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Rose

For my husband, Dave Mazzella. I love you madly.

Liz

For my husband, Michael Thomas, and our son, Maxwell, with love.






Some people have asked, why talk after all these years? You’ve shut up for so long. And I think—it’s for him. John wasn’t interested in the VIP section—he didn’t want to be behind the ropes, he wanted to be on the dance floor, in the middle of it. He would love some of these stories to be told, because we had fun.

—JACK MERRILL, FRIEND








Prologue


Sasha Chermayeff, friend from Andover

One time in the early’90s, John and I were walking in the East Village. I had my son Phineas with me—Phin was a little boy, almost exactly three years old. I remember we were crossing Avenue A, and I said, “My God, John, this is how old you were when your father was killed. If Phin’s dad was taken away from him now, it would be a gigantic… it would color his entire life.” John was just nodding and he said, “Yeah, you never get over it.”




Ed Hill, friend from Andover

You wanna talk about the weight of legacy.… Not only is John Kennedy the only son of a revered martyred president, he’s the son of a man who was publicly murdered. I mean, talk about a clusterfuck. He had to define himself—he had to invent himself—out of that.




Robbie Littell, friend from Brown

He brought it up, that we both didn’t have our fathers. We didn’t really talk about it. I didn’t want to either—that’s the third, fourth, and fifth rail. It’s just: jump right over that.

The father thing happened too young for both of us. There really wasn’t anything to talk about.




Narendra Taneja, friend from India

Look, he was a bit of a wounded seeker of truth. You could always sense that he was very hurt by what had happened to him, to his family—that was very clear. One can easily understand: wherever you go, you are recognized thanks to your father, and yet he’s not there, you don’t remember. And when you needed him most, when you were young, he was not there. But your very identity is immediately, instantly linked to him.… Just imagine that.




RoseMarie Terenzio, executive assistant and friend

I remember seeing that movie The Truman Show and getting very emotional. It was like, oh my God, there are all these people watching John, like he’s some thing that’s playing out. People all over the world have this emotion invested in him—they know nothing about him, and they think they do. I thought, Just like this guy Truman, John has all these people tuning in.

He gave an interview once where he said, “I can get in my plane and just fly away.…” No cameras, no people wondering what you’re doing or why.

If he was an actor, he could stop acting. If he was a singer, he could stop singing. But it was his birthright—he couldn’t choose not to be John F. Kennedy Jr.








ORIGIN STORY When Jackie Met Jack


In 1951, journalist Charlie Bartlett and his wife, Martha Bartlett, introduced twenty-one-year-old Jacqueline Bouvier, a socialite and columnist for the Washington Times-Herald, to Congressman Jack Kennedy, thirty-three, Charlie’s good friend. A year later, after another dinner at the Bartletts’, Jack and Jackie’s courtship commenced and JFK began his run for the Massachusetts Senate. In 1953, Martha was a bridesmaid in the couple’s wedding. Eventually, she and Charlie would be godparents to the couple’s son, his father’s namesake—John Fitzgerald Kennedy Jr.


Martha Bartlett

My husband really loved Jack, and he always wanted Jack and Jackie to meet. They both were of a certain age and things were starting to get thinned out as far as who was available. Poor Jack was always making advances. Half the time they were not accepted. He thought he was a great Don Juan. And most women didn’t think of him as a great Don Juan.

So the first thing Charlie and I did as soon as we got married was to have them for dinner. I had an extra woman, as I remember, in case Jack didn’t enjoy Jackie. He could look very disinterested. But he was interested. Jackie was pretty, and he was interested. He followed her out to her car.

She had a boyfriend waiting for her in the car, and she was on to her next date. But after that she had me call Jack Kennedy all the time and really keep after that relationship. I did a lot of finagling.

Maybe he would’ve called her, but I think she did the pursuing. There was only a certain number of people with a certain amount of money and a certain wherewithal in Washington, if you were ambitious. There was nobody here. It’s not as if you were living in New York.

We had something called the Dancing Class; you could ask whoever you wanted. So, Jackie said, “I think it’d be a fun time to have Jack Kennedy.” So we asked him to the Dancing Class. Then the next thing that happened was he ran for the Senate. Well, he didn’t have time to be squiring somebody around when he’s running for the Senate, so he didn’t call. But once he was senator and he had the time, he resumed the courtship.

To be honest, most people who would be sane and sensible would not marry Jack Kennedy. Because of his womanizing, even back then. It was laughable. It was really almost a disease. But if you have a father that’s doing the same thing, like Jackie’s did, you’re not going to find it that peculiar. Jackie’s father was bad—I knew him. Jackie was used to philandering. It’s all about what you’re used to. You connect it with love.

Were Jackie and Jack in love at the beginning? No, I think that’s expecting a lot. They didn’t know each other.

I think the first years in the White House were pretty deadly. Jackie complained a lot. She’d allude to Jack’s infidelities once in a while; she could make fun of it. She could even joke about it to him—she was incredible. He didn’t pay any attention. You know, you’d have to be insensitive to do the things that he did.

I do think Jack and Jackie had a wonderful relationship by the time he died. I think over time he began to appreciate her more. But it couldn’t have been easy to be married to someone like that. You know, she was one of the world’s best actors.








CHAPTER 1 A Son and an Heir


“He was elated it was a boy”

Two years after Jack and Jackie married, Jackie had a miscarriage. In 1956, she had a stillborn daughter, Arabella. Caroline Bouvier Kennedy was born in November 1957, and John came along on November 25, 1960, two weeks after his father was elected president of the United States. Born premature, John had trouble breathing and spent his first hours in an incubator.


Clint Hill, Jackie Kennedy’s Secret Service agent

John’s birth was a surprise. He wasn’t due until December 15. On Thanksgiving Day, November 24, the president flew to Washington from Florida, where he was working on the transition and selection of his cabinet and staff, to spend the day with Caroline and Mrs. Kennedy. After dinner, the president flew back to Florida.

Everything seemed to be going okay and then, all of a sudden, she’s having labor pains. My phone rang around 11:30 p.m. and it was my boss and he said, “Mrs. Kennedy has been taken to Georgetown Hospital by ambulance. Get there as quick as you can.”

It was a caesarean. I paced up and down like an expectant father because there was nobody, no family member, there.

Shortly after midnight, the nurse came out and said, “Mrs. Kennedy has delivered a baby boy. She and the baby are fine but we’re going to take some precautions and put him in an incubator for a while.” John had some difficulty breathing.

Then another nurse came out carrying John in his swaddling clothes. I was the first person, other than the medical staff and Mrs. Kennedy, to see John. I saw him before his father did.

The president flew back in the middle of the night. He was elated it was a boy, his first son—a magical moment. They were just happy that it was a live birth because Mrs. Kennedy had had a difficult time carrying a baby to full term. Finally, they had a fourth member of their family.

Mrs. Kennedy was worn out. She and John remained in Georgetown Hospital for almost two weeks. Well, naturally the press was going crazy. We had an agent posted there around the clock, a guy named Ed Tucker. At one point she told the nurse that she wanted to see Ed. He went in: “May I help you, Mrs. Kennedy?” And she said, “Could you loan me twenty dollars so I can pay the hairdresser?” She wanted her hair done. She never carried money. I don’t remember how it looked afterwards. We were agents—we didn’t notice that stuff.

After spending time with Mrs. Kennedy and John, the president flew back to Florida and took Caroline with him. John was getting better and stronger every day. On December 9, when Mrs. Kennedy and John were released from Georgetown Hospital, I accompanied them to their N Street address, where Mrs. Kennedy changed clothes to meet Mrs. Eisenhower and tour the White House living quarters. Later that afternoon we flew to Florida on the Caroline, the family plane, with John and his nurse, Luella Hennessey. We went to stay with the president’s parents at the ambassador’s residence in Palm Beach.

In January, Mrs. Kennedy and the president flew back to Washington for the inauguration. They left John and Caroline in Florida. John was only an infant. If the children had been in Washington, the public would’ve demanded that they be a part of the inaugural ceremony, watching the parade, all that stuff. This way the president and Mrs. Kennedy didn’t have to worry about that.… They left them with Secret Service agents and nannies. John was left behind a lot as a child.

