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Introduction


This book is about two men and a transition of presidential power that ushered in a new age in American politics and culture. Dwight David Eisenhower, the thirty-fourth president of the United States, and John Fitzgerald Kennedy, the thirty-fifth president, are two of the most intriguing and compelling political figures of the twentieth century. Both were singular personalities who were eager and confident to stand before what Kennedy once referred to as “the High Court of History.”1 But Eisenhower and Kennedy can be seen more vividly and understood more clearly when considered in tandem, as sharply contrasting political leaders and as generational rivals.


The striking contrast between these two men is captured best by examining the complicated and poignant transfer of the presidency from one to the other at the end of 1960 and the beginning of 1961. This exchange of power from Eisenhower to Kennedy marked more than merely a succession of American presidents. It triggered a generational shift in American politics and culture. During this time, Eisenhower, long a dominant force in American life, reluctantly prepared to hand over the presidency to Kennedy, the upstart junior senator from Massachusetts whose successful presidential campaign ridiculed and repudiated the Eisenhower administration. Though the passing of Eisenhower’s administration and the arrival of Kennedy’s is a distinctly American story, it evokes timeless themes that can be found in Greek mythology, the Bible, and Shakespeare: the transitory nature of power, the allure of change, the wisdom of age, the impetuousness of youth, and the perpetual misunderstandings between generations.


Eisenhower and Kennedy are a study in contrasts; they had profoundly different personalities, interests, temperaments, family backgrounds, educations, skills, friendships, working styles, reading preferences, staffs, wives, and strategies for America. They came from different generations and different Americas. Eisenhower was, at the time of the transition, the oldest man ever to serve as president. He was from the rural Midwest, a Presbyterian, a graduate of West Point, a former five-star general and commanding officer during World War II, and the last American president born in the nineteenth century. Kennedy was twenty-seven years his junior and, in 1960, became the youngest man ever elected president, at the age of forty-three. He was from the urban East Coast, a Catholic, a graduate of Harvard, a former navy lieutenant during World War II, and the first American president born in the twentieth century. Eisenhower was an extrovert and highly organized. He was a man of routine who made decisions after carefully structured meetings and lengthy deliberations with his team. Kennedy was an introvert and highly disorganized. He was a man who avoided routines and preferred to make decisions after absorbing written briefings and informal conversations with his staff.


On November 4, 1952, Dwight Eisenhower was elected president of the United States, trouncing the Democratic candidate Adlai Stevenson. That same night, Congressman John F. Kennedy narrowly defeated Republican senator Henry Cabot Lodge Jr. to become only the third Democratic senator in the history of Massachusetts. Both were sworn into office in January of 1953, and during the next eight years Eisenhower and Kennedy lived and worked in close proximity in Washington, D.C. But they inhabited different worlds and their paths seldom crossed—at least directly. Eisenhower was the president who dominated American politics and Kennedy was an ambitious young senator who aspired to greater heights.


As he assumed the presidency in 1953, Dwight Eisenhower was already a global icon and an American hero, the military strategist who defeated Adolf Hitler. Revered by Middle America, Eisenhower projected a sunny, serene, modest, and confidence-inspiring persona. He exuded strength and authority and came to preside over what historians would call the Age of Eisenhower, the Eisenhower Era, and the Ike Age.


At the start of the Eisenhower presidency, John Kennedy was a backbencher from the minority party with a middling record as a congressman. Reserved and sometimes aloof, he aspired to become a statesman-scholar who connected the worlds of ideas and action along the lines of his hero, Winston Churchill. An amalgam of wealth, privilege, and personal struggle, he projected an intellectual, skeptical, edgy, and devotion-inspiring persona. Respected by academics and political operatives, he exuded ambition and aspiration, and was determined to secure the keys to 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue without enduring a lengthy Senate apprenticeship.


During Eisenhower’s first term there was a huge stature gap between the world-renowned president and the relatively unknown senator. However, the gap began to narrow in 1956. Eisenhower won reelection to a second term and his political career reached its zenith and at the same time Kennedy was emerging as the rising young star of the Democratic Party. He was propelled into prominence by his best-selling, Pulitzer Prize–winning book, Profiles in Courage; his narrow miss for his party’s vice presidential nomination; and his role as the most popular Democratic surrogate for Illinois governor and Democratic presidential nominee Adlai Stevenson on the 1956 presidential campaign trail. Less than a month after the election in which Eisenhower once again trounced Stevenson, Kennedy was already preparing to run for the presidency in 1960—four years later. He became one of his party’s fiercest critics of the Eisenhower administration and the opposition’s most telegenic spokesman. He largely defined his political career in opposition to Eisenhower and his relentless attacks on the administration attracted the president’s disdain and scorn. Kennedy’s central campaign theme, refined over four years, was that the listless Eisenhower administration was hamstringing America and the nation needed a new, energetic leader to propel it forward.


