposite the white-canopied bed.

The nanny slept in her own small room positioned right between John and Caroline. “Maud Shaw won’t need much,” Jackie wrote in a memo to J. B. West. “Just find a wicker wastebasket for her banana peels and a little table for her false teeth at night.”

Those first few nights in the White House, Nanny Shaw was getting little sleep. Jackie was upset that her infant cried constantly and didn’t seem to be gaining any weight. “John had been in such delicate health,” Baldrige said, “that naturally any little sign of something going wrong was cause for alarm.”

Shaw doubled the amount of formula the baby was getting and switched his morning meal of beef extract to lunchtime. Within six weeks, John was no longer crying incessantly, and had developed a healthy appetite for cereals, soup, strained fruit, vegetables, and meats.

By that time, Jackie’s makeover of the upstairs living quarters of the White House was complete. “She wanted to cozy things up with flowers and family photographs and the paintings that she liked,” Baldrige said. “She turned this drafty, cold old place into a warm environment for a young family overnight.”

As an adult, John conceded that he could not actually distinguish between his firsthand recollections and what he learned from newsreels, photographs, and the endless stream of Camelot tales spun by relatives and family friends. In the end he believed that his earliest memories were of playing with his father on the floor of the president’s bedroom, part of the daily routine that seldom varied during their thousand days in the White House.

By design, the president and first lady seldom saw each other in the morning. “That time,” Baldrige said, “was the children’s time.” By the time Shaw brought them into their father’s bedroom, he had already spent thirty minutes going over cables and scanning the morning newspapers while soaking in the tub.

After the kids kissed their father, he went to the dressing room to change while they sat on the floor watching cartoons. At 9 a.m. they switched to TV exercise pioneer Jack LaLanne, and the president clapped along as Caroline followed LaLanne’s signature regime of jumping jacks and stretches. At first, Shaw sat in a corner chair tending to Baby John while father and daughter enjoyed this time together.

Later, when John was a toddler, Jack spent less time clapping and more time actually rolling around on the floor with both children. “He was absolutely crazy about Caroline. He adored her,” their old friend Chuck Spalding said. “But there was a special connection with John. Even before John was able to walk, Jack threw him in the air, tossed him around, tickled him—things he did with Caroline, but to a greater extent with John.”

That he could do any of these things at all was remarkable in itself. In addition to his often incapacitating allergies and a medical history that included scarlet fever, anemia, an underactive thyroid, colitis, and a cholesterol level of 350, JFK had long been secretly battling Addison’s disease, a degeneration of the adrenal glands that—like AIDS—destroys the immune system. He also endured crippling back pain—pain so severe that he spent most of his time hobbling around on crutches.

As a result, the president risked a visit to the emergency room every time he roughhoused with his kids. “You’d see that look on his face that told you the pain was terrible,” Jacques Lowe said, “but he never complained. To see the sheer joy on his face when he was playing with John—obviously to him it was all worth it.”

Once the president was dressed, John was handed off to Maud Shaw and Caroline walked hand in hand with her father to the Oval Office. When he was old enough, John joined them. “It was very touching to see the president walking down the corridor holding hands with the children,” JFK’s longtime secretary Evelyn Lincoln said. “He was always talking to them, asking them questions. He never talked baby talk to them. Both the president and Mrs. Kennedy always spoke to Caroline and John as if they were little adults.”

Not that it was always easy to comprehend what John was trying to say. At her father’s behest, Caroline sometimes acted as interpreter, often appending commentary of her own. When John toddled into the Oval Office in the middle of a meeting between JFK and his uncle Bobby, the attorney general, everything stopped while the most powerful man in the world strained to understand his son’s gibberish. “He’s saying he wants a cookie,” Caroline explained authoritatively. “But he shouldn’t have one because he’s been a very naughty boy.”

Unlike other children who saw little of their parents during working hours, John and his sister encountered theirs several times throughout the day. Caroline spent the rest of the morning at the school Jackie set up on the third floor for the president’s children and the sixteen or so offspring of several White House staffers and a few close friends. During the school’s morning recess, JFK stepped out into the garden and clapped his hands to summon Caroline and her classmates. The first ones to make it to the president were rewarded with a piece of candy—something that did not go over well with Caroline’s teachers.