John’s birth was an historic event. He was the first child born to a president-elect. They made a special nursery for him. And Mrs. Kennedy had a school in the White House for Caroline, and she had a playground built near the Oval Office on the lawn.




Preston Bruce, White House doorman, interviewed for the John F. Kennedy Presidential Library Oral History in 1964

[The president] was—marvelous. I just wish I could have been the father to my children that he was.… It was always rather comical when John-John would holler to his dad [as he left for the office every morning]. “Don’t leave me,” he said. “We’ve got to go to work.” The president would call back and tell him, “Come on, let’s go to work.” And John-John would come down in his pajamas and bathrobe and of course, I’d come out to the door. I’d follow them to the office, to bring him back. That was a lot of fun.




Clint Hill

Mrs. Kennedy was very insistent that Caroline and John grow up like normal kids. I always said to her, “That’s impossible.” She tried her damnedest. She insisted that if they fall down, let them get themselves up. If they make mistakes, let them. They had to be respectful of anybody they came into contact with. I remember her teaching John how to bow, all that stuff, because he would be meeting heads of state, kings and queens. I always thought, They’re the children of the president of the United States, they’re never going to be like other children.




Tom Wells, Secret Service agent

I thought John and Caroline both were very intelligent for their age. A lot of it had to be the fact that they weren’t just with children all the time. They were around people that took time with them. And even being around the agents a lot—the five of us. I think that probably enhanced some of their communication skills. I would like to believe that it did.

At the White House school, they would have a recess in the mornings. There was a jungle gym. Their nanny, Miss Shaw, would usually take John out so he could have some time running outside. And it was not unusual that the president would come out of the office if he was not tied up with something. He’d come out and clap his hands and visit with the children a little bit and go back in.

One day he came out and the children ran over and greeted him. He looked around and said, “Where is John today?” And I said, “Well, Miss Shaw has taken him to the doctor’s office—he fell and knocked out a tooth.” The president thought for a minute and said, “That is a baby tooth, isn’t it?” And I said, “Yes, sir.” And he said, “Well, he’ll grow another one. That’ll be all right.”




Martha Bartlett

I remember Jack said something to my husband, Charlie, once—John had had a slight accident—and Jack more or less implied that he was worried about him because he was so accident-prone.




Maud Shaw, nanny to Caroline and John, interviewed for the John F. Kennedy Presidential Library Oral History in 1965

John was one hundred percent boy. He [was] very intelligent and very inquiring, and the president began to be very proud of him because he was a little man to take around.… He had very good manners.

The very best of the times was after the president had finished up all of his duties and the office was closed, and we would go along with him to the swimming pool. He would swim and John would be like a little eel in the water. He gave his father great pleasure.




JFK Jr. to Larry King on September 28, 1995

We had a dog who was named Pushinka, who was given to my father by the premier of Russia, was it the Soviet Union at that time?… But I don’t think it was actually from Khrushchev, I think it was the head of the Parliament. And it was the daughter of the first dog in space.

We trained it to slide down the slide that we had in the back of the White House.… Sliding the dog down the slide is probably my [first memory].




Clint Hill

If we were up at Cape Cod or down in Florida and out on a boat, the president loved to have the kids join and swim in the ocean.

Once I picked up John on the yacht to take him back to shore on the speedboat. There was this plume of water shooting out from behind. I said, “John, you have to see how this boat operates.” And I tipped him over so he could watch it. He was laughing like crazy. Good thing I didn’t drop him.

John loved to sail. He took after his dad in many respects, whereas Caroline took after her mother; she loved to ride horses.

When Mrs. Kennedy and I would go to New York for her to see friends or shop, and the children would be left back at the White House, the president would take advantage because he knew that Mrs. Kennedy never liked to have the children photographed. She wanted to maintain their privacy, but he knew pictures of the children made for good publicity. So, when she was gone, he’d arrange for photos to be taken in the Oval Office. This is where you see the famous picture of John crawling out from underneath the desk in that little opening in the bottom. The media would go crazy for those photos.




Gustavo Paredes, friend, son of Jackie’s personal assistant, Providencia Paredes

I remember going in his room at the White House—he had lots of aviation stuff there. He would have models of planes and he’d always run around with them. He liked to go to airports. I remember watching helicopters take off from the White House lawn. He loved flying in the helicopters.




Clint Hill

John loved anytime there was something going on in the south grounds where the military were involved. And Mrs. Kennedy kind of fed into that. If there was a head of state coming to visit, she would bring John down. She wanted him to understand what his father was doing. She didn’t want the press to see that he was there. We would go out a little side door and hide behind some bushes so that she could show John without anybody knowing about it. He loved all that pageantry.

John loved helicopters, loved airplanes, anything military. When we were out in the country, he’d find a stick and play like it was a gun and march. I can see him right now at Wexford, their place in Virginia, running in the woods, gun over his shoulder, marching, with boots on and a helmet. And his nanny, Miss Shaw, pretending to be his army nurse. He got her to put up a tent. She was his playmate, or the dogs. It was like “Well, John, you go play with the nanny.” Whereas Caroline had all these friends.

The agents were a little concerned about John. We tried to broaden his horizons. We never thought he’d be very smart, because he just had a tunnel vision. It was the damn airplanes and the military uniforms and all that stuff—that seemed to be the only thing he liked. They put in a bouncy plane at Wexford for him so he could pretend to be a pilot. Mrs. Kennedy said that he would end up being a pilot someday.

We never envisioned he would grow up to be the fine young man that he did.




Pat Manocchia, friend and fraternity brother at Brown

The only real conversations I ever had with him about his memories of his father… He was so little, he didn’t remember too many things. Just some imagery, running to the helicopter. Getting picked up, hearing the blades, and going inside. He said he had a very clear vision of that.

On August 7, 1963, Jackie gave birth to Patrick Bouvier, Caroline and John’s younger brother. Born three weeks premature, he died on August 9, from hyaline membrane disease, now called Respiratory Distress Syndrome.




Clint Hill

The situation with Patrick all happened so fast. Baby is born, the realization that he was in trouble. I don’t think Mrs. Kennedy even got to hold him before they rushed him away.

It was the third child she had lost. More than any woman should have to bear.




Richard Cardinal Cushing, archbishop of Boston, interviewed for The Death of a President by William Manchester in 1964

The funeral of Patrick was the first time I ever saw Jack cry. At the end of the mass of the angels… he and I were left alone. He was so sorrowful he tried to carry the casket out—it was such a little coffin he could get his arm around it, and he did—but it was in a marble vault, and I said, “Jack, you better get along. Death is not the end of all, but the beginning.”




Clint Hill

Before Patrick died, the president and Mrs. Kennedy would never hold hands in public or embrace or anything like that. Afterwards, it was commonplace that the president and Mrs. Kennedy would embrace when they met, hold hands if they’re walking somewhere. I think they were just both more attentive to each other from that point on.

Mrs. Kennedy spent that summer in Hyannis Port with the children. She seemed to become more and more depressed. For the most part she was secluded in her room.

The president visited as often as he could. I noticed he seemed more attentive to Caroline and John as well.




Martha Bartlett

I was visiting at Hyannis Port that summer. One night the phone rang, and it was Jackie’s sister Lee. And she said, “Ari’s got the yacht, and he wants you to come and rest because Patrick is dead, and you need a vacation.” So Jackie came back to tell Jack that she planned to go on Aristotle Onassis’s yacht. And Jack, even though he had a bad back, I’ll never forget it—he tried to get down on one knee to be playful. And at the same time, he was dead serious. He said, “You can’t go. He was indicted for past taxation on something, and his reputation is just too bad.” And as you know, she went.




Clint Hill

I knew she wouldn’t go on a trip like this without her husband’s permission. He must have thought she was so depressed that she needed something to look forward to. But his staff was concerned—Onassis had long-standing legal issues with the U.S. government and a reputation as a womanizer and opportunist who couldn’t be trusted. There had always been concern about Lee’s friendship with him. But the president insisted Mrs. Kennedy should be allowed to go.

Jackie’s spirits really improved after the trip to Greece. When we came back, she told me the president really wanted her to go with him on a trip to Texas in November. She hadn’t thought she would feel ready, but now she thought she might go. She was coming back to the way she had been prior to Patrick’s birth. And she was very interested in this election that was going to be held in’64. She wanted to do whatever she could to help him.




