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AUTHOR’S NOTE







I FIRST HEARD hints and whispers of a romantic involvement between Robert and Jacqueline Kennedy while researching and conducting interviews for A Woman Named Jackie, my 1989 biography of the former First Lady. Because Jackie was still very much alive at the time, it is easy to understand why interviewees were reluctant to discuss the romance in great depth or detail. Following Jacqueline’s death in 1994—and after I had begun work on RFK, my 1998 biography of Robert Kennedy—interview subjects, old and new, were suddenly much more eager to explore the topic. Thereafter nearly every biography of Bobby or Jackie, including volumes by Edward Klein, Christopher Andersen, Sarah Bradford, and Peter Evans, capitalized on my research and reported on the Bobby-Jackie affair, in certain instances adding new details to those already known.


After the publication of RFK, I continued to probe the subject, collecting further material and information. I was aided in part by the release in 2007 of a set of previously unavailable reports and briefs prepared by the Secret Service and the FBI, released to me under the Freedom of Information Act. Covering the years 1964 to 1968, when the liaison took place, these documents confirmed what I had already ascertained by way of personal interviews. I was thus able to piece together a complete picture of the complex relationship that existed between two of the most heralded figures of the twentieth century.




Too often in earlier biographies, Robert Kennedy was depicted as something of a choirboy when, in fact, he enjoyed the same proclivity for extramarital affairs as his brothers, Jack and Ted Kennedy. Insiders, among them Ted Kennedy as well as his sisters, were evidently well aware of the circumstances. Given Bobby’s and Jackie’s shared grief over the 1963 assassination of Jack Kennedy, it is not difficult to imagine how such an unlikely union could begin. The relationship grew and continued on its own, ending not because of lack or loss of affection but out of pure practical necessity when RFK decided to run for president in 1968. It is also clear, in the confusing days following Bobby’s death, why Jackie turned to Aristotle Onassis for solace, agreeing to marry him and to leave the United States and raise her children abroad.


Despite the conclusive accounts of those insiders quoted in this volume, I don’t doubt for a moment that some readers will remain skeptical that a romance actually took place. In the course of writing four books on the Kennedys, I have come across individuals who still deny the rampant womanizing of JFK, both before and after he became president. It took The New York Times, often cited as our most authoritative newspaper, some thirty years to admit in print that Jack Kennedy had numerous affairs outside his marriage. With all this purported womanizing, the doubters ask, how is it possible that JFK still had time to run the country? A somewhat related query might be posed regarding Bobby and Jackie. If such an affair took place, how is it conceivable that they managed to keep it out of the public eye? The answer to the first question is that President Kennedy compartmentalized his life to such an extent that he was able to preside over the nation while at the same time pursuing a hyperactive social schedule. The answer to the second question is that in the 1960s, the private lives of public figures were simply not covered by the media, certainly not to the extent that they are today when even the slightest impropriety, sexual or otherwise, gets reported, probed, and reported again.


Certain readers may also wonder or ask if it is even necessary to divulge the inner (or private) lives of biographical figures such as Robert and Jacqueline Kennedy. As a biographer, it has always been my conviction that sexual (or personal) behavior is integral to a fuller understanding of a person’s life, particularly in the case of a public personality. Knowing that Robert and Jackie Kennedy became romantically involved following JFK’s death—and for reasons that this volume attempts to reveal—sheds a whole new light on who they were and what made them tick. It demonstrates, among other things, that they were motivated by many of the same temptations and emotions that drive the rest of us. It helps us gain a fuller comprehension not only of them but also of ourselves.
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Chapter 1






AT 12:30 P.M. (CST) ON Friday, November 22, 1963, as President John Fitzgerald Kennedy’s motorcade approached the Texas School Book Depository at Dealey Plaza in downtown Dallas, a series of gunshots rang out. Six minutes later the Lincoln Continental limousine carrying the president and his wife, as well as Texas governor John Connally and his wife, lurched to a halt in front of the emergency entrance to Parkland Memorial Hospital. Cradling her dying husband in her arms, Jacqueline Bouvier Kennedy refused to allow the waiting medics to lift the president out of the backseat until Secret Service agent Clint Hill wrapped JFK’s gaping head wound in his own suit jacket.


Jackie’s clothes were so heavily splattered with blood and gore that the first hospital security guard she encountered thought she’d been wounded along with the governor and the president. Lady Bird Johnson, the wife of Vice President Lyndon Johnson, arrived at Parkland shortly after the First Lady and saw her standing by herself in the narrow corridor outside the trauma room where they had taken the president. “Jackie looked more alone and vulnerable at that moment,” Lady Bird later told White House chief of staff Ken O’Donnell, “than anyone I’d ever seen.” Embracing the First Lady, Mrs. Johnson asked if she needed a change of clothing. Jackie shook her head from side to side. “I want people to see what they’ve done to Jack,” she responded.