JFK summoned John in much the same way—calling the boy’s name repeatedly (“John. John!”) while he clapped his hands. It usually took a few tries before the easily distracted toddler actually showed up, prompting staffers to start calling the president’s son “John-John.” It was a nickname neither parent embraced. “Jackie hated the whole ‘John-John’ thing and would cast a withering glance in the direction of anyone who used it,” Baldrige said. “To her and to the president, he was always just John.”

At noon, Jackie joined John and Caroline as they ate lunch in the “High Chair Room,” the small dining area for the children she had set up off the kitchen. Then Caroline returned to class and John, under the watchful eyes of two Secret Service agents and nannies Shaw and Phillips, headed for the play area his mother had designed for the children just outside the president’s office window. The space included a tree house with a slide, a leather swing, a barrel tunnel, and a small trampoline.

Adding to the general mayhem was the first family’s growing menagerie. The Kennedys arrived at the White House with just one dog, their Welsh terrier Charlie. But soon Pushinka, a gift from Soviet premier Nikita Khrushchev, would arrive. “We trained that dog to slide down the slide we had in the back of the White House,” John later said. Pushing Pushinka down the slide, he added wistfully, “is probably my first memory.”

Charlie and Pushinka were joined by Wolf, an aptly named Irish wolfhound that had been given to the family by a Dublin priest. Joe Kennedy then gave Jackie a German shepherd, Clipper. The most celebrated Kennedy pet, Caroline’s pony Macaroni, had a stable all his own. Few people were aware of the existence of John’s pony Leprechaun. The boy did not share his father’s allergic reaction to dogs and cats, but horses were another matter.

Jackie simply turned a blind eye to the boy’s discomfort. An accomplished equestrienne, the first lady was thrilled that Caroline had turned out to be “an absolute natural” on horseback. She saw no reason why her son couldn’t be as well. “The poor kid’s eyes would water and he’d be sneezing away,” Chuck Spalding said, “but Jackie just figured he’d get over it.”

John’s earliest childhood memories also included Caroline’s cat Tom Kitten, who eventually had to be given away because of their father’s allergies; a beer-drinking rabbit named Zsa Zsa (after the actress Zsa Zsa Gabor, a friend of Jack); and a rotating cast of lambs, ducks, and guinea pigs. Aside from the dogs, the Kennedy children spent the most time playing with the few animals allowed to be kept in cages in Caroline’s room: Bluebell and Marybell the hamsters, and Caroline’s favorite pet, a canary she insisted on naming Robin.

Whenever she could spare even a minutes away from her first lady duties, Jackie would run down to the play area and push John on the swing or guide him down the slide. She also managed to squeeze in a little relaxation time for herself, watching the children play as she bounced on the trampoline.

“Everyone thought Jackie was this very aristocratic personality,” Baldrige said, “and she certainly could be absolutely regal when she wanted to be. She also took the job of being a mother very seriously—actually more seriously than most women of her generation, I think.” Around the children, however, she was “a very different, more lighthearted person. There was this marvelous little girl inside of her that came out when she was around Caroline and John.”

Jackie may have been a more earnest mother than most because of her own unhappy childhood. Growing up in Manhattan and in the moneyed Long Island enclave of East Hampton in the 1930s, Jackie and her little sister, Lee, were caught in the crossfire between their domineering mother, Janet, and their swashbuckling playboy father, “Black Jack” Bouvier. The marriage ended in divorce, and soon after the Bouvier girls went to live with Janet and their new stepfather, the wealthy Hugh D. Auchincloss II. Jackie called him “Uncle Hughdie.”

With their mother’s remarriage, Jackie and Lee suddenly found themselves adjusting to life with a new set of stepsiblings. One of them was Gore Vidal, Hugh Auchincloss’s stepson by a former marriage. According to Vidal, Janet had rushed Auchincloss into marriage “because she had to. She was a financially desperate social climber with two small daughters to raise.”