Martha Bartlett

That’s the sadness of it. I think that for the first time, they were on the same page. It wasn’t just Patrick dying. It was the whole thing, the fact that she went on the trip and was willing to be political, I think it meant a lot to him. I thought he couldn’t be in love with anybody.… I’m not so sure he didn’t love her at the end.




Clint Hill

By that fall, whenever the president was flying to or from Andrews Air Force Base, he would have John go with him. And usually at the end, if the president was leaving the country or something, John had to stay in the helicopter, and he would raise a hissy fit because he couldn’t go on the plane. He wasn’t always permitted on Air Force One. On November 21, 1963, we had flown to Andrews AFB from the White House in a helicopter. John realized when we got to Andrews it was the end of the line. The president told John that he couldn’t go along to Texas. Mrs. Kennedy explained that his birthday was coming up in a few days and they’d be back and would have a nice big party. “Don’t worry, we’ll be back soon.”

Then, when the president started to leave the aircraft, he turned to Agent Bob Foster, who was with John, and said, “Agent Foster, will you take care of John for me, please?” That was rather unusual. I’d never heard the president say it before. Bob answered, “Yes, sir, I will.”

John was really crying. When the president got to the stairway of Air Force One, he turned and waved.








CHAPTER 2 November 22, 1963


“As bad as it can get”


Clint Hill

In the motorcade in Dallas, I was on the left front portion of the running board on the car immediately behind the president’s car. I was scanning to my left and ahead, when all of a sudden, I heard an explosive noise over my right shoulder. It came from the right rear. I saw the president grab at his throat and move to his left. I knew that something had happened to him. So I jumped from my position and began running to try and get on the back of the presidential vehicle and get on top of the rear and form a barrier or shield behind Mrs. Kennedy, so that no more damage could be done.

They told me later that there was a second shot that I didn’t even hear. Just as I approached the car there was a third shot that hit the president in the back of his head and exploded out the right side of his head. It was a massive enough wound that blood and brain matter and bone fragments came out of the wound over the back of the car and sprayed on myself and Mrs. Kennedy.

As I started getting up on the car, Mrs. Kennedy came up on the trunk and she was trying to grab some of that material that came out of the president’s head and she didn’t even realize I was there. When I got her back into the seat, the president’s body fell to the left and into her lap and the right side of his face was up. I could see that his eyes were fixed and there was a hole in the rear upper-right side of his head. I could see into that hole that the brain matter in that area of the head was missing. It was gone.

I assumed it had been a fatal wound, so I turned around and gave thumbs-down to the agents in the follow-up car, to let them know our situation was dire.

When we got to Parkland Hospital, the agent in the lead car, Winston Lawson, jumped out and ran into the emergency room. We were about to try and help the president, but Mrs. Kennedy wouldn’t let go of him. I finally pleaded with her and said, “Please, Mrs. Kennedy, let us help the president.” I realized she just didn’t want anyone to see the horrible condition he was in. I took off my suit coat and I covered up his head and upper back. He was lying on her lap. She let go, so we lifted him up and put him on a gurney and rushed him to Trauma Room 1. I assumed he was dead.

Doctors started to arrive. One after another. At one point I think there were fifteen doctors, all trying to do what they could to revive him.

I had been asked by my supervisor to get an open phone line to the White House. They put me through, and the operator cut in and said, “Mr. Hill, the attorney general wants to talk to you.” That was Mr. Robert Kennedy, the president’s brother. He got on the phone and asked, “Clint, what’s going on down there? How bad is it?” I did not want to tell him that his brother was dead, so I just said, “It’s as bad as it can get.”

At 1:00 p.m., the president was pronounced dead. We brought Mrs. Kennedy out and we were going to put her in the car behind the hearse, but she said no, she wanted to ride in the back of the hearse with the casket.

Mrs. Kennedy didn’t say anything. She was in shock. We got to the airport. She sat in the back of the aircraft with the casket. We couldn’t leave because Vice President Johnson had to be sworn in on the plane before we could take off.

At some point earlier in the evening I had called and suggested to the agents with John and Caroline that they take them to Mrs. Kennedy’s mother’s house in Georgetown so they wouldn’t be at the White House when we returned. I knew when we got back to Washington with the president’s body, President Johnson was going to go by helicopter straight to the White House and John would hear the helicopter and get all excited because Mommy and Daddy were coming home. Well, Mommy and Daddy weren’t going to be on that helicopter coming home, and I didn’t want him there.

After Lyndon Johnson was sworn in on board, Air Force One took off for Washington. The plane landed at Andrews AFB at 5:58 p.m., and Mrs. Kennedy accompanied the president’s body to Bethesda Naval Hospital for the autopsy. At 2:45 a.m., Hill was summoned to the autopsy room as an additional witness.




Clint Hill

Agent Roy Kellerman, my boss, wanted somebody to be knowledgeable of the president’s condition in the event Mrs. Kennedy ever raised a question. I thought she never would, and she never did, not to me anyway. I came down as they finished the autopsy to have the doctors explain to me the bullet wounds and the condition of the body.

It was very emotional to see him lying there. I wondered, Why isn’t it me under the sheet?

When we were at the hospital, Mrs. Kennedy found out Caroline and John were not at the White House and wanted them immediately brought back, which they were. They still had not been told that their father had been killed. They were told, as I understand it, by their nanny, Miss Shaw.




Tony Bradlee, wife of Washington Post editor Ben Bradlee, interviewed for The Death of a President

Nancy [Tuckerman, the White House social secretary] had asked us to come to the White House because she thought Jackie was going to come here. The children were running around. Miss Shaw said, “I haven’t the heart to tell them.” The helicopters were eerie; they were hovering around, and in the past their sound had always been a sound of joy.




Ben Bradlee, interviewed for The Death of a President

I played with the children. Only a few days ago I had been roughhousing with John-John. I told him stories—you know, the kind in which you tell the story about the little boy and imitate what he himself had been doing. Also I marched my finger up and down him.

There was one moment when I said to Nancy, “I’m going to tell those children.” Nancy, the Secret Service, Miss Shaw weren’t going to… And someone had to help Jackie over that task. Tony told me it was not a decision for me to make. Caroline was quiet, but then, she has been quieter.

That afternoon Caroline played across the room by herself—across the hall in her own room. But each time a helicopter came, the children would come running and crying, “There’s Daddy.” “Daddy’s coming later,” I would say desperately.

The evening got progressively worse. The great brown wasps of helicopters were making terrible noises outside, the bloody great choppers doing their business with the cabinet out there.

At first, the children and Miss Shaw were to go to [Jackie’s mother and stepfather] the Auchinclosses’. Miss Shaw herself was in tears and went to pack for the children. I had a discussion with her. She said she didn’t know how to tell them.




Tony Bradlee

I think we must have been at the White House about an hour and a half and then we went to [the hospital in] Bethesda about 6:30 or 7:00 p.m.—anyhow, it was before Jackie got there.

It was like a dream. Jackie came into the long part of the room, with her suit covered with blood.




Ben Bradlee

Jackie walked in looking as though she had been burned alive with that god-awful dress with blood on it. Everyone rose.… She came right into my arms and started to sob.… I held her as tight as I could, trying to crush her, and I said, “Don’t be too brave—cry.” She was sobbing, but there were few tears.

She gave me a brief version of Dallas. She said she saw the whole front of his head jump out, “and with that instinctive grace of his he reached for it and it wasn’t there.”




Janet Lee Bouvier Auchincloss, Jackie’s mother, interviewed for the John F. Kennedy Presidential Library Oral History in 1964

I asked Jackie that night… whether she wanted me or Miss Shaw or anyone to tell the children about their father’s death. She thought for a minute and then she said, “I think Miss Shaw should do exactly what she feels she should do. She will have to judge how much the children have seen or heard or whether they are wondering.…” I told Miss Shaw this.… I told her that Mrs. Kennedy had said that she should use her own judgment. I told her that I was going to sleep at the White House with Mr. Auchincloss, and that Jackie had told me that she wanted us to sleep in the president’s room.