In the car, as bullets rained upon the open convertible from above, Jackie had clambered onto the trunk of the vehicle in what appeared to be an attempted escape, only to be pushed back into her seat by Clint Hill. The Lincoln rapidly accelerated from eight to eighty miles per hour. Now, with her husband close to death, she wanted more than anything to be with him. After trying to push aside the head nurse, she turned to Dr. George Burkley, the president’s personal physician, whose first impulse was to offer her a sedative. “I don’t want a sedative—I want to be with my husband when he dies,” she said. Although the doctors in the trauma room objected, Dr. Burkley insisted that she be permitted to enter.


Once in the room, which was filled with medical personnel, Jackie knelt on one knee to pray. Two priests suddenly appeared and administered the last sacraments of the Church. Jackie rose. A tall doctor stood before her. “Mrs. Kennedy, your husband has sustained a fatal wound,” he said. “I know,” she whispered. Dr. Burkley felt for the president’s pulse: there was none.


A trauma room attendant pulled up a sheet to cover the president’s body. It was too short, and his feet stuck out, whiter than the sheet. Jackie took his right foot and kissed it. Then she pulled back the sheet. She kissed him on the lips. His eyes were open, and she kissed them as well. She kissed his hands and fingers. She held on to his hand and for the longest time wouldn’t let go.


At 2:31 p.m., Mac Kilduff, acting press secretary on the Texas trip, made the official announcement of the president’s death.


“I went to Ken O’Donnell, who had joined Jackie in the trauma room,” said Kilduff. “I told him I would have to make some sort of announcement. There were too many reporters running around who already knew—or at least had deep suspicions. It was only a matter of time. Ken said, ‘Why are you asking me? Ask the president.’


“I knew exactly what he meant, so I went and found Lyndon Johnson. They had sequestered him in another trauma room with Lady Bird and Secret Service agent Rufus Youngblood. I didn’t know what to call him. I wasn’t going to call him Lyndon. I called him Mr. President, and Lady Bird let out an audible gasp. I said, ‘We have to announce President Kennedy’s death.’ I could see his mind clicking. He said, ‘I have no idea what kind of conspiracy this might be. They could be after me, the Speaker [of the House], the secretary of state. Who knows? We’d better get out of Dallas as soon as possible. I’ll wait until you make your announcement, and then we’ll leave.’”


Godfrey McHugh, the president’s Air Force aide and a good friend of the Kennedy clan, ran into the First Lady and Ken O’Donnell outside the trauma room. “Jackie looked frightful,” recalled McHugh. “Her pillbox hat, stockings, and pink wool suit were splattered with blood and brain matter. I handed her my handkerchief, and she handed it back without bothering to use it. After a moment or two, she removed her hat. It was the only attempt she made to tidy herself up.”


Next Jackie asked McHugh if he would put through a call to Bobby Kennedy on the East Coast. She had always been close to Bobby, in certain respects closer than she’d been to Jack. McHugh asked a security guard for access to a private telephone. The guard led them to an empty administration office on the same floor.


“I think Bobby’s at home,” Jackie told McHugh. She recited the phone number for Hickory Hill, RFK’s sprawling family residence in McLean, Virginia, and McHugh placed the call. Handing Jackie the receiver, McHugh exited the office. Three or four minutes later, the office door opened and Jackie emerged. “It’s so sad,” she said. “Bobby just celebrated his thirty-eighth birthday a few days ago. And now this.”


Without knowing the full extent of the president’s injuries, FBI director J. Edgar Hoover had already notified the attorney general of the shooting. Bobby had followed up Hoover’s call (which he later termed “dispassionate”) by telephoning Clint Hill in Dallas. “Is it serious?” Bobby inquired. “I’m afraid it is, sir,” said Hill. Jackie’s telephone call a few minutes later had confirmed Bobby’s worst fears. The Kennedy administration had come to an unexpected and abrupt end.