Eisenhower was prohibited by the constitution from running for a third term in 1960 so he sought to solidify his legacy by championing the candidacy of his vice president, Richard Nixon. Eisenhower smoldered as Kennedy attacked his administration on the campaign trail as inept, and portrayed Nixon as a weak junior partner in a mediocre government. Ike initially tried to bolster Nixon’s campaign by staying above the political fray while outlining and defending his administration’s accomplishments. But disappointed by Nixon’s faltering effort, Eisenhower aggressively joined the campaign in its final weeks, ridiculing Kennedy’s New Frontier campaign slogan, deriding his legislative record, and questioning Kennedy’s credentials to serve as president. Kennedy feared that Eisenhower’s forceful advocacy for Nixon might lead to his own defeat. “With every word he utters, I can feel the votes leaving me,” he told a friend a week before the election. “It’s like standing on a mound of sand with the tide running out. I tell you he’s knocking our block off. If the election was tomorrow, I’d win easily, but six days from now it’s up for grabs,” Kennedy said.2


Despite Eisenhower’s efforts, Kennedy narrowly secured the presidency, winning the popular vote over Nixon by about 113,000 votes out of the 69 million that were cast. When Kennedy finally prevailed Eisenhower sent him a gracious note but was privately devastated, confiding to friends that Kennedy’s election was a repudiation of his presidency.


The election of Kennedy set in motion a remarkable ten-week period in American history during which Eisenhower prepared to close down his presidency while still running the federal government and Kennedy geared up to take over the job he long sought, relentlessly pursued, and audaciously secured. The Eisenhower-Kennedy transition was a fascinating mix of dutiful cooperation, petty grievances, lofty sentiments, careful organization, ad hoc improvisations, hardball politics, poignant farewells, and elevated public statements. Eisenhower likened the interregnum to waiting for his own execution. For him, it was a time of sadness, regret, and farewells. Despite Ike’s protestations that he was eager for retirement, he found leaving center stage a wrenching, even humiliating, ordeal. For Kennedy, Inauguration Day was the joyful culmination of a fifteen-year political quest that began when he first ran for the House of Representatives in 1946. Only vaguely aware of the scope and complexity of the presidential challenges he would face, Kennedy was triumphant after defeating Nixon. “For a moment it seemed, as if the entire country, the whole spinning globe, rested malleable and receptive in our beneficent hands,” said one of his aides, Richard Goodwin.3


For Kennedy the transition began on election night as he nervously awaited the outcome at the family’s Cape Cod compound. He later traveled to Palm Beach, Florida, to his family’s Spanish revival mansion to rest following the grueling campaign. Then he shifted many of his activities to Washington and New York to create his administration. There were also trips to Key Biscayne, Florida, for an awkward meeting with Richard Nixon, to Johnson City, Texas, for a bizarre visit to Lyndon Johnson’s ranch for a hunting excursion, to Boston for his farewell speech to the citizens of Massachusetts, and then back to Washington for his dramatic assumption of the presidency. During these weeks, Kennedy golfed, swam, watched movies, strategized with aides, worried about Republican threats to challenge the election results, pored over policy memos, read novels, assembled a cabinet, resigned from the Senate, prepared with his wife for their second child, fashioned a governing agenda, tried to figure out what to do with Lyndon Johnson, his vice president-to-be, and wrote an inaugural address that continues to resonate after more than half a century.


For Eisenhower, the transition began at the White House on election night as he nervously monitored the voting, hoping his vice president would succeed him and solidify his own legacy. Bitterly disappointed, Eisenhower briefly discussed with Nixon the possibility of contesting the election results. But then he quickly shifted gears, urged Nixon to accept the results, and prepared to wrap up his affairs. Eisenhower traveled to Augusta National Golf Club for a two-week vacation and then returned to Washington to close down his administration. He spent several weekends at Camp David to relax and took brief trips to Gettysburg to prepare for retirement. Eisenhower still had a government to oversee during what was a turbulent time and had to make several consequential economic and foreign policy decisions. He wasn’t retired yet. He also received several reports from task forces he commissioned, submitted his final budget and economic report, said goodbye to friends and associates, posed for endless photos, and wrote his powerful and enduring farewell address.


Eisenhower’s farewell and Kennedy’s inaugural were the rhetorical culmination of the presidential transition and can be viewed as each man’s plea both to his contemporaries and to the future. The addresses were indirect jabs at each other, coherent and conflicting grand strategies, and ultimately two of the most important state papers in American history.


On January 17, 1961, Eisenhower’s farewell address, delivered from the Oval Office to a televised audience, drew comparisons to George Washington’s departing remarks. Speaking in direct and unadorned prose, Eisenhower urged Americans to live frugally, be responsible stewards of the nation, respond prudently to international and domestic challenges, and be mindful that a “military-industrial complex” threatened to dominate America’s government and economy. Ike’s speech was, among other things, a rebuke to the incoming Kennedy administration, especially its sweeping and he believed ruinously expensive agenda. He responded to themes Kennedy articulated during the presidential campaign and disputed Kennedy’s central argument that America had fallen behind the Soviet Union. In his address, Eisenhower assumed the mantle of a wise and prudent elder statesman and adopted a surprising stance. The former war hero and conservative Republican president left the national stage with dovish warnings about the power of the military and large corporations to dominate the American economy.4