Miss Shaw—I found out very late that night, I suppose it must have been very late, that she had told Caroline before she went to bed. John, of course, wouldn’t understand at all what death meant, and Caroline not very much more, but Miss Shaw told me that she had told her. I don’t remember her words, but she had said that her father had gone to heaven and talked a little bit with her, and that Caroline had cried a good deal.




Maud Shaw

It certainly was a very difficult time, a very sad one. I actually didn’t particularly want to tell the children the sad news about their father’s death. I didn’t tell John too much because I felt that he was too little to take in too much, but Caroline of course had been so dear to her father and so close to him and she was old enough to understand.… Caroline realized what had happened and what was going on and it was a very sad time for her. But she was such a comfort to her mother. She knew what her mother was going through, this very bad strain, and poor little John said, “My poor mommy’s crying. She’s crying because my daddy’s gone away.”




Janet Lee Bouvier Auchincloss

The next morning, shortly after seven o’clock, Caroline came into the president’s room, where Hugh and I had rested, I think perhaps only for an hour. I don’t think we laid down until six in the morning. She came in a little after seven and she had her big giraffe with her, which I think her father had given her. She knew we were there; Miss Shaw had certainly told her. She walked over to the bed after she had pushed the giraffe ahead of her, which was sort of to ease her entrance, and John came in pulling some toy. She came over to the bed and pointed to the picture of her father, which covered the front page of the newspaper, and said, “Who is that?” I said, “Oh, Caroline, you know that’s your daddy.” And she said to me, “He’s dead, isn’t he? A man shot him, didn’t he?” And her little face was so extraordinary. It’s hard for Caroline to—she’s a very, very affectionate little girl and she’s a very thoughtful child. And I think that the behavior of both the children through the next days was a remarkable tribute to the way the president and Jackie had brought them up.




Clint Hill

The funeral at St. Matthew’s Cathedral was the same day as John’s third birthday, November 25. When Mrs. Kennedy went to get the president’s body from the Capitol, the children did not go with her. Her brothers-in-law, Robert and Ted Kennedy, accompanied her.

When they got back to the White House, we had John and Caroline in another car in the motorcade so that they could follow from the White House to St. Matthew’s. At one point, the window in the car was open and Bob Foster, the agent assigned to Caroline, was walking beside the car and she reached out and held his hand.

At St. Matthew’s, I was seated immediately behind Mrs. Kennedy and the children. At one point I gave Mrs. Kennedy a handkerchief I carried in my pocket. She was crying. John became a little rambunctious. She gave me the sign that she would like to have him taken out. The agents took him to a room off the sanctuary to keep him occupied. They thought they’d work on his salute.

Mrs. Kennedy had asked us earlier that month to show him how to salute because he was going to attend a ceremony at Arlington National Cemetery, where his father was speaking. She wanted him to learn to salute so he could be just like a member of the military.

Bob Foster took him over to a little anteroom off where the casket was. The agents thought they’d just have him rehearse. And John was saluting with his left hand. There was a marine colonel standing in the doorway. He said, “John, this is how you salute.” With his right hand.

As the president’s body was taken out of St. Matthew’s Cathedral, Mrs. Kennedy and the children and other members of the family stood on the front steps of the cathedral. As the body was being placed on the caisson to go to Arlington National Cemetery, all the military personnel came to a salute. Mrs. Kennedy bent over and whispered in John’s ear. I didn’t hear what she said. But immediately he turned around to face his father’s casket and threw his shoulders back and saluted with his right hand. I mean, I couldn’t believe it, but it was right there in front of me. And you could see on the faces of generals and everybody else, there was this little bit of water coming down the side of their noses. Everybody choked up. And me included.




Philip M. Hannan, auxiliary bishop of the Archdiocese of Washington, interviewed for The Death of a President

I saw John Jr. salute. I was standing by him. I thought, This is the picture that will live. I saw the reaction of the people across the street. It was an instantaneous reaction; they broke down, especially the women.… I had heard Mrs. Kennedy say, “John, salute.” I knew then that this was probably the most poignant picture of the century.




Clint Hill

It was almost too much to bear. We had been with them through the entire pregnancy, and the loss with his little brother, Patrick, who died just a few months before that. And now this. And he had been such a good little trouper.




Neal Gabler, journalist and Edward M. Kennedy biographer

Virtually every single human being in America was sitting in front of his or her television set for those days. We’d never had an experience like that and I’m not sure that there’s been anything comparable to it later. I remember very clearly my parents and my brother and I, we never left the television set for those three days until my parents sent me to bed—we were just watching in stunned silence, almost as if you were in temple or a church. There was a sacred element to it that brought everybody together. The loss was so vast.

And then this little boy who’s lost his father, who is too young to process it—when he does that salute, that’s the crystallizing moment. His loss, our loss. They become conjoined.




Clint Hill

Mrs. Kennedy had arranged for a small party in the White House to celebrate John’s birthday that same day. There was a reception and receiving line for all the heads of state to give their condolences to Mrs. Kennedy. I was not present, but I was told how Mrs. Kennedy met with a few dignitaries in private, including Emperor Haile Selassie of Ethiopia. John and Caroline came into the room and John sat in the emperor’s lap, admiring all of the colorful medals pinned to his chest. Selassie told John, “You will be a brave warrior. Like your father.”

Immediately after the meeting ended Mrs. Kennedy went up to the second floor and had the party. The military aides had put it together. They each had their own designated gift to give to him, an army this, a Marine Corps that, a navy this.

Imagine: they had just laid his father to rest, saddest day in the world, and now they’re supposed to have a birthday celebration. It was just he, Caroline, a few cousins and members of the family, and David Powers, the president’s special assistant, trying to keep it light and singing songs. Everybody was doing their best to lighten the mood. Thank goodness, it didn’t last long.




Tom Wells

The public was sending in all kinds of stuffed toys to the children. We took the children over to pick one stuffed animal or toy. The rest were being sent to Children’s Hospital. John had a big golden stuffed bear.




Clint Hill

Mrs. Kennedy indicated that she wanted to take the children and go to Hyannis Port and spend Thanksgiving with the president’s father. On the way to the airport, we stopped at Arlington National Cemetery, and she and the children paid their respects to President Kennedy at his grave site. And that was the first time the children had been there.

On November 29, Jackie summoned Theodore White from Life magazine to the family home in Hyannis for an interview. There she mentioned that she and her husband had often played the soundtrack record from the movie Camelot before going to bed. “The lines he loved to hear were ‘Don’t let it be forgot, that once there was a spot, for one brief shining moment that was known as Camelot.’ ”




Martha Bartlett

She thought that all up. She tried to romanticize the whole thing—she wanted to have that image. That’s something I have never understood, the business of making sure it was carved into the mantel. What does that do to kids, to be brought up with a father of extraordinary myth? She fantasized things… but underneath it all, she was pretty pragmatic. Tough as nails—a survivor.








CHAPTER 3 Aftermath


“Why are you taking my picture? My daddy is dead.”


Tom Wells

We were all suffering from a traumatic experience. Mrs. Kennedy wanted the children to be engaged in the same routines as they would normally be. That message was clear. One day after we came back from Hyannis Port that Thanksgiving, we were at a park in Georgetown. There was a photographer. And we were trying to keep him at a distance so that he wouldn’t be close to the children. Well, John wanted a drink of water. One of the agents, Bob Foster, was holding him up so he could get a drink out of the fountain. Just as he lifted him up, the photographer creeped in a little closer. John looked at him and said, “Why are you taking my picture? My daddy is dead.”

The agents were shocked, and so was the photographer. That was almost earthshaking, for a kid that age to say that.




Gustavo Paredes

John knew his father was no longer around, but in the early days he did not know how he died, for sure. That was kept from him for quite a bit of time until he got older.




Clint Hill

Mrs. Kennedy and the children spent that Christmas in Palm Beach. The happiness was not there anymore. I mean, it was Christmas, sure, the kids were kind of happy when they got their gifts. But there wasn’t this jubilation. Everything had changed. There was always a lot of activity when the president was there, comings and goings. Heads of state, members of the cabinet. Now none of that existed. And Mrs. Kennedy didn’t like going out places because everybody was trying to console her wherever she went. She and the children used to go to the ice cream store. They didn’t do that in December of’63.