As had Jack on August 1, 1944, with the wartime death of his older brother, Joseph Kennedy Jr., so Robert Francis Kennedy on November 22, 1963, stepped up to a new position in the family hierarchy: he was now patriarch Joseph P. Kennedy’s eldest son. With barely enough time to compose himself, Bobby was soon on the phone again, taking command of the clan’s response to the assassination. Rose Kennedy, the patriarch’s wife, at the family compound in Hyannis Port, Massachusetts, had already seen and heard the news on television. Mother and son agreed that the old man, having suffered a severe stroke two years earlier, should not be told just yet. RFK called his younger brother, Ted Kennedy, in Washington, D.C., and assigned the junior senator from Massachusetts the unenviable task of flying to the Cape the following day to break the news to their ailing father in person. Bobby asked his sister Eunice Shriver to join Teddy at the compound. He couldn’t reach his sister Jean, but asked her husband, Steve Smith, in charge of the Joseph P. Kennedy Foundation, to relay her assignment: since she was the Kennedy sister closest to Jackie, she would fly from New York to Washington to comfort the First Lady upon her return from Dallas. Their sister Patricia, the estranged wife of British actor Peter Lawford, would take the next plane to the nation’s capital from California. Stanislas (Stas) and Lee Radziwill, Jackie’s brother-in-law and younger sister, would fly in from London. And Sargent Shriver, perhaps the most reliable of the Kennedy in-laws, would help Bobby and Jackie organize the funeral.


As Hickory Hill began to fill with close friends and family members, Bobby remained the least anguished among them. Subdued and somber, he nevertheless tried to console those around him, including his wife, Ethel, and their children, by issuing words of confidence and comfort. CIA director John McCone, whom Bobby had asked to make the five-minute drive from Central Intelligence headquarters, later avowed that at the beginning of this ordeal, “as severe a trial as a man can go through, Bobby never faltered. He remained steady. It was remarkable. Obviously he was seriously affected, but at no point did he lose his composure.” RFK did not have time for his own grief on this particular day. At a near future point in time, the attorney general would ask McCone whether certain CIA operatives had somehow been involved in his brother’s assassination—and if not the CIA, then who?


At about 2:30 p.m., Bobby received a telephone call from Lyndon Johnson. The nation’s new chief executive had returned to Love Field, where he had boarded Air Force One instead of Air Force Two, the vice presidential aircraft. The rest of the Kennedy party, including Jackie and Ken O’Donnell, had also returned to Air Force One, bringing with them a vital piece of cargo: the casket containing President Kennedy’s body. Sounding harried, even frightened, LBJ told Bobby more or less what he had earlier revealed to Mac Kilduff—he suspected a worldwide plot of some sort, a plot so sinister it could result in the overthrow of the government. In no uncertain terms, Johnson felt that he should be sworn in as president at once, before leaving Texas.


“Who can swear me in?” Johnson asked RFK, whose position as attorney general marked him as the top lawman in the land.


Annoyed by Johnson’s impatience, RFK nevertheless said he would find out and get back to him.


The attorney general promptly contacted his deputy, Nicholas Katzenbach, who in turn checked with Harold Reis of the Justice Department’s Office of Legal Counsel. According to Reis, the oath of office was a mere formality. The truth of the matter was that by virtue of JFK’s death, Johnson had automatically assumed the presidency. Anyone, added Reis, authorized to administer federal and state oaths could administer the presidential oath, the wording of which could be found in the Constitution. Johnson could safely wait until Air Force One reached Washington to be sworn in.


Katzenbach relayed this information to Bobby, but by the time the attorney general got back to Johnson, the new president had taken matters into his own hands. Having decided he wanted to be sworn in while still on the ground, Johnson—a diehard Texan—had summoned Sarah T. Hughes, whom John F. Kennedy had appointed to the federal bench. When no one aboard Air Force One could find a copy of the Constitution, Johnson suggested that a member of his staff contact Katzenbach. Katzenbach subsequently dictated the proper constitutional text to one of LBJ’s secretaries. As soon as Judge Hughes arrived, accompanied by a police escort, Johnson asked Ken O’Donnell to find Jackie Kennedy. “I would like to have her come and stand next to me while I take the oath,” he said.




“I knew how much Bobby had long detested Lyndon Johnson,” recalled O’Donnell. “As JFK’s campaign manager, he’d openly opposed his brother’s choice of Johnson as a running mate. The last thing Bobby would have wanted now was to have Jackie stand up for him. So I said to Johnson, ‘Please don’t ask me to do that. The poor lady has been through enough for one day. You can’t do that to her, Mr. President.’ Johnson countered by saying that Jackie had requested she be part of the swearing-in process. He also stated that Bobby had advised him to take the oath before leaving Texas.”


Joined by General Chester V. Clifton, a military advisor to JFK, in addition to Larry O’Brien and Dave Powers, two of JFK’s most loyal aides, O’Donnell approached Jackie. “Johnson would like you to be with him when he gets sworn in,” said O’Donnell. “Are you up for it?” The former First Lady agreed to stand by her husband’s successor. “At least I owe that much to the country,” she said.


Jackie followed the men into the gold-carpeted midsection of the jet. She stood to Johnson’s left, Lady Bird to his right, as LBJ raised his right hand to take the oath as the thirty-sixth president of the United States.


White House photographer Cecil Stoughton recorded the impromptu ritual with his camera.