Just three days later, on January 20, Kennedy delivered his stirring inaugural from the east front of the United States Capitol before a crowd of up to one hundred thousand, with more than one hundred million more watching on television and listening to the radio in the U.S. and around the world. Often considered one of the best inaugural speeches in American history, Kennedy earned comparisons to Thomas Jefferson, Abraham Lincoln, and Franklin Roosevelt. In strong and poetic language, he urged Americans to become more civically active and confident. He warned the nation’s adversaries that he would vigorously confront Cold War challenges and project strong American leadership. Kennedy’s speech was, among other things, a repudiation of the Eisenhower administration. He indirectly rebuked Ike for allowing the nation to drift as America’s international standing weakened. Kennedy assumed the mantle of a young, aggressive Cold Warrior, and the liberal Democrat began his presidency with a hawkish call to arms and action.5


The dueling visions of the world presented in Eisenhower’s farewell and Kennedy’s inaugural addresses divided their contemporaries and continue to intrigue historians. At the time, Eisenhower’s views were respectfully received but most political leaders and the public focused primarily on his stellar service to the country. They did not linger over or ponder his departing admonishments about frugality, prudence, and stewardship. They were unsure on how to respond to his warnings about the military-industrial complex. By contrast, America, and much of the world, was captivated by Kennedy’s meteoric political rise and mesmerized by the dramatic themes and images he conjured during his inaugural address. His call to arms and summons to service were powerful and inspiring.


The Eisenhower-Kennedy transition was also consequential in practical ways. The handover of government was relatively smooth. Kennedy publicly described it as one of the most effective transitions in American history but privately he had misgivings about its lack of federal financial support. As president, he would introduce a package of proposals to create more regular transition procedures financed with public funds that still exist in modified form to this day. For his part, Eisenhower took pride in his cooperation with his successor. “This is a question of the government of the United States. It is not a partisan question,” the outgoing president said in response to Kennedy’s expression of gratitude.6 However, during this time, Eisenhower made preliminary foreign policy decisions that influenced future events such as the Bay of Pigs invasion and the United States’ deepening military entanglement into Southeast Asia. As Kennedy prepared to dismantle Eisenhower’s carefully constructed White House organization and staff system, Ike grew pained and peeved, filled with skepticism and doubt about what was to come. Americans watched with broad approval as one generation handed power to the next, and to a different party. “The changing of the guard in Washington has been achieved with more common sense than any in memory,” wrote James Reston in the New York Times. “In no truly democratic country in the world is there such a contrast between the lives of the defeated and the lives of the victorious. In victory, Richard Nixon is the leader of the whole free world. In defeat, he is a lawyer. It is a cruel system, maybe not as cruel as in Russia where a man who loses power may lose his head, but it is cruel enough to bruise men’s souls and debase their reason.”7


More than half a century has passed since Dwight Eisenhower and John Kennedy competed on the political stage and then cooperated on the transfer of presidential power. Kennedy’s victory and Eisenhower’s retirement triggered a generational transformation in America. From the vantage point of January 1961, it surely appeared that Kennedy was the rising star and Eisenhower, the setting sun. But life and history can surprise and confound. Few would have imagined during that poignant transition that Eisenhower would outlive Kennedy by half a decade or that their respective legacies would be fiercely contested into the next century.


The debate continues about these two presidents. Most of their successors have been shaped by the competing records and visions of Eisenhower and Kennedy, and absorbed the language and wrestled with the competing worldviews of the thirty-fourth and thirty-fifth American presidents. They have also pondered their mid-century predecessors’ very different approaches to managing the presidency.


Few dispute that the transition from Dwight Eisenhower to John Kennedy was one of the singular moments of the twentieth century and perhaps in all American history. In the pages that follow, we shall return to the world of America in late 1960 and early 1961 and consider what happened in those pivotal weeks between Dwight Eisenhower and John Kennedy. To understand this watershed moment and its ramifications we must explore the political climate these two men lived in. We begin on November 8, 1960, Election Day, as Americans hovered in front of their TV sets and watched the nail-biting returns.
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Election Day in America


I


November 8, 1960. Election Day. Americans descended on voting booths in churches, post offices, schools, libraries, and private homes to choose their next president. As they cast their votes, they were variously expectant, hopeful, tense, uncertain, and exhausted. Their votes were influenced by partisan loyalty, financial circumstances, family history, and sheer habit. Some voters were famous; most were not. Most Election Day experiences were routine; a few were not. But American voters were determined to register their verdicts on who should next occupy the White House come January 1961.