Jackie’s privileged upbringing continued without interruption at Merrywood, the Auchinclosses’ palatial forty-six-acre estate outside Washington, and at Hammersmith Farm, the family’s lavish, twenty-eight-room “summer cottage” in Newport, Rhode Island. Jackie grew particularly fond of her stepbrother Hugh “Yusha” Auchincloss, and the two children her mother had with Hugh Auchincloss—her stepsiblings Janet and Jamie.

At fifteen, Jackie was shipped off to Miss Porter’s School in Farmington, Connecticut, one of the finest finishing schools in New England. Yet even then she was never allowed to forget that she was only a poor step-relation of the rich and influential Auchincloss clan. “Jackie and I were in the same boat,” Gore Vidal explained. “We were brought up in style, allowed to live in their very comfortable, rather Jamesian world. But the money was theirs. We—Jackie, Lee, and I—were penniless, and were made painfully aware of the fact.”

Even as first lady, Jackie was plagued by feelings of insecurity and inadequacy—feelings that, her Bouvier cousin John Davis once suggested, “stemmed from her parents’ terribly bitter, unhappy marriage. And then to never quite know where she stood with her stepfather . . . it left her feeling abandoned emotionally at a very young age.”

Of course nothing compared to the pressures brought to bear on the wife of the American president. Public expectations were high, and Jackie admitted she was “panic-stricken” at the thought of disappointing her husband. Behind the scenes, John’s parents were also dealing with their own medical issues—and the mounting tensions in their relationship caused by his flagrant infidelity.

Still, there was a general consensus among their friends and those working in the White House that Jackie went to great lengths to shield John and Caroline from the strains in their parents’ marriage. In the end, Jack and Jackie “enjoyed each other,” insisted Jackie’s stepbrother Yusha. “That’s what John grew up with. He was born into a house filled with love and fun and laughter, just like millions of other children.”

Well, obviously not exactly like millions of other children. The public could not get enough of the adorable tots who inhabited the Executive Mansion, and no one understood the political value of that better than the president. He made sure national publications like Newsweek, Life, Look, and Time were filled with heart-melting photos of John playing with his toy helicopter; Caroline astride Macaroni; Jackie helping her son into his pajamas; the two Kennedy children merrily dancing in the Oval Office while Daddy looked on; and John and Caroline cavorting with their cousins at the Kennedy family compound in Hyannis Port.

To satisfy her husband’s need to placate the Washington press corps, Jackie grudgingly signed off on a handful of these carefully circumscribed photo shoots. But for the most part, she made it her mission to block access to the children. “She didn’t want them exploited in that way,” Pierre Salinger said, “and the president did. That always left me holding the bag, because as soon as Jackie’s back was turned, he told me to invite the photographers in.” It was understood that, once the photos ran, Salinger would take the rap. “It was a part of my job,” he said, “that I could easily have done without.”

“Jackie Kennedy was the most warm and delightful woman you could ever imagine,” said legendary Life photojournalist Alfred Eisenstaedt, echoing the sentiments of his colleagues. “But if you even pointed a camera at John or Caroline without her permission, it was over. You could not cross her when it came to the children. If you did you were done, out.”

Jack still had ample opportunity to work his magic, particularly since Jackie spent long stretches of time at Glen Ora, the family’s retreat in the heart of Virginia’s horse country. What photographers often found themselves treated to was a glimpse of the growing bond between the young president and his little boy.

JFK delighted in tickling his son, leaning down at staff meetings so that the boy could babble in his ear, or tossing him into the air—regardless of the often painful consequences. John famously hid under his father’s desk while the president teased, “Is there a rabbit in there?” But the game father and son played most frequently was “Going Through the Tunnel,” which simply involved scampering between the president’s legs and back again. At some point, JFK would gently spank John’s behind or playfully grab the boy as he tried to make it through.