“Though dry-eyed, Jackie seemed completely out of it,” said Stoughton. “She appeared to be in a state of shock. Only a few hours earlier she’d been First Lady. In little more than the blink of an eye, she had become a grieving thirty-four-year-old widow.”


Following the hurried ceremony, Jackie returned to her seat at the rear of the aircraft next to her husband’s casket. Ken O’Donnell, Larry O’Brien, and Dave Powers—affectionately known as “the Irish Mafia”—sat nearby. As quickly as she’d arrived, Judge Hughes departed the plane. Moments later Air Force One took off.


Twice during the flight, Lyndon Johnson sent Bill Moyers, soon to become a presidential assistant, to the back of the plane to ask O’Donnell and O’Brien to join him, and on both occasions JFK’s lieutenants declined.




“We wanted to be with Jackie,” said O’Brien. “We needed her and she needed us. Finally Dave Powers went up front to see Johnson. When he returned, he said Johnson had told him he wanted JFK’s entire staff to stay on with him. Dave imitated Johnson with that Texas drawl of his. ‘You fellas can’t leave me now,’ he quoted Johnson as saying. ‘I don’t know a single soul north of the Mason-Dixon Line. I want all of you to remain on board with me.’”


It was at this juncture that Ken O’Donnell asked one of the flight attendants for a bottle of scotch. “I don’t know about you guys,” he said, “but I sure as hell can use a stiff drink.” The others joined him, including Jackie, who had never tried scotch before. She didn’t care for it particularly, but she drained her drink in a single gulp.


“All in all,” said Larry O’Brien, “I don’t think I’ve ever experienced the kind of courage Jackie exhibited, first at the hospital in Dallas and on that plane to Washington, and then during the three days before the funeral. She undoubtedly endured her private moments of grief, but on the whole she acquitted herself magnificently and became a symbol for all of us, a symbol of great nobility and character in an age of general impoverishment of soul.”


During the flight, the former First Lady placed two calls. She spoke to Angier Biddle Duke, the White House chief of protocol, and also to Bobby Kennedy. Ken O’Donnell overheard a portion of the latter conversation. “Bobby, how could this have happened?” she asked. Then she said, “Life has no meaning for me anymore.”


Bobby Kennedy, meanwhile, had been picked up by the Secret Service and driven to the Pentagon, from which he would soon depart by helicopter for Andrews Air Force Base to await the arrival of the presidential jet. With him were Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara and Army General Maxwell Taylor, an intimate family friend. They arrived at Andrews at 5:30 p.m. and secluded themselves in a U.S. Army transport truck adjacent to the runway. Thirty minutes later, in the gathering dark, the aircraft bearing RFK’s dead brother touched down.


As the jetliner taxied to a halt, a ground crew began wheeling a yellow ramp toward the plane’s front entrance. With the ramp still in motion, Bobby raced up the steps and into the aircraft. Jack Valenti, a Texas Democratic Party advertising manager soon to become an LBJ White House aide, recalled the attorney general “elbowing his way, darting down the aisle, looking neither right nor left as he headed for the tail section of the jet. He passed Lyndon and Lady Bird Johnson without so much as a nod. He looked like a man possessed.” RFK didn’t stop until he reached his sister-in-law. “Hi, Jackie,” he said softly, placing his arm around her shoulder. “I’m here.”


“Oh, Bobby,” she responded, and she might well have thought how like Bobby this was—he was always there when you needed him.


 


Despite the arrival aboard Air Force One of a half-dozen U.S. Army personnel, the late president’s casket was ultimately removed from the plane by JFK’s Secret Service detail. Lost in the commotion of crowds and cameras, the new president later complained that nobody had paid him the slightest heed. “Nobody said a word to me,” LBJ told Jack Valenti the following day. “And here I am, the goddamn president of the United States.”


Bobby and Jackie sat in the back of a military ambulance as they accompanied Jack’s body to Bethesda Naval Hospital in Bethesda, Maryland, for the autopsy. While en route, Jackie asked Bobby about Lyndon Johnson’s claim that the attorney general advised him to take the oath of office before leaving Dallas. When Bobby denied the story, Jackie said, “The last thing Jack told me about Lyndon is that he’s incapable of telling the truth.”


Jackie had asked Ken O’Donnell and Larry O’Brien to remain with her during the autopsy and then to stay at the White House as her personal guests. Dr. John Walsh, Jackie’s gynecologist and obstetrician, also joined her at Bethesda. “He recommended that she rest for an hour or two while the autopsy proceeded,” recalled O’Brien. “To help her relax, he injected her with one hundred milligrams of Vistaril, which under normal circumstances would have enabled her to sleep for a good twelve hours without interruption. As it happened, the shot seemed only to stimulate her.”