In Chicago, Gisella Gipson, fifty-eight, was seriously ill and was taken by an ambulance from Doctors Hospital to vote in her precinct polling place at 1241 Loyola Avenue. Gipson, with portable oxygen equipment strapped to her body, was wheeled into the polling place on a stretcher. She selected an election judge who pulled the levers of the voting machine for her. Then she went back to the hospital to wait to see who her next president would be.1


In upstate New York, the last thing that Linn Young, ninety-five, did in his long life was vote on November 8, 1960. A retired farmer and lifelong Republican, he was driven by his daughter the five miles from his Baiting Hollow home to vote in the Riverhead Town Hall. After voting, he collapsed in the car and then died at a nearby hospital. His daughter said he had told her he voted for Richard Nixon.2


Across the country, in Ventura, California, an eighty-six-year-old woman cast her first-ever vote for president. Widowed two years earlier, Lucy Peddicord said her husband had previously taken care of the family’s politics and had voted for both of them. “And now it’s up to me,” she said. When she arrived at the voting booth she was unable to read the entire ballot and asked if her son could help. “Where’s the spot for John Fitzgerald Kennedy?” she queried. “Right there,” her son responded. She later said she was relieved her voting obligation had been fulfilled. “It made me a little nervous,” she said.3


Not far from Mrs. Peddicord, a famous American was eager to register his opinion. Actor Clark Gable, fifty-nine, was confined to Hollywood Presbyterian Medical Center as the result of a serious heart attack. His doctor signed an authorization so he could get an absentee ballot and vote from his bed. His wife, who was expecting the couple’s first child, was close by. Sadly, Gable was to die before the next president took office.4


Former president Herbert Hoover, now eighty-six and living at the Waldorf Astoria hotel in Manhattan, voted at a high school on East 50th St. Prone to grumpiness, Hoover declined to predict for a reporter who would win the election. “I’m not a prophet,” he groused. While at the polling station Hoover bumped into a former political rival. Voting at the same time and place as the former president was James Farley, seventy-two, once a Democratic national chairman who had served as Franklin Roosevelt’s 1932 campaign manager when FDR defeated Hoover. Farley and Hoover shook hands and exchanged pleasantries.5 Although he did not know this at the time, Hoover was the source of controversy at a polling place in Bergenfield, New Jersey. Jack Bodenstein cast his ballot at a school named after the former president but objected to the larger-than-life-size photograph of Hoover displayed in the school. He called on the Bergen County Board of Elections to cover up the rendering of Hoover while the polls were open because he believed it constituted a form of electioneering. There is no record as to whether this request was complied with.6


Adlai Stevenson, a former Illinois governor and the Democratic presidential nominee in 1952 and 1956, was eager to cast his vote for president near his home in Libertyville, Illinois, on Election Day. But he had to wait in line for about forty minutes and was displeased. “This may be a Republican plot,” he quipped.7


Election Day 1960 provided curious moments.


In Montebello, California, voters in Precinct 13 were initially frustrated. Their polling place, a private home owned by Ruby Sproul, was locked and no one answered the door. The police were called and eventually used a crowbar to enter. They found that Sproul, the election board inspector, had died in her home. In order for citizens to exercise their right to vote an alternative polling place was set up next door.8


Jose Lira, a naturalized American citizen, was determined to vote. He had returned to live in his native Spain the previous spring but came back to the United States to express his presidential preference. He arrived in Detroit in October and registered to vote. However, when he tried to cast his ballot on Election Day he learned he was not eligible to vote because he no longer met Michigan’s six-month residency requirement.9


Voters at a firehouse in Fieldale, Virginia, were briefly distracted by a peculiar incident. A woman filled out her ballot and then inexplicably placed it in a slot in the back of a television set. Election Judge E. S. McCombs struggled to understand her mistake, observing the TV was turned to the wall and was 30 feet from the ballot box. There is no record of whether the ballot was retrieved and, if so, which presidential candidate was selected.10


Although subsequent controversies in ensuing weeks would come to challenge this view, America’s voting day processes were widely seen as a model for the world. More than fifty foreign missions accepted Secretary of State Christian Herter’s invitation for Washington-based diplomats to observe Americans going to the polls in November of 1960. Diplomats from Brazil, Bolivia, Japan, and Jordan watched voting in Maryland and Virginia; India, Paraguay, and Burma dispatched diplomats to Baltimore. Liberia had a representative in Atlanta, New Zealand sent an observer to Nashville, Italy to New Orleans, Spain to Whittier, California, and the United Arab Republic to Houston. Yugoslavia was the only Communist bloc nation to take up Herter’s offer to observe the American election.11


European royalty was also intrigued by America’s civic ritual. Two Swedish princesses, Birgitta and Desiree, were in New York on Election Day. It was the first visit to the United States for the two sisters who were granddaughters of Sweden’s King Gustav Adolf. On their first full day in New York, they made the typical tourist stops: Central Park, Radio City Music Hall, and the Empire State Building. But they also visited the Gramercy Park Hotel to observe the polling place in the hotel’s lobby. That evening they attended a private dinner hosted by Sweden’s counsel general, and then watched the returns on his television.12


On previous Election Days, Americans often congregated in public places, such as Times Square, to watch the returns. But the arrival of the television culture had altered that ritual. So on election night, 1960, Times Square had only its usual weekday crowd. Theatergoers glanced at updates as they hurried from shows to the subway to go home. There were some groups of election watchers reading electronic signs that were substituting election news for their usual commercials, or watching TV screens in store windows. But the crowd was sparse and the twenty New York City mounted policemen and 114 foot patrolmen had little to do as the returns from America drifted in.13 While most Americans watched the returns at home, election night parties were popular as well. A party hosted by Mr. and Mrs. Oscar Samuelson in Brentwood, California, was probably only a little more elaborate than the norm. They offered their guests a buffet supper to enjoy in front of the television. Their home was decorated with American flags and displayed posters of both Senator Kennedy and Vice President Nixon.14