All the while, the president took obvious delight in simply touching the boy—a connection that Jackie and others called “sensual” in nature. “He would nuzzle John the way a bear nuzzles its cub,” Baldrige observed, “pausing for a moment to inhale his smell and feel his skin. It was really very moving, because President Kennedy was very reserved otherwise. You never saw him hugging or kissing anyone in public, not even his wife.” The children gave JFK a “chance to behave just like any other loving, affectionate American dad,” Baldrige added. “It began with Caroline, but it was really John who opened up the president’s heart.”

Stanley Tretick, the Look magazine photographer who took some of the most memorable White House shots of JFK and his children, remembered that JFK’s “interest in the boy was incredible . . . And you know, it was a genuine thing between the two of them. The boy also sensed his father. I think it would have really grown . . .”

No one was more delighted than Jackie, who often watched silently on the sidelines as her husband tumbled around on the floor with their son. “You could tell how thrilled she was,” said Baldrige, who on more than one occasion caught Jackie spying on the two Kennedy men. “Jackie got such a kick out of watching them enjoy each other. The weight of the world was on this man’s shoulders. He was trying to keep us from getting into a nuclear war with the Russians, among other things. But for a few moments he could roll around with John and forget all that. Jackie was proud she could provide him with a happy family life. She felt it was the most important part of her job as his wife.”

From the very beginning, there was also the palpable sense that John, not his big sister Caroline, would someday be the Kennedy standard-bearer. “No question about it,” said writer George Plimpton, an old friend of Jackie. “Everyone loved Caroline and we all knew she was exceptional, but great things were expected of John. I think Jackie in particular believed the world of politics was a man’s world.”

Given the fact that JFK was the first president to be born in the twentieth century, expectations regarding John’s future—not Caroline’s—made sense in the context of the times. “The Kennedys were already a dynasty, so the sky was the limit for John,” veteran Washington journalist Helen Thomas said. “Back then, every boy was told he could grow up to be president. Well, John-John was no ordinary American boy.”

“People forget that Jackie detested politics,” Gore Vidal observed, “but she loved being in close proximity to power. Daughters were raised for the express purpose of marrying rich and powerful men, which is what Jackie did—spectacularly. Sons carried the torch.”

For the time being, aviation—not politics—was foremost on the mind of young John Kennedy Jr. At thirteen months, he took his first public steps at the Palm Beach airport, seeing his father off to Washington. Less than a month later John was scampering up and down the center aisle of Air Force One, playing peekaboo with members of the White House press corps.

Soon newsreels and photos captured John jumping up and down with anticipation as his father’s helicopter set down on the South Lawn of the White House. “Nothing got him more excited than that helicopter,” Salinger said. “President Kennedy would get off and lean down to scoop John-John up, and the boy would run right past him with his toy helicopter in his hand. As much as he missed his father, John-John really wanted a ride in that chopper.”

When a real helicopter wasn’t around, John simply became one, spinning around in circles with his arms outstretched until he collapsed on the ground. “The president thought this was hysterical,” Chuck Spalding said. “He even came up with a new nickname name for John. He started calling him ‘Helicopter Head.’ ”

“He was absolutely determined to spoil John from the beginning,” George Smathers said. “He could not deny that boy anything. If the President was talking to a cabinet member or some head of state, it didn’t matter—he’d stop everything if John came skipping into the Oval Office.”

If JFK had one concern about his son, it was that John was being seduced by the trappings of war—the marching bands, the wreath layings at the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier, not to mention the twenty-one-gun salutes and flyovers that often greeted visiting dignitaries. John was “right there,” the president said, whenever “guns, swords, or anyone wearing a uniform” were involved.

White House photographer Cecil Stoughton had a simple enough solution: stop letting the boy watch the parades and ceremonies that seemed to take place there several times a week. That wasn’t going to be easy. Jackie, whose father had served as an Army major during World War I, had always been fascinated with the military. “A man in uniform always seemed to get to her,” said Baldrige. “She had immense respect for soldiers and was terribly kind to the Marine guards and the military aides at the White House. They loved her.”