Robert McNamara, having likewise joined the group at Bethesda, listened for hours as Jackie recounted every morbid detail of the assassination. “From the moment they reached Parkland Hospital,” said McNamara, “she remembered everything. Talking it all out over and over again became a kind of purgation for her, a way of unburdening her soul. Bobby, on the other hand, didn’t want to hear about it. If she felt more comfortable sharing her grief, he had to camp alone with his. Without comment or facial expression, he nevertheless listened to her describe the horror of Dallas, after which he turned and walked away.”


At a certain point, Bobby left the room to make a telephone call. When he returned, he beckoned Jackie aside. “They think they’ve found the man who did it,” he told her. “He’s a small-time Communist sympathizer named Lee Harvey Oswald.”


Jackie stared at her brother-in-law. “Oh my God,” she whispered, “but that’s too absurd.” It sickened her that such a “silly little man,” as she subsequently referred to him, could actually murder the leader of the Free World. It robbed her husband’s death of all moral significance. It trivialized the act. “If it had at least been for his civil rights stand,” she proclaimed at a later date.


As the night wore on, others began to drift in. Ethel Kennedy approached Jackie. “At least you have the comfort of knowing that Jack has found eternal happiness,” she said.


“I would have hoped for more,” responded the former First Lady. “You’re lucky to have Bobby—he’s here for you.”


“He’s here for you too, Jackie.”


Jackie’s stepfather and mother, Hugh and Janet Auchincloss, arrived. “As terrible as this was,” Janet told her daughter, “think how much worse it would have been had Jack lived and been maimed.” Jackie urged her mother and stepfather to stay at the White House and gave them Jack’s bedroom for the night.


At 4:30 a.m., the autopsy completed, Bobby and Jackie brought the body, in a coffin of African mahogany, back to the executive mansion. Following a brief Catholic service in the East Room, RFK conferred with advisors and decided, in accord with Jackie’s wishes, to keep the coffin closed throughout all the ceremonial rites. At 6:00 a.m., Jackie retired to her bedroom. Bobby retired to the Lincoln Bedroom for a few hours of rest. After swallowing a sleeping pill provided by Charles (Chuck) Spalding, one of JFK’s most devoted friends, Bobby said, “Why now, God? Why now?”


As Spalding left the room and shut the door behind him, he heard the stricken younger brother of the slain president begin to weep. “As much as I wanted to go in there and console him,” remarked Spalding, “I couldn’t bring myself to intrude upon his private grief. As I retreated down the corridor, Bobby’s sobbing rose in pitch until it became a wail.”


 


It had been Maud Shaw, the stouthearted British nanny to Caroline and John Jr., who told Caroline on the night of November 22 of her father’s death. Caroline, about to turn a precocious six, fully comprehended many of the tragic implications of the moment. “She cried so hard I thought she might choke,” Shaw revealed in her 1965 tell-all book, White House Nanny.


It was left to Bobby Kennedy, the following day, to impart the sorrowful news to John-John, whose third birthday fell on November 25. “Your daddy has gone to heaven to be with Patrick,” he told the boy, referring to the prematurely born baby Jack and Jackie had lost because of a respiratory ailment on August 9, 1963, just two days after the infant’s birth.


The explanation, for all its simplicity, passed over John Jr.’s head. Nor did the handwritten letters that he and Caroline received that day from Lyndon Johnson make an impression on him. Writing the letters—which praised their father’s valor and service to the country—had been Johnson’s first order of business as Kennedy’s successor.


Shortly before 10:00 a.m., November 23, Jackie arrived at the White House nursery. She hadn’t seen her children since the assassination. Holding them in her arms, she soon led them downstairs to the East Room, where mother and daughter knelt and prayed before John F. Kennedy’s coffin, which had been placed upon a simple funeral bier draped in black. A four-man honor guard stood watch over the president’s coffin. Bobby Kennedy and other family members joined Jackie and her children for a private mass led by Father John Cavanaugh. That evening Bobby joined Jackie, Caroline, and John-John for dinner in the family dining room on the second floor of the White House. “Every time I look at Caroline and John, I want to cry,” RFK told Dave Powers.


Later that evening, in tears and unable to sleep, Jackie wrote her husband a long letter in which she spoke of their life together, of Caroline and John, of Patrick, of their dreams and plans for the future now shattered forever. She then gathered together a few of JFK’s favorite personal articles, including several samples of scrimshaw and a pair of engraved gold cuff links she’d given him as a birthday present. The next morning, November 24, she asked Caroline and John to write to their father, telling him how much they loved and missed him. Not yet able to write and uncertain as to the reason for the letter, John Jr. scribbled and colored with a crayon on a blank sheet of paper. His sister printed her message in blue ballpoint. “Dear Daddy,” she wrote on a separate sheet. “We are all going to miss you, Daddy. I love you very much. Caroline.”