Democrats and Republicans in Washington held dueling election night parties. Republicans were ensconced at the Sheraton Park. Party officials occupied suites throughout the hotel, with the chairman of the Republican National Committee, Senator Thruston Morton, working from the sixth floor and Henry Cabot Lodge Jr., the Republican vice presidential nominee, on the seventh. Rank and file party members and supporters gathered in a large ballroom to watch the results on TV screens and to study a giant scoreboard that tallied election results.


Democrats gathered at the Mayflower Hotel where the crowd was building by 10:00 P.M. Junior staffers and young party supporters circulated on the first floor; party leaders worked out of upstairs suites. Senator Henry Jackson, the chairman of the Democratic National Committee, held hourly briefings that resembled pep rallies. Early in the evening, Jackson began predicting a Kennedy victory. Party stalwarts sang, “Happy Days Are Here Again,” “Hail, Hail, the Gang’s All Here,” and “When Irish Eyes Are Smiling.” But Jackson’s proclamations of an impending victory seemed based as much on hope as on concrete evidence.15


II


The long, punishing American presidential campaign was ending and a new generation of leadership was poised to come to power. Dwight D. Eisenhower, the first president to be limited to two terms in office by the 22nd Amendment to the U.S. Constitution, was to depart the White House in January. He would be replaced either by forty-seven-year-old Republican Richard Nixon, his vice president, or forty-three-year-old Democrat John F. Kennedy, the junior senator from Massachusetts. While the two men were relatively close in age, Nixon’s serious demeanor and lengthy experience as vice president made him appear older than he was, and Kennedy’s obvious elder. Either way, NBC News anchor Chet Huntley observed that Americans would have to adjust to the jarring reality that the next American president was not going to be a father figure like Eisenhower had been for eight years, but more like a brother or uncle.


The 1960 campaign had been dominated by relentless cross-country travel, dramatic debates covered by the increasingly important television, and energetic candidates with formidable campaign operations. This had been a long campaign. Kennedy began running for president in the fall of 1956 and Nixon, for all practical purposes, since his election as vice president in 1952.


As Election Day approached, U.S. News & World Report dissected what it called “the most intensive campaign in history,” and said the frenzy of the race should trigger reassessment of the very nature of presidential campaigns. “Out of the 1960 campaign for the Presidency comes this conclusion: Either there must be a change in future campaign methods, or only young men in the pink of condition can expect to be nominated,” the magazine mused. “The nation,” it added, “had never seen anything like the campaign that was just ending. It has been almost unbelievably hectic and wearing on everyone concerned.” Kennedy and Nixon were physical wrecks by early November—exhausted and hoarse, with hands swollen and bruised from countless handshakes. The magazine suggested the contemporary presidential candidate required “the hands and arms of a boilermaker and the durable voice of a carnival spieler.” The candidates routinely worked around the clock and drove themselves and their staffs to the brink of collapse. “Sleep was all but forgotten. Meals were irregular and often skipped. Colds and illness plagued the campaign parties. Doctoring had to be done on the fly in fifteen-minute stopovers,” the magazine reported, adding that at the end of one twenty-two-hour campaign day, one veteran reporter snapped, “This is utter madness.”16


In addition to being intense, the 1960 campaign was also contentious, occurring against the backdrop of deep economic and political uncertainty. Eisenhower had hoped for a triumphant final year in which peace and prosperity were in full display and without dispute. However, the economy sputtered and fell into recession. The much-anticipated summer summit with the leading Western powers and the Soviet Union collapsed after a U.S. spy plane was shot down over the skies of Russia, leaving American officials dissembling about what happened. Eisenhower refused to apologize to the Soviet Union for the American incursion into its air space, and Nikita Khrushchev, the Soviet leader, decided to undermine this long-planned and much-anticipated summit in Paris, fearing that hard-line critics at home would accuse him of being weak and a pushover for Eisenhower.


Newsweek declared the American election was taking place “at a time of world tension such as mankind had seldom known, when two mighty coalitions, one headed by the United States, the other by Soviet Russia, faced each other with weapons at the ready—the most frightful weapons of modern times. The threatening world was something that every American voter could plainly see.”17


The stakes for the presidential election could not be higher, for the world was troubled and America needed a leader of the highest quality. “Leadership is an art, not a science or a business, and what our people need and instinctively want is an artist,” declared Eric Sevareid of CBS. “They have need now of a very great artist; for the immense canvas of our national life, our mirror to ourselves and our world, is frayed and obscured with a thousand tiny cracks. The American portrait is growing dim, and only the boldest strokes from the boldest hand will restore the original in its strong and vivid colors.”18


Neither Richard Nixon nor John Kennedy was regarded as a political artist by the American public. But each was a tough and skilled politician who was able and willing to promote himself and thoroughly denounce his opponent. Their campaign was ending, according to one account, as “an old fashioned slugging match.”19 In the final months of their battle for the White House, Kennedy and Nixon traveled nearly 100,000 miles between them, scrambling for themes and votes.