Every day when I went to work what I saw was two kids without a father and a widow who no longer had a smile on her face. Six-year-old Caroline would wrap her arms around her mother’s neck and try to console her, while John, at three, was too young to understand. The president, who we had the responsibility to protect, was dead.

Mrs. Kennedy and I didn’t talk about what happened in Dallas. Never. The next year she was in Georgetown, and then the house across the street was up for sale and she bought that and moved across the street. She requested that the president’s close aide, Dave Powers, stop by as often as possible to talk to the kids, specifically John, so he would come by almost every day. He was Irish, and he had all kinds of stories. He could make John laugh.

I was more involved with Mrs. Kennedy, trying to get her to go on a picnic down on the Potomac River or something, anything just to change the mood, trying to lighten the attitude. It was really hard.

After Christmas the kids went with Ethel and Bobby’s kids to Stowe, Vermont. Mrs. Kennedy went to Antigua with Bunny Mellon, her good friend. I went with her. She was a lot stronger, but still very depressed.




Martha Bartlett

I think she learned to clam up. She just—it all shut down. She didn’t like the situation, it shut down until she figured out the next play.

I would go over to the house in Georgetown. She was planning already to go to New York—she just always went on to the next thing.




Clint Hill

She was starting to make sure people were remembering the president. She was thinking about the legacy, about a library or something in his honor. She was always thinking ahead.

Among the people Jackie turned to for support was her brother-in-law Robert F. Kennedy. In the dark months after the assassination, she made frequent visits to Bobby’s Virginia home, Hickory Hill, both with her children and on her own.




Thomas Maier, author of The Kennedys: America’s Emerald Kings

Bobby had enlisted Father Richard McSorley, a Jesuit priest who taught theology and coached tennis at Georgetown, to tutor and teach tennis to his older children. When I interviewed McSorley I asked him, “Father, did the children ever ask you, if there’s a loving God, how could these awful things happen in their lives?” And McSorley, who was about eighty years old, took a long pause, then said, “Well, they didn’t, but Jackie did.”

And then he began to tell me the story of how after the assassination Jackie was essentially suicidal, and how Bobby was so concerned about Jackie’s frame of mind that he asked McSorley to set up counseling sessions under the guise of “tennis lessons” in his backyard.

“It’s so hard to bear,” Jackie told McSorley. She talked about her regrets that she hadn’t been able to save her husband. “I would have been able to pull him down, or throw myself in front of him, or do something, if only I had known.… I feel as though I am going out of my mind at times.… Do you think God would separate me from my husband if I killed myself?”

Jackie’s question left McSorley dumbfounded.

“Do you think I will ever see him again?” she asked. “It’s so lonely.… Will you pray that I die?”

McSorley said that he tried to dissuade her from thoughts of suicide, but not from wanting to die. “It’s not wrong to pray to die.”

According to McSorley, Jackie no longer felt adequate even as a mother. “The children would be better off here [at Ethel and Bobby’s] anyhow. I’m no good to them. I’m bleeding inside.”

“They wouldn’t be better off here,” he said he told her. “Nobody can do for them except you.”

Just before what would have been Jack’s forty-seventh birthday—May 29, 1964—the subject of suicide came up again. McSorley tried to talk her out of it, and she responded, “I know I’ll never do it. I know it’s wrong. It’s just a way out. It’s so hard to think about facing every day, the many days ahead.”

When you think about the way Jackie was portrayed in the press, she was put in a very noble but kind of one-dimensional box: as the widow behind the black veil. Stoic and strong. And she did keep the country together in this awful moment. But the reality also was a person who had been shattered by what she had seen before her own eyes. I always saw both families, JFK’s and Bobby’s, for what they were: crime victims.




Clint Hill

By the spring of’64, the tourist situation had really started to get bad in Georgetown. There was a company in D.C. that began running tourist tours down the street where Mrs. Kennedy and the children lived. They refused to stop. The house sits back from the street somewhat, so people couldn’t take pictures through the windows, but they were right across the street. And it just got worse and worse. Mrs. Kennedy and the children couldn’t even go out and get in the car without everybody screaming, hollering, taking pictures. It was scary for the kids.

She finally decided that she’d had enough. We went to look in New York, where she grew up, and she found this place at 1040 Fifth Avenue. They moved in, in September of 1964.

And in New York, it’s a world of difference. New Yorkers are so busy going about their own business. They don’t pay attention to who’s walking on the street in front of them. I noticed right away: I thought, Geez, they don’t realize who this is. And so it got to be a lot easier.

One of the first things Mrs. Kennedy wanted to do was take the kids on a rowboat ride out in Central Park. And so we went. I rented a rowboat and she and the kids got in the rowboat, went out in the middle. Going around having a good time.

I stayed with her until after the election in 1964. We agents never discussed Dallas amongst ourselves. It’s just one of those things you didn’t want to talk about. We just wanted to make sure we got the job done—we didn’t want anything else to happen.








CHAPTER 4 Starting Over


“After the terrible thing”


Joe Armstrong, Rolling Stone publisher and Jackie’s friend

She never talked about the assassination. She would just say “after the terrible thing happened.” The terrible thing: that’s how she referred to it.




Kathy McKeon, live-in housekeeper and occasional nanny for Caroline and John

John was the first up every morning, by seven. He was always looking for his breakfast. And he loved the kitchen. He loved to cook. Making pancakes. Oh, what a mess. He’d put on a cook’s apron and a big chef’s hat. And he’d stand up on a chair because he couldn’t reach the table, and he’d be mixing away and putting it in the pan.

My friend Bridey Sullivan worked for Jean Kennedy Smith. She had the son, William. Me and Bridey would meet in Central Park for the two of them to play. John was very small, and William was a big, tall kid. He was much taller than John, but they were almost the same age. And I used to say to Bridey, “William is too fat.” She said, “John’s a little squirt, a little mouse.” We argued, you know. I loved telling her years later, “See, look what John turned out to be. Who’s the most handsome now?”

John would go into his mother’s room in the morning before he went to school, and he said, “Good morning, Mummy.” And off we go. And then at night, he’d come with his little white robe on, and the belt tied around and his pajamas on, and he’d go and maybe bring his book with him. And Madam would read him a story. And if she was home and she wasn’t going out, she’d always have dinner with John and Caroline. I would leave the dining room table and she would say, “No, Kathy, you can stay.” They were very, very warm. You’re actually part of the family when you are there.

Caroline and John were sometimes very friendly with each other, but sometimes John would do something and she’d get very upset. Caroline had a beautiful bed with pillows and everything, and her favorite doll was a Raggedy Ann. She was very neat and tidy. And John would go pshhhh right across the bed and knock everything off—he couldn’t stay quiet for a minute. He was hyperactive, not that bad. Madam was strict. She’d go in and say, “John, this room is a mess.” She didn’t just let them do whatever they wanted.

I would go to Caroline’s room at night. She would say a prayer to her dad. Then I would finish and John is at the door. He wants to come in and she won’t let him in, and I would go to John and he would do the opposite—he would want me to march around the room and put on “The Ballad of the Green Berets.” He had a little record of that. He played it all the time. He loved that song. He taught me how to salute, and I would salute with the wrong hand. He said, “Kath, no! The other hand!”




Thomas Maier

After Jackie moved to Manhattan, Father McSorley was still a big part of her life for some time.… All the horror was still fresh.

There was an attempt by Jackie to have McSorley as a role model for John—I don’t know if as a father figure, but kind of that. I think she was very aware that her son was not going to have any type of male role models. McSorley took John to the newly opened World’s Fair in Queens in 1964. They also went to the Central Park Zoo. That evening, Jackie asked the priest to say a few prayers with her son, which he did. Then she asked McSorley to sing “Danny Boy,” which “John’s daddy used to sing.” Afterwards Jackie kissed John good night, but John wasn’t ready for sleep—he insisted that his mother sing to him as well.

“I don’t have a very good voice, John,” Jackie told him. “What do you want me to sing?”

“ ‘America the Beautiful,’ ” he said.

As she sang for her son, McSorley noticed that Caroline was standing in the doorway.

America, America, God shed his grace on thee.… McSorley said he never forgot it.