The package of personal articles and letters—her own and those of her children—in hand, Jackie asked Bobby Kennedy to accompany her to the East Room. Waiting for them was Godfrey McHugh. Having been placed in charge of the honor guard, McHugh helped Bobby open the coffin. Jackie laid the letters and several other keepsakes inside the coffin. Bobby had brought along several items of his own to add to Jackie’s offerings, including a silver rosary and a PT-109 tie clasp commemorating his brother’s World War II naval service in the Pacific. RFK and McHugh watched in silence as Jackie arranged and then rearranged the articles the way she wanted them. She gazed at her husband’s face and gently stroked his reddish-brown hair. The minutes ticked by as she continued to caress him. Sensing what she wanted to do next, McHugh excused himself and quickly returned with a pair of scissors, which he handed to Jackie. Leaning forward, she carefully cut a lock of the president’s hair. Bobby lowered the coffin lid, and he and Jackie left the room.


At 1:21 p.m., word arrived from Dallas that Jack Ruby, a former nightclub owner with ominous underworld connections, had shot Lee Harvey Oswald at close range while the suspect was being transferred from local to federal authorities. Less than two hours later, at 2:07 p.m. CST, Oswald succumbed at Parkland, the same hospital in which JFK had perished. When asked why he’d shot Oswald, Ruby insisted that he’d wanted to spare the former First Lady the anguish of having to return to Dallas to testify at Oswald’s trial. Jackie summarized her reaction to Ruby’s intervention with a single poignant phrase: “one more awful thing,” she said to RFK.


Later that day, following the arrival from London of Stas and Lee Radziwill, JFK’s coffin was removed from the White House to the Capitol Rotunda, where Kennedy’s body would lie in state. More than 250,000 mourners, forming a line three miles long, filed past the flag-draped coffin in less than a day. Meanwhile, Sarge Shriver worked out the administration’s plans for JFK’s formal funeral rites. Assisted by Angier Biddle Duke, Shriver requested that the Library of Congress provide him with the details of the state funerals that had been held for George Washington, Abraham Lincoln, Woodrow Wilson, and Ulysses S. Grant. At every stage of the planning process, Shriver and Duke kept Jacqueline Kennedy fully apprised.


Shortly after 9:00 p.m., Bobby and Jackie visited the Rotunda. Back at the White House, within the hour, Jackie was seen by Dr. Max Jacobson, her late husband’s favorite physician, who had flown down from New York at the former First Lady’s behest. Best known as “Dr. Feel-good,” Jacobson had been treating Jack and Jackie since 1960, when they were still on the campaign trail seeking the presidency. Learning of Jacobson’s use of methamphetamines in conjunction with other unconventional materials such as crushed monkey glands, RFK had attempted to convince his brother to stop using Jacobson. “I don’t care if it’s porcupine piss,” JFK had supposedly responded, “it relieves my chronic back pain.” That night Jacobson injected Jackie with one of his patented medicinal cocktails. “I have no idea what the shot contained,” Jackie told her brother-in-law. “All I know is that my nerves have finally begun to settle.”


 


Rising above her grief, Jacqueline Kennedy resolved to imprint on the American consciousness her husband’s place in history, to remind Americans what had been taken from them. The funeral, on Monday morning, November 25, provided her a means of demonstrating John Fitzgerald Kennedy’s importance as both a national and a global leader.


Lyndon and Lady Bird Johnson joined Jackie and her children as well as Robert Kennedy for the limousine ride from the White House to the Capitol Rotunda, the site of JFK’s funeral. According to Lady Bird’s published diaries, a restless John Jr. vaulted across seats and from one person’s lap to another until Bobby managed to calm him with a few quiet words. When they reached the Capitol, the boy was led away by Maud Shaw, who had made the trip with Secret Service agents. Following the eulogies, including a moving presentation by Senator Mike Mansfield, television viewers around the world watched as Jackie and her young daughter approached the coffin, knelt and kissed it, then rose and walked slowly away.


At 11:00 a.m., following the funeral, JFK’s coffin was lifted onto a caisson, the same one that had been used to carry President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s body in 1945. As in Roosevelt’s day, the caisson was drawn by six white horses. A riderless horse with boots reversed in the stirrups to signify a fallen hero fell into place behind the caisson as it made its way from Capitol Hill to St. Matthew’s Cathedral for the formal funeral mass. With muffled drums sounding behind them, Jackie, Bobby, and Ted Kennedy led the procession on foot. Caroline and John Jr. were transported from the Capitol by car. Hundreds of thousands of spectators, the majority in tears, lined the funeral route.