Most preelection polls showed Kennedy with a small but persistent lead over Nixon. In a Newsweek survey of fifty political experts a few weeks before the election, forty said they expected Kennedy to win. But these predictions were made before the campaign’s final surge when Eisenhower stepped up his campaign for Nixon and Republicans spent lavishly on TV ads and special broadcasts. Some also wondered if the preelection polling was able to pick up intangible but important factors such as apprehension about Kennedy’s Catholicism or the unarticulated concerns of young voters and new suburbanites. Newsweek pondered whether the U.S. was about to have an “iceberg election,” in which the forces that determined the outcome were all under the surface. “It’s a campaign filled with more imponderables than any other I’ve seen in twenty years of political reporting—the hardest of all of them to call,” said Charles Whiteford of the Baltimore Sun.20


Americans were absorbed by the election. As many as 70 million of the nation’s 180 million citizens watched the first televised presidential debate that autumn, and Americans voted in record numbers on November 8. Nearly 69 million voters cast ballots, almost 65% of those who were eligible to vote, higher than any election in a half-century and a larger percentage of voters than in any of Franklin Roosevelt’s elections. Each candidate had passionate supporters, as was evident by the huge crowds that attended campaign events and followed the political jousting. But there were, of course, skeptics. “Be thankful only one can win,” declared a car bumper sticker in Los Angeles.21


After casting their ballots on Election Day and settling in for the night, Americans turned on their black-and-white TVs and watched the returns. About two-thirds of American households watched some of the TV coverage that night, according to the AC Nielsen Company. David Brinkley and Chet Huntley anchored NBC’s coverage; Huntley urged viewers to prepare for a “legendary night,” but acknowledged there might be some “dial twisting” as viewers checked on the coverage of other two networks. CBS’s coverage was led by Walter Cronkite and Eric Sevareid. ABC’s broadcast was anchored by John Charles Daly.


To track the results, the networks built large tally boards, dispatched reporters to key locations, and used new computers that looked like barges and promised to calculate election returns quickly. NBC bragged that its RCA 301 computer could do the work of 60,000 clerks. CBS unveiled a special IBM 7090 computer that promised to see trends and project results earlier than had been possible before. ABC lauded its Remington Rand Univac computer as state-of-the-art technology. Before the night was over these new computers would manage to confuse and mislead nearly everyone—candidates, campaign teams, and the public. Kennedy’s top pollster was skeptical of the new technology and made his calculations on a slide rule throughout the night. A leading Republican operative, Leonard Hall, said the computers were a public menace. “I think we should put all these electronic machines in the junk pile as far as the elections are concerned,” he said.22 Brinkley, the acerbic NBC newsman, expressed deep skepticism about the new technology. “The basic tools for reporting an election are still a reporter, a pencil, paper, and a telephone.”23


As evening fell over America, the public was in for one of the most dramatic and suspenseful election nights in the country’s political history. The hopes and fears of the two campaigns rose and sank dramatically, tension and uncertainty gripped the nation, and clarity and finality seemed elusive. “It was like having a ringside seat at the unfolding of a great drama,” a media critic said, adding it was “better than a tight football game, the way the action see-sawed back and forth through the various states.”


But, of course, anxiety was most acute for the leading players in this drama: Richard Nixon in Los Angeles, John Kennedy in Hyannis Port, and Dwight Eisenhower at the White House.


III


Vice President Richard Nixon returned to Los Angeles in the early hours of Election Day after a frenzied finish to his campaign. Trailing in most national polls for several weeks, Nixon made a frantic final push, even flying to Alaska over the final weekend of the campaign so he could honor his pledge to visit all fifty states before voters made their decisions. On election eve, November 7, Nixon flew more than eight hours to Wisconsin from Alaska, and gave speeches in Madison and Detroit, took part in a campaign telethon outside the Motor City, and then delivered his final TV address from Chicago. Nixon, his wife, and two daughters then wearily flew back to Los Angeles. They reached the Ambassador Hotel at about 4:00 A.M. on Election Day. In the final three days of the campaign, Nixon had slept only a handful of hours.