During a subsequent visit, Jackie asked the priest for what he called an especially “difficult favor.” She teared up as she said, “Maybe, sometime, you will get the chance to answer the question that comes to John: ‘Why did they kill him?’ ”




Sasha Chermayeff

I don’t remember John talking to me about his mom being depressed or anything like that; I remember him saying she could be strict or even angry: “We can’t,” or “Don’t bother her” kind of thing.

Because emotionally, look at what she went through. She’s in the car and her husband’s skull is broken open in her lap, and she’s scared to death that she’s going to be next. A child can’t help but absorb the stresses and the absence of somebody who’s gone through a serious trauma. And her trauma was first-class capital T. John was absorbing not only losing his dad but having a mom who all of a sudden is afraid. The trauma he went through is complete character formation. His father’s taken away, but also his mother becomes available, unavailable, available, unavailable.

He did not share a lot of his mom’s feelings with me. A lot of privacy in that family—they had a special feeling of protecting each other’s private lives.

In May 1964, Jackie began dating the architect John Warnecke, who designed JFK’s memorial at Arlington National Cemetery.




Fred Warnecke, John Warnecke’s son

Jackie was an amazing woman—my dad was very excited to be with her. He wanted her to try to get away from New York and Washington and have some time in Hawaii. He rented a house on Diamond Head. He convinced her to take that summer off and we went around to the different islands with Caroline and John. I was eleven.

One morning the phone rang early at the Diamond Head house. Hazel, the cook, said it was a very important call for my father, and I should go and wake him up. I ran over to the garage apartment, knocked on the door, but no one answered. Finally, I cracked the door open, and inside was Jackie and my father and she sat up and said, “Ohh” and lifted the sheet above her head. I turned around and ran back downstairs and told Hazel.

Once when Jackie and my father had to go to a party, they couldn’t get a babysitter. Jackie suggested me, and Dad said, “That’s a great idea.” So I was the babysitter for the night. I just remember it was John and Caroline’s bedtime and they were both upset, crying and wondering about their dad and asking who was my dad? Who was this new man in their mother’s life, I guess. They were both crying and said they missed their dad. I didn’t know what to say.




Jim Hart, friend of Jackie’s

It was not long after the assassination, I guess, that Jackie and Mike Nichols were dating—I don’t know,’64 or’65. Mike rarely spoke about dating her, but I remember talking about it with him and his response was “It was too heavy.”




Rose Styron, friend of Jackie’s

Jackie came to stay with me on the Vineyard for a while in the summer—it was maybe a year and a half after the assassination. She brought Caroline and John-John, and John’s rabbit. I woke up the second morning—the two children were in the two beds in the guest room—and I could hear all these squeals. I walked in and Jackie was on the floor between the beds with her arm down a hole in the floor! Which I didn’t know was there. She said, “John-John’s new rabbit just disappeared down this hole.”

We had three Secret Service men there, of course, with Jackie and the children. So Jackie got the Secret Service men organized at what we thought were the three entrances in the ground, you know under the house, where the rabbit might reappear. They were there for hours on their bellies or sitting, and the rabbit reappeared in the afternoon. Jackie was thrilled. Then she said, “Where’s John-John?” They hadn’t paid any attention to where he was. He’d been gone apparently for at least a couple of hours while they were looking for the rabbit. Of course, Jackie was beside herself.

We happened to have someone up visiting, a wonderful guy who was our caretaker in Connecticut. He went up the beach and found him—John-John had walked up the beach and he found people who were having some kind of a marshmallow roast, and he sat with them and they were really sweet to him and gave him marshmallows. They didn’t know who he was—he was just a little boy who wandered up. It was quite a ways up the beach. Our caretaker found him, the Secret Service did not! But all was well.

John was absolutely adorable. He followed his big sister around—not his mom, but his big sister. They were very close. I remember my son, Tom, who was a year older, was very impressed by and jealous of this little boy who kept diving off our dock and swimming around, which my son didn’t do for another year, I think. John was a daredevil when he was growing up, and that’s what got him into so much trouble.




Cabot McMullen, friend and Hyannis Port neighbor

John and I were both third-generation Cape Codders whose families spent summers in Hyannis Port, a small town where everyone knew each other since childhood. A place where no one locked their doors and people dried their sails out on their lawns. Every Friday at dusk the entire town would run up the hill to the golf club to watch the president fly in for the weekend from D.C. in the marine helicopter and land at the Summer White House out on Squaw Island.

I was five years older than John. I ran around with John’s older cousins Bobby Kennedy Jr., David Kennedy, Bobby Shriver, and Chris Lawford, so John was usually somewhere in the mix. We’d play all day, and then everybody would go home and have dinner, and then we’d get together at night again. We’d go to the beach and play capture the flag, or we’d go ride our bikes around. We were the older boys who always got in trouble and so John’s mother wisely got him involved in activities at places far away from his wild cousins. John was just a sweet, wonderful kid—when I think about him, I think of sunshine. Of course, he was incredibly beautiful just physically, but also his spirit and his soul and everything. Even from when he was just a little kid.

My brother, also named John, was the same age, same haircut—for a few summers, the two Johns were close friends and so identical in appearance that they would pull a switch on the Secret Service and be able to slip John away from the compound using my brother as a decoy. That way, John Jr. could enjoy a normal afternoon romp in our orchard playing with our big cat, Margaret. A boy just wanting to be a boy without all the noise and scrutiny.

After the president was gone, RFK was now the patriarch, the head of the family and the center of gravity—everything just kind of swirled around him. He was a father figure for many, including John, and I think it was so important to have him right next door.




Kathy McKeon

When their uncle Bobby would come to visit in New York, Caroline and John would run right on top of him and he would put John across his shoulders and with his head hanging down his back. They were so happy to see him. He helped Madam an awful lot with the kids, bringing them skiing and coming to see them all the time. He was like a second father.




Chris Oberbeck, friend and housemate from Brown

John told me that Bobby was trying to sort of fill in as the role of dad and, you know, would roughhouse with him and kind of “make a young man of him” kind of thing. They were sitting around one time and John was playing with an Easy-Bake Oven he’d gotten for Christmas. Bobby goes to John, in front of his mother and sister, “What do you wanna be when you grow up, John?” And John looks at him and says, “A chef.” He said Bobby’s face was like Are you kidding me? It was just such an outrageous thing to want to be, as a Kennedy. John laughed so hard about that.




Kathy McKeon

On June 5, 1968, it was my day off. I didn’t have a telephone, so the Secret Service man came over to my apartment. He came to tell me that Bobby Kennedy had been shot. I said, “You’re fooling me. Come on. You’re playing a game with me.” He said, “I’m not kidding.” I had to come back to work.

I think John did understand what had happened. He knew that his uncle Bobby was gone. I think he knew he got killed, and probably he knew it was the same way, like his father. He was upset.

On June 8, Kathy was with John and Caroline on the train that carried Bobby’s coffin from New York to Washington, D.C., for his burial at Arlington. Thousands of mourners lined the tracks.




Kathy McKeon

It was a very sad and emotional trip to Washington. Very sad to see those people along the tracks. It was an awful long ride—took almost twelve hours. We had one whole car for the family. Every station they came through, they held up the coffin with the American flag on it. I saw it through the window on the way down there: poor neighborhoods, tents and homeless people. Philadelphia, Baltimore, people waving and crying.

John had a few little toys with him, and he was playing on the floor with his cousin Anthony Radziwill. When it was time to get off the train, his pants were all dirty and a good job that I had a change for him. He was a mess.

I remember a big wreath hit the window. With red roses on it. John said to me, “What is that?” And I said, “It’s okay, John. There’s nothing.” And he said, “Are they coming to get us, too?” He meant were they going to shoot us. I said, “It’s okay. Don’t worry about it.”




Joe Armstrong

Jackie had a deep respect for Bobby. She said to me out of the blue one day in the early nineties, when we were having lunch in her little den—there was a picture of Bobby—and she said with real sadness on her face, “We helped each other out of the well. And then he’s murdered in cold blood.” She once famously said they’re going to shoot all the Kennedys. She was so protective of her children that I think she just thought, I can’t have something happen to them.