Richard Cardinal Cushing, whose ring Jackie kissed upon entering St. Matthew’s with her children, conducted the forty-five-minute mass. The most memorable and perhaps theatrical gesture of the day took place outside St. Matthew’s following the mass. Dressed in a resplendent blue overcoat and squinting into the sun, little John-John suddenly raised his right hand in a military salute just as his father’s coffin rolled by on the horse-drawn caisson. Like the eternal flame that would adorn her husband’s grave site, her son’s salute had been Jackie’s idea.


After JFK’s burial service at Arlington National Cemetery—Air Force One dipped its wings as it flew over the president’s freshly dug grave—Jackie, Bobby, and Ted Kennedy returned to the White House, where they met privately with French president Charles de Gaulle, Prince Phillip of England, Ireland’s President Eamon de Valera, and Emperor Haile Selassie of Ethiopia. The three Kennedys then formed a reception line to greet the hundreds of other foreign dignitaries and statesmen who had flocked to Washington from every corner of the globe to pay homage to the late president.


Another visitor, an unexpected houseguest at that, was spotted early that evening emerging from the former First Lady’s bedroom. Aristotle Onassis, the self-made Greek shipping tycoon, had received a personal invitation to the White House from none other than Jacqueline Kennedy. Jackie had first met Onassis in 1960, when she and Jack, during a short stay in Greece, attended a banquet aboard the Christina, Ari’s legendary yacht.


“Onassis’s presence in the White House during the funeral period took everyone by surprise,” noted Ken O’Donnell. “He wasn’t exactly a Kennedy family favorite.” In early 1963, Onassis and Lee Radziwill had become involved in a highly publicized affair. Then, in October of that year, Ari and Lee invited Jackie to join them on a leisurely cruise of the Aegean Sea, suggesting it would help her recuperate from the recent death of Patrick Bouvier Kennedy. Jackie accepted the invitation. Needless to say, the president objected. So did Bobby. Ari’s reputation as a womanizing social climber and a kind of pirate of the high seas had been firmly established years before. The attorney general was once quoted as saying to Ken O’Donnell, “If it were up to me, I’d sink his fucking yacht—and the goddamn Greek with it.”


At 7:00 p.m. that evening, not wanting to disappoint her son, Jackie celebrated his third birthday with a modest party attended predominantly by members of the Kennedy clan. Jackie also invited Aristotle Onassis. John Jr. seemed to enjoy the party—which featured horns, balloons, and ice cream cake—whereas Caroline appeared remote and withdrawn. She spent the evening by herself in a corner of the room, for the most part ignoring her rambunctious Kennedy cousins. She brightened only briefly when Uncle Bobby arrived bearing what turned out to be John-John’s favorite gift: a scale model of Air Force One.


According to the actor Peter Lawford, at the time still married to Patricia Kennedy, a sister of the late president, the party “felt uncomfortable, full of forced frivolity.” Aristotle Onassis became the target of some extremely unflattering remarks. Although he took it in good humor, the Kennedys began making snide comments about his yacht and his wealth. Teddy drew up an ersatz contract calling for the billionaire to give half his material assets to the poor in South America. Going along with the joke, Onassis signed the document, appending several codicils in Greek.


At evening’s end, after the party had emptied and Caroline and John had been put to bed, the only mourners left in the room were Bobby and Jackie. The two who were most afflicted by the death of their loved one sat and chatted for a while. Close to midnight, his soul stirred by sudden memories of his brother, Bobby leaned toward his sister-in-law and said, “Shall we go visit our friend?”


While Clint Hill called ahead to Arlington, Jackie gathered a small bouquet of lilies of the valley from an eighteenth-century vase she kept on a second-floor hall table. Jack Metzler, superintendent of the cemetery, met the black Mercury at Arlington’s main gate. The car drove in and parked along Hatfield Drive. Accompanied by Metzler, Clint Hill, a second Secret Service agent, and a pair of military policemen, Bobby and Jackie walked up between clumps of cedar and oak to a high white picket fence that had been newly installed to mark off the Kennedy plot. The vast throngs that had flocked to the cemetery that afternoon were now gone. The rolling grounds of Arlington were damp and dark and quiet. Robert E. Lee’s mansion stood atop a steep slope overlooking Kennedy’s grave. Concentric rows of uniform white gravestones, beneath which lay the bodies of American soldiers killed in battle, stretched as far as the eye could see.