Richard and Pat Nixon rose early to vote at their polling place, a private house in East Whittier, California, so photographs of the ritual would run in the afternoon and evening newspapers and images would be broadcast on the evening television news. Mrs. Nixon returned to the Ambassador Hotel and spent the day with their two teenage daughters, Tricia and Julie. But the vice president was restless. So he; Don Hughes, a military aide; Jack Sherwood, a Secret Service agent; and John DiBetta, his driver from the Los Angeles Police Department, decided to go on an Election Day adventure. They ditched the press, changed cars, and opted for Southern California cruising. They drove a convertible down the Pacific Coast Highway toward San Diego and stopped in Oceanside to refuel, to the astonishment of unsuspecting fellow motorists. Nixon used his credit card to pay the $4.68 gas bill, shook hands with a truck driver, and told the station owner that his father had once run a service station.24


As they neared San Diego they decided to keep going south and have lunch in Tijuana at the Old Heidelberg Inn, which was, curiously, despite its name, known for its Mexican food. Word of the American vice president’s visit spread across town, and he was soon joined by the mayor of Tijuana. Nixon ordered enchiladas, tacos, and German beer. His cohorts finally checked in with his political team back in Los Angeles who were incredulous about the trip. Nixon enjoyed the distinction of being the first—and probably last—presidential candidate in American history to have an Election Day meal in a foreign country. He viewed his impromptu road trip with irony. “If we win tonight, we will not be able to escape the press or the Secret Service for four years. If we lose—they won’t care what happened to us,” he told his traveling companions.


After lunch, the group drove the 140 miles back to Los Angeles. They stopped at the Mission San Juan Capistrano where Nixon showed his associates around and visited the chapel, possibly to request some divine intervention for the evening ahead. He later recalled strolling past a classroom of startled schoolchildren and nuns who were not expecting to see the vice president (and possibly the next president) of the United States walking by their school window. One nun flashed the V for Victory salute to Nixon, who returned the gesture. As they drove the rest of the way to Los Angeles, Nixon insisted on keeping the radio off. He did not want to hear any preliminary election reports.25


Nixon rejoined his family and friends in the Ambassador Hotel at about 5:00 P.M. Pacific time for what would be a long night waiting for the election returns. The party included the vice president’s mother; his brothers Ed and Don and their spouses; his friend, Bebe Rebozo; and his long-time campaign aide, Murray Chotiner. The group watched the returns from the fifth floor royal suite of the hotel while Nixon watched alone from a room one floor below. He made notes, crunched numbers, and tried to envision an electoral path to victory. His was a mostly solitary vigil. Even before election night, Nixon had said that if he were to write a book about running for president it would be called The Exquisite Agony. Election night 1960 would not persuade him to change that title, except perhaps to remove the word “exquisite.”


The early evening returns were ambiguous. Nixon jumped ahead very early but then Kennedy surged to a healthy lead after 8:00 P.M. eastern time—just as Nixon was tuning in. As he watched the TV, Nixon grew angry that the networks seemed eager to extrapolate a final result from partial returns, especially from precincts where Kennedy was expected to be strongest. He was furious when commentators began to speculate about a Kennedy victory well before the polls closed in the West, including California, which was a state Nixon needed to win. “The prospects were not encouraging but we were a long way from giving up,” he later recalled. “There were still a lot of votes to be recorded. But the TV commentators were going all out in predicting a Kennedy victory—or perhaps the better word is ‘conceding.’ Eric Sevareid, just before eight, had said: ‘A Kennedy victory is now beyond any reasonable doubt.’” Several TV commentators even ruminated about what Nixon would do in the aftermath of his impending defeat.26


But as the hours passed, and Tuesday night gave way to Wednesday morning, Kennedy’s lead over Nixon in the popular vote dwindled, and the Democrat had still not secured the 269 votes he needed to win in the Electoral College.


IV


Senator John Kennedy was just as exhausted and tense on Election Day as his rival, although he did not have the same hankering for a driving diversion. Kennedy’s final campaign swing had taken him through the Northeast, culminating in a nostalgic election eve rally at the Boston Garden and a final speech at the city’s historic Faneuil Hall. This schedule spared Kennedy from a long Election Day trip back home to vote, but it increased the candidate’s apprehension about whether his final days on the campaign trail might have been more profitably spent in the Midwest or on the West Coast, especially California, rather than in his native New England.


An aide woke Kennedy around 7:30 A.M. on Election Day at his room at Boston’s Statler Hilton hotel. About an hour later, he met his wife, Jackie, who had driven in that morning from Hyannis Port and avoided the growing crowd at the hotel by entering through an airline ticket office at a side door. With dozens of photographers and reporters watching, the Kennedys voted at the West Branch of the Boston Public Library. “Your names?” they were asked by election officials. “John F. Kennedy, 122 Bowdoin Street,” the candidate said. “Jacqueline,” his wife answered. Both were done voting in less than thirty seconds. They were then driven to the airport and flew on their private plane to Hyannis Port to await the returns at the family compound on Nantucket Sound. During the short flight, the keyed-up Kennedy dictated good luck messages to several political allies, including the governor of Iowa, Herschel Loveless, and Arkansas senator J. William Fulbright. Kennedy’s cousin, Ann Gargan, met Jack and Jackie at the small Hyannis Airport and drove them to the family compound.27


Kennedy had breakfast with his father, conferred with aides, chatted with his family, tossed a football, tried to take a nap, had lunch with Jackie, and agonized. He took solace in a conversation with an aide, Cornelius Ryan, the author of The Longest Day, which chronicled the anguished anticipation before the D-Day invasion during World War II. Jackie called November 8 “the longest hours of my life.”28


Following an afternoon and early evening of roaming between his own house and the homes of his father and his brother, Robert, the candidate and his wife had a quiet dinner with a friend at their residence. Then Kennedy walked across the lawn to Robert’s house, which had been transformed into an election command center. The enclosed porch was dominated by several large tables where more than a dozen phone operators, all women, received voting updates from around the country. In the dining room, there was a tabulating machine, more phones, and four news service Teletype machines. Kennedy’s top pollster, Lou Harris, worked in a makeshift office upstairs in the children’s large bedroom. Cribs and playpens were pushed aside to make space for data sheets and election records. TV sets were spread around the house; sandwiches, soft drinks, and beer were served.