She knew Aristotle Onassis for many years and found him intriguing. She said he was a fascinating man, the kind of guy who would just charge up a mountain. She loved that he had a salon, that he always had interesting people around. And he had this island, and he had his own airline, Olympic Airways. Think how vulnerable she would have felt—the two people she was closest to are murdered in cold blood. He could give her security and comfort.




Fred Warnecke

Jackie was very fond of my father, I think, but not fond enough to not go off with Aristotle. And go for the money—I think she understood that architects are kind of poor. I think that hurt him a little bit, but he did stay in touch with her all through her life. They understood that they had had their time.




Martha Bartlett

Jackie’s friend Bunny Mellon, I understand, told her she needed the protection of a really rich man. I think she took Mrs. Mellon at her word: marry somebody that can make it possible for you not to get hurt again. Money helps.








CHAPTER 5 Enter Ari


“I didn’t like the guy, period”


Clint Hill

In 1968, when it was revealed that Mrs. Kennedy was going to marry Onassis, I got a call from Jack Walsh, who was the agent in charge of the Kennedy protective unit at the time, for Mrs. Kennedy and the children, asking me if I would come to New York because he thought I could persuade her not to go through with it. I said, “Look, she’s got a brother-in-law, Teddy Kennedy. He’s as close to her as anybody’s ever going to get. And if he can’t persuade her, nobody can.”

Well, I didn’t like Onassis. I had been around him in’63 when we were on his yacht, the Christina. I didn’t think he would be good for Mrs. Kennedy and I didn’t like the guy, period. Because he was all out for himself, and because he still had an ongoing relationship with Maria Callas.

I really didn’t know, but I didn’t think Mrs. Kennedy was in love with him. I have a feeling it was all because Bobby got killed and she no longer had any confidence in the safety for the children and herself. Even though we had Secret Service with her, I don’t think she felt like she was in control enough. Onassis had residences in New York City, in Paris, besides Greece. She wanted to be away from the crowds.’Sixty-eight was just a tumultuous year in the U.S.—it was terrible. She saw that.




Kiki Feroudi Moutsatsos, Aristotle Onassis’s private secretary

The wedding on Skorpios on October 20, 1968, was a little bit sad because Alexandros and Christina [Onassis’s son and daughter, then twenty and seventeen] didn’t want to go. They didn’t like Jackie at all. Not because they had something personally against her, but because they were always hoping that one day their father would remarry their mother.

But finally, they went to the wedding and they were with John-John and Caroline. Jackie’s kids loved Christina and Alexandros.

John-John and Caroline were happy that day, running all around. It was raining, and everybody was with umbrellas. And there were so many paparazzi, you cannot imagine. They were swimming to arrive to the island. But Jackie was very happy. I think many people say that she was not in love with Onassis. That is not true.

From the very beginning, I couldn’t insist that it was from love, real love. But little by little, Jackie realized that Aristo was not only a husband but was a father to her children. She married him for everything. Yes, for security, love, protection, and to be a father for her children.

Onassis was not an easy person. He would yell, he would make her cry. Although she was not a Greek woman, she found the way to approach him. When he was yelling at her, a lot of bad words, she never spoke. She was not fighting. Never. She would wait to find the right moment, when Onassis would be calm and happy, to speak to him.

Onassis adored Caroline and John-John. He wanted to show them Greek life, Greek food. He took care to bring them everything that could make them happy. He was buying everything for them, a hundred toys, different animals. I remember that he had ordered some ponies on the island, and they were so happy.

He was always teaching them to protect themselves, to be close to their mom, to be close to the people who were working on the boat, the Christina. Everywhere they were, there were people around them taking care of them. He was scared that something would happen. And maybe he was scared if somebody would take them and, after, ask for money. Onassis had never had security around him, but for the children, yes.

He never spoke to them about their dad. About the president. Because he didn’t want to make them feel uncomfortable.




Kathryn Childers, Secret Service agent for John and Caroline Kennedy in the early 1970s

One day Mr. Hill called and said, “I’m going to put you on the Kennedy detail because they’re going to Greece, and Mrs. Kennedy would appreciate having a woman with Caroline when she travels.”

Having a woman on the detail, particularly with women and kids, was an advantage because you could do things where agents stuck out like a sore thumb, and Mr. Hill said to me that the important thing was an agent needed to disappear. If they’re riding horses, be able to ride a horse; if they’re playing tennis, be able to hit a ball back. Don’t just stand there with your hands crossed and your aviator glasses. I was a downhill racer and a marksman. I heard they first interviewed me because I could shoot cans off a post. John was really something as a little kid. Cute as a bug and always popping jokes, always being silly, but very engaging with the agents. He was one of those protectees, I think—even as a little kid—that seemed to appreciate your being there and was gracious about the fact that we could limit public access a little bit. I think he genuinely realized that protection would always be part of his life.

Jackie—and the children—wanted a normal life, and yet our even being there wasn’t normal. I was called to that big dandy boat called the Christina on a number of occasions to meet with Mrs. Onassis to plan her schedule. It was a yacht that had been a navy frigate that Mr. Onassis had redone—it was incredible. There was a swimming pool on the back, and there was a little red speedboat called the John that I never saw him on, and a little sailing boat they named the Caroline. They certainly had lovely playthings.




Bob Cramer, childhood friend

I spent eight or nine days on Skorpios with John and Willie Smith, his cousin. We were about eleven years old. We spent our time hanging out with the crew on the Christina. We would shine the brass and have coffee with the crew members, and we jumped off the boat and went swimming. We went waterskiing. Mrs. Onassis and Ari Onassis were there the whole time, and they were incredibly friendly. I remember before we went to bed every night, we would say good night to Ari and Jackie, and they would both give us kisses on the cheek. I remember them sitting on a balcony in a beautiful setting.




Gustavo Paredes

John had had conversations with his mother, so he understood that Aristotle Onassis would never replace his father. I think he looked at Onassis as a companion to his mother, that his mother needed someone there. And Mr. Onassis, he was always very generous with John and Caroline, and me. A couple times he came to the Cape, and I remember he had a lot of bags when he traveled. It was interesting because the scale of everything was so much smaller in Hyannis Port—because the Christina, that boat is as big as that whole little part of the Kennedy compound.




Steve Gillon, teacher at Brown, friend, and later author of The Reluctant Prince

When I visited John at 1040 Fifth Ave after he graduated from Brown, there was a big piece of plexiglass with all of the family photos and many of them were from Greece. John on the boat. John fishing with Ari. He said those years in Greece were magical. He said he had loved Ari. It was his family. His cousin Tina Radziwill told me that they had the whole island of Skorpios to themselves. Nobody was staring at him. It was a place he could explore.




Kiki Feroudi Moutsatsos

Whenever John was on Skorpios, he was next to Onassis. I remember once he and John were walking down the street, and he’s teaching John how to be a good businessman. He was telling him that we must take care of the women because we are men. Greek men are always thinking like that: We must protect the women and we must succeed. He was giving John instructions.

Onassis’s son Aléxandros loved to be with John-John, maybe because he loved machines like Aléxandros did. They loved the cars, the planes. John-John was listening carefully to what he was telling him, teaching him about the plane. Aléxandros was flying little planes, and he started taking John-John on board. And that was a huge problem for Jackie. She was asking me all the time to speak with Aléxandros, that she was scared and she didn’t like John-John to be on board. I didn’t succeed because Onassis loved Aléxandros to be with John-John.

I tried to persuade her that Aléxandros was an expert pilot—he was. But it could be very dangerous because of the weather. She told me, “I’m scared, Kiki, if John one day will become a pilot, because he likes planes, and he will try to do the same, like Aléxandros.” She was very very scared. And she was right, finally. They had the same bad fortune.

On January 22, 1974, Aléxandros was a passenger in his own plane, where he was instructing another pilot, when it crashed at Ellinikon International Airport in Athens a few seconds after takeoff. He died on January 23. He was twenty-four.




Kiki Feroudi Moutsatsos

The day the accident took place, Aléxandros left the office at three thirty. Half an hour, three-quarters of an hour later, they called me from the airport. “Aléxandros went down with his plane. He had a terrible accident.” For a moment, I lost my senses. Then I began the impossible task of telling the family. When the doctors said there was no hope, Onassis said take him off every life-support machine and let him pass away in peace. “I have lost my boy,” he said. But he never wanted to show to the children that he was suffering. He didn’t want anyone to feel pity.