It was the first lady who actively encouraged John’s interest in military pageantry, making sure he had an unobstructed view whenever a marching band or honor guard was on the premises. “John loved it because she loved it,” Baldrige said. “And don’t all little boys love that sort of thing anyway?”

By October 1962, when U.S. intelligence discovered the presence of offensive Soviet nuclear missiles in Cuba, Jack was, according to Oleg Cassini, “in many ways a changed man. Caroline and John had really opened him up emotionally. He was worried about all children, and what might happen if he made the wrong decision. Can you imagine carrying that kind of burden?”

Over those perilous thirteen days in October, JFK was consumed with the task of pulling the world back from the brink of nuclear war. For a full week, top State Department and Pentagon officials secretly met around the clock with the president to hammer out a response to the Soviets’ blatantly provocative act. Even White House staff members were kept in the dark. So as not to arouse suspicion, key advisers were smuggled in through service entrances and slept behind closed doors on couches and cots.

Somehow, JFK still managed to eke out some time to spend with Caroline and John, who had taken ill and was now in bed with a 104-degree temperature. Jackie reassured her husband that Dr. Travell had already seen the boy, and that it was a run-of-the-mill case of the flu.

“Jackie didn’t want anything adding to his burden,” Salinger said. “She loved the fact that he was a devoted father, but she was also a very smart woman who respected the fact that he was doing the world’s toughest job. She was a real team player in that sense—and never more so than during the Cuban Missile Crisis.”

For her part, Jackie had refused to be sent off to a bomb shelter with the wives of other top administration officials, vowing instead to perish along with her husband on the lawn of the White House if that’s what it came to. In the meantime, she arranged a number of small dinner parties at the White House to lighten her husband’s mood.

“Jack was reflective, even melancholy,” recalled Cassini, one of those invited by Jackie to cheer up her husband. “He felt a nuclear war with the Soviets was inevitable, whether now or later.” The first couple took several quiet strolls on the White House grounds during this period, and at one point JFK confessed his fears to Jackie. “We’ve already had a chance,” he said. “But what about all the children?”

Hours later, JFK addressed the nation. He had ordered a naval blockade of Cuba, and now it was up to the notoriously belligerent, saber-rattling Soviet premier, Nikita Khrushchev, to make the next move. After thirteen tension-filled days, Soviet ships carrying missiles bound for Cuba turned back on October 24, 1962. “We’re eyeball-to-eyeball,” said Secretary of State Dean Rusk, uttering the most memorable phrase to come out of the Cuban Missile Crisis, “and I think the other guy just blinked.”

That same day, John’s fever broke. Within twenty-four hours, he was peering from behind pillars, scampering down hallways, and twirling like a helicopter. “Overnight, things were back to normal,” Baldrige said. “It’s hard to describe the sense of relief everyone felt. I mean, just hours before people were heading for the fallout shelters and saying goodbye to loved ones. We really thought it could be the end—Armageddon. Then suddenly, everything was going to be OK. We were getting a new chance at life. The president had saved the day.”

Now that John was feeling better, Jackie started making plans for the children to go trick-or-treating—the first time John would be permitted to accompany his sister on her appointed rounds. On Halloween night, Arthur Schlesinger opened the door of his Georgetown house to find several goblins hopping up and down. “After a moment a masked mother in the background called out that it was time to go to their next house.” The voice was unmistakably Jackie’s. They had already stopped at the homes of former New York governor Averell Harriman and noted columnist Joseph Alsop. Former secretary of state Dean Acheson was next.

“The children must never feel vulnerable or frightened,” Jackie later told another friend, Kitty Carlisle Hart. “It’s a mother’s job to make them feel secure, no matter what’s going on in the larger world.” With things now somewhat back to normal, the first family celebrated Thanksgiving with the rest of the raucous Kennedy clan at Hyannis Port. As usual, John careened wildly about the living room, at one point bumping into the wheelchair of Grandpa Joe Kennedy, who by this time had suffered a debilitating stroke. The elder Kennedy took it all in stride, never happier than when he was surrounded by his tribe of children and grandchildren.
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