One of the military policemen unlatched a metal gate that divided the fence in half. Jacqueline and Robert Kennedy entered the plot and approached the glowing torch of the eternal flame that Jackie had lit as part of the funeral service earlier in the day. The flame flickered blue in the cool wind. Bobby and Jackie spotted a cap—a green beret—which had been placed near the grave that afternoon by a sergeant major as a token of respect. An MP had left his black-and-white brassard; next to the brassard, a member of the Third Infantry had propped his buff strap and Old Guard cockade. Such symbols of military tradition were not lost on the two mourners. Together they dropped to their knees, bowed their heads, and offered their prayers. When they were done, Jackie rose and placed her spray of flowers upon the earth. Then, holding hands, the widow and younger brother of John Fitzgerald Kennedy rejoined the others and walked back to the waiting car.














Chapter 2







FROM THE MOMENT Jacqueline Lee Bouvier married John F. Kennedy at Newport, Rhode Island, on September 12, 1953, the family member with whom she felt most comfortable was Bobby Kennedy.


The seventh child of Joseph P. and Rose Fitzgerald Kennedy, Robert Francis Kennedy was born at home in Brookline, Massachusetts, on November 20, 1925. Although he would later become known for his aggressive, driven, often ruthless demeanor, as a child he was considered the sweetest and gentlest of the Kennedy offspring. Bobby spent two years at Portsmouth Priory School, the only son of Joe Kennedy to stay in a Catholic school for more than a single term. He graduated from Milton Academy, a prestigious boarding school twelve miles from Boston, and began his studies at Harvard University, where he at first struggled to maintain passing grades. When America entered World War II, he interrupted his education to enlist in the navy. After the war, he returned to Harvard, graduating in 1948 as an American history major. Despite his relatively small frame—he stood five foot nine and weighed 140 pounds—he played on Harvard’s football team and earned his varsity letter, a feat that had eluded his brother Jack. Following Harvard, he attended the University of Virginia Law School, from which he received his degree in 1951. On June 17, 1950, while still in law school, he married Ethel Skakel, a college roommate of his sister Jean. The Skakels, a large Catholic family from Greenwich, Connecticut, were as wealthy and outspoken as the Kennedys.


In 1952 Robert Kennedy accepted a job offer with the Justice Department in New York City, but he soon resigned to manage his brother Jack’s senatorial campaign in Massachusetts. When JFK won, Bobby and Ethel moved to Washington, where RFK began working as consulting counsel for several select Senate subcommittees. Wisconsin Republican senator Joseph R. McCarthy, a Kennedy family friend, invited him to join the controversial, much reviled, and feared Senate Investigations Subcommittee, which in turn led to his involvement as minority counsel in the Army-McCarthy hearings. Later he worked tirelessly for the anti-Communist committee investigating labor racketeering, a position that brought him into direct conflict with Teamsters boss Jimmy Hoffa. Hoffa described his young adversary as “an arrogant little prick, born with a silver spoon in his mouth.” RFK portrayed Hoffa as “a crime-bound mobster masquerading as a concerned union organizer.” Their major detractors claimed they were both right.


In the end it was Bobby—not Joe Kennedy, as is commonly asserted—who convinced his brother to marry Jacqueline Bouvier. More than any of the other Kennedys, RFK saw Jackie as a potentially invaluable political weapon. Her background as a Miss Porter’s School debutante and honors student at Vassar and the Sorbonne, her French Catholic heritage, her facility with foreign languages, her academic grounding in French art and literature—even her current employment as the personable and amusing “Inquiring Camera Girl” at the Washington Times-Herald—made Jackie an ideally suited mate for an ambitious, up-and-coming senator bent on one day attaining the presidency. Jacqueline gave the Kennedys the social respectability they otherwise lacked. The future First Lady’s East Coast finishing-school polish complemented her husband’s quick wit, intelligence, and youthful vitality. Individually and as a couple, they were also astonishingly photogenic, more Hollywood than Washington in appearance. Compared to the aging dowdiness of their immediate presidential predecessors—the Roosevelts, Trumans, and Eisenhowers—the Kennedys seemed the picture of health and vigor. They were the perfect specimens for a new age: the age of television. They had what legendary fashion doyenne Diana Vreeland termed “allure.” “Allure,” Vreeland observed, “isn’t something you can buy; nor is it something you acquire. You either have it or you don’t.” Jack and Jackie had it.


RFK fully understood that while the Kennedys were one of the most successful and influential clans in America, they likewise harbored their fair share of closeted skeletons and shady characters. Chief among the latter was Joseph P. Kennedy. A rampant womanizer whose primary fortune had been made in the film business and by importing gin and whiskey during Prohibition, Kennedy methodically increased his financial holdings by implementing a number of complex real estate deals and questionable Wall Street stock and security manipulations. Appointed the first Irish Catholic ambassador from America to Great Britain, Kennedy became an ardent admirer of the leaders of the Third Reich. His shameful support of the Nazi regime resulted in his forced resignation as ambassador and return to the United States.
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