Caroline and John went to Skorpios and were seated at the funeral with their nanny. Even now I don’t want to remember those moments. They were crying. They knew what was happening. Jackie was saying that if Aléxandros wasn’t so risky…

Forty days after his son’s accident, Aristo’s hair was becoming white. Immediately white. He was so sad.








CHAPTER 6 Collegiate Kid


“Like a Labrador puppy”

In 1968, John left St. David’s School and entered third grade at Collegiate, an elite, all-boys prep school on Manhattan’s Upper West Side. The almost-eight-year-old took the crosstown bus from Fifth Avenue; Secret Service agents would follow in an unmarked car.


Massimo Maglione, John’s ninth-grade history teacher

Collegiate had a very good reputation as being academic and a strong school, and we had a strong scholarship program. The culture of the school was inviting to scholarship students—you could come from the projects or from Fifth Avenue, that’s what I liked about it. I imagine Mrs. Onassis knew all that and wanted to send John to an elite school, but one that didn’t have attitude. Collegiate did not have a luxurious look to it—it was old and drafty.




David Duchovny, friend

There was more money at Collegiate than I knew existed, but because we had uniforms you didn’t really know. You couldn’t tell who was wealthy, and the kids didn’t care about it. That was nice.




David Clarke, friend

John showed up in third grade, when I was in fifth. One day the summer before he came, my father says, “Hey, Dave, look at the newspaper. They say John Kennedy Jr. is going to go to Collegiate starting in the fall.” And there’s a photo of Jackie and John. John’s carrying, like, a briefcase. It’s almost a third of the size he is.

When he first arrived, because everybody loved President Kennedy and the assassination wasn’t that long ago, just to see him walk by was shocking a little bit. John was America’s kid, who lost his dad, who was this great president.

He had this big mop of hair. You’d see him wandering around the halls, his shirttails hanging out, his tie ripped off to one side, his hair a mess. He was known for losing blazers.

Before he started, the phone company came and they ran wires all over the building and put in these emergency buttons. There was one in Colin Reed’s office—the head of the lower and middle schools—hidden under his desk. And there was one down by the kitchen. If something’s happening to John, you were going to push the button and the Secret Service would come running.




Jason Beghe, friend

John was clumsy, kind of like a Labrador puppy tripping over his feet. I just teased him because I was the alpha guy, and we had a lot of fucking fun. We had a very comfortable, fun kind of bromance from the get-go.

We had forty kids in the class. A lot of kids, perhaps through their parents, were pawing at him, wanting to be his friend. I didn’t care one way or another who he was. I was kind of unaware.




Geoffrey Worrell, friend

Teachers were much more aware of who he was than we were. John was pretty normal, and if he wasn’t, he wouldn’t have gotten along with the kids at Collegiate. You throw a football and you hit the sons of three famous people. The son of Jason Robards and Lauren Bacall, Sam Robards; the son of the choreographer Jacques d’Amboise…

There were these two middle-aged women who lived in my building who used to wait for me when I got home and ask me, “How is John-John?” I said, “Nobody calls him John-John and I think he’s fine, thank you for asking.” I got so annoyed. But, my mother said, “Be polite. Don’t get an attitude.”




Massimo Maglione

John was strikingly good-looking as a kid. However, he had an awkward look, too. He would sometimes freeze up when called upon in class. I would see him play ball with the kids and he wasn’t the most natural athlete.




Joe D’Angelo, teacher

I had John as a student in fifth grade for English and sixth grade for social studies. I also started teaching a karate program, and John was part of that program for all the years he was there.

Kids at that age, they’re growing, and everything is all thumbs—they’re clumsy. I think that’s part of what appealed to John, that karate was a way for him to learn physical control. And the self-defense aspect of it was interesting to him, too, because much of his life was sheltered. He always had security around him. I think at some level that made him cautious, afraid, as it would any kid. And he’d been mugged riding his bicycle through Central Park. They’d stolen his bike.

At that time the West Side of Manhattan was kind of like the Wild West. The boys would take the crosstown bus and a bunch of my boys got mugged, it would happen all the time. It got to the point where I was walking onto the bus to make sure nobody bothered them. I remember John had some fear about that happening to him. He wanted to know what he should do in that situation.




Hans Hageman, friend

He was kind of goofy and he was funny—he was popular. He would come with Secret Service protection, and his agents would sit in the lunchroom, drinking coffee. Kids were aware of it, but it wasn’t that big a deal. All those kids at Collegiate were pretty elite themselves.




Geoffrey Worrell

Because of John, we got covered by Cosmopolitan magazine and some others. They reported that we had tea and biscuits at three o’clock—but we had juice and cookies in little disposable cups. Ever since I was a kid, they got it wrong about John. There was just such a big to-do around him.




Massimo Maglione

The Secret Service guys were not petite—they were two big, big men. They were noticeable. They didn’t come to class. But it was a little eerie. Mrs. Kennedy was extremely concerned about John’s safety. I heard things she said—she wanted to make sure he was very safe. She would talk to the headmaster about it. She didn’t want a repeat of Dallas.




Geoffrey Worrell

John misbehaved a little bit in school. His father and his uncle had just gotten shot. Perhaps they ought to give him a break, I thought. If someone is acting out, talk to him and find out why. Collegiate had no counselors, it’s the teachers or nothing. Teachers didn’t necessarily see it as their role to do a whole lot of counseling.

John got into food fights from time to time. Once, he threw ice cream at somebody. Some of it hit me and I turned and glared at him. And then he said, “Wait a minute.” And he took some ice cream and just put it on his head, completely defusing the situation and making everybody laugh. That’s the type of person he was. Very self-effacing, down-to-earth.

I once hurt my knee playing basketball in the gym. The school called my uncle to pick me up—Tollie Caution, he was a minister and he’d been to the Kennedy White House for a state dinner at one point. He comes to take me to the hospital. John had stayed with me in the school infirmary until he came, and John said, “I’ll just have the Secret Service drive you down to the hospital.” As if it were a taxi. My uncle says, “John, you can’t do that!”




David Clarke

John was definitely one of the “cool kids,” but totally unpretentious and quite nice. He did everything everyone else did. Like all of us, he had a bus pass and rode the 79th Street crosstown bus. Many mornings his cousin William Kennedy Smith would travel with him. Sometimes he would stop at Carvel and get an ice cream. I don’t recall strangers ever recognizing him or speaking to him on the bus. He was kind of hiding in plain sight.

He liked to make prank phone calls with us. It would be this kind of thing: “Is there a Mr. Richard Hurtz there? No? There’s no Dick Hurtz?”

But there were these moments when you’d be standing in line and John was there and you couldn’t help but think back to John standing there saluting in 1963. And it never went away. There was always this feeling that you were standing with a piece of history.

And then of course there was the fun part, which is where you’re in American history and they’re talking about the Bay of Pigs and Joe D’Angelo, our teacher, says, “And John, your dad said…” That was intense.




Geoffrey Worrell

John was good in history. Not so good in math. He was really good at discussing politics.




Massimo Maglione

He was a solid student in my ninth-grade world history class. I could see he liked reading the books. He did not raise his hand that much, but when he did, he knew the material. I’m not sure how hard he worked, but he did work.

He had a distracted look sometimes. As a teacher, you look at people’s faces, so I’m good at that. I can’t tell you all the psychological ramifications, but I could see there was something he held in for himself that was not easily shared by others. This guy had a lot on his shoulders. He had a bit of sadness to him. He was a more complicated person than people think.




Joe D’Angelo

I’m going to be honest: John was not a great student. He was not. He was kind of distracted and perhaps a little bit more immature than the other kids. And I’m not sure Collegiate was the best place for him because the intellectual rigor was almost unimaginable. Thirty-six kids in a class and when they graduate, thirty-two of them will go to Ivy League schools. It was a pressure cooker, honestly.

He was forgetful about things, constantly leaving things places. The security guys were always picking up after him. “Where’s your bag, John?” He’d go and play in the courtyard, a favorite thing to do, and he’d leave his stuff there.

Kids are always leaving pens around. What pen do you think he left around? A Montblanc. What kid leaves a Montblanc? There’s no cap. Just the pen. That’s how he was.
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