Between 8:00 P.M. and midnight eastern time, Kennedy surged to a substantial lead and a mood of impending triumph pervaded the compound. But Kennedy knew the race was ultimately going to be very close, and his political fate would hinge on the results in just a few states. Ted Sorensen, one of his top aides, recalled that Kennedy watched the returns on TV carefully and warily. By 2:00 A.M. eastern time, Kennedy’s lead in the popular vote had shrunk from two million votes to about one million votes. He still had not secured the needed 269 electoral votes either. Four states hung in the balance: Michigan, Minnesota, Illinois, and California. Kennedy needed to win at least one of them to become the next president.


V


While President Eisenhower had a less direct stake in the election than did Nixon or Kennedy, he was hardly a disinterested bystander. He had campaigned forcefully for Nixon in the final weeks of the campaign and believed the election was a referendum on his own presidency. During the fall campaign, Nixon had portrayed himself as an active member of the Eisenhower administration who wanted to build on the president’s achievements. Kennedy assailed the vice president as the embodiment of a listless and mediocre administration. While Eisenhower had complex, even conflicting, feelings about Nixon, he much preferred turning power over to him than to his Democratic opponent. It went beyond partisanship. Kennedy’s campaign in particular had made him furious.


On Election Day, Eisenhower woke early at the White House and by 6:30 A.M. was on a helicopter to Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, where he and his wife had a farm and were registered to vote. The president cast his ballot at the Barlow Township Fire House just as the polls opened at 7:00 A.M., and he was on his way back to Washington within a half hour. Eisenhower was at his desk in the Oval Office before 8:00. The first half of his day was packed with meetings, including sessions with Richard Bissell from the Central Intelligence Agency; Ezra Taft Benson, secretary of agriculture; John McCone, head of the Atomic Energy Commission; and various members of his staff.29


Restless and anxious about the election results, Eisenhower had lunch and a light afternoon of appointments, and spent several hours in his residence. Then, joined by his press secretary, Jim Hagerty, Eisenhower left the White House at about 7:15 that evening for a Republican election party at the Sheraton Park Hotel. He met with the Republican vice-presidential nominee, Henry Cabot Lodge Jr., Republican Party officials, and several members of his cabinet. Ike confessed that he could not sit still and spoke for six minutes at a rally in the hotel’s grand ballroom, imploring Republicans across the country to keep fighting to the last minute. He invoked lessons from his military career about the need to stay vigilant in battle until the very end.


The president returned to the White House about an hour later and watched the returns in the residence until about midnight with his son John, his daughter-in-law, Barbara, and one of her friends. He did not like what he was seeing; the early returns suggested the outcome he dreaded: a Kennedy victory.
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VI


For Nixon, Kennedy, and Eisenhower, and for millions of Americans, election night was suspenseful and perplexing. There were confusing numbers, contradictory network projections, paper-thin voting margins, and scores of allegations about voting irregularities or even outright fraud.


For Americans trying to follow the returns and determine who was going to be their next president, the twelve hours from 7:00 P.M. Tuesday evening to 7:00 A.M. Wednesday morning were a roller coaster. Early Tuesday evening, ABC and CBS, relying on their much-celebrated computers, projected that Nixon would win. But within an hour, the networks completely reversed themselves and predicted Kennedy would win. In a landslide, no less. CBS’s Eric Sevareid said at about 9:40 P.M. eastern time that CBS’s computers were now “pretty confident” of a Kennedy victory.30


With the outcome still hanging in the balance, tense newspaper editors were agonizing over the next day’s headlines and stories. Could they confidently say that Kennedy had won the election or did they need to equivocate? A headline in the second edition of the New York Times published at 12:36 A.M. Wednesday declared, “Kennedy Holds Wide Lead.” About three hours later the late city edition went out with the headline, “Kennedy Elected,” but then at 4:47 A.M. the Times’ editors stopped the presses. At 7:17 A.M. Wednesday, an extra edition of the paper was published with the headline, “Kennedy is the Apparent Victor; Lead Cut in Two Key States.” Scores of less prominent papers also struggled to inform their readers about the election’s outcome.


Election night was agony for Nixon. There was nothing exquisite about it. He was like the runner who, starting out behind his opponent, relentlessly narrows the lead, but never quite overtakes him. “Any election night is an emotional roller-coaster, but election night in 1960 was the most tantalizing and frustrating I have experienced,” Nixon said later. He was convinced the press was actively rooting for Kennedy and was determined to proclaim the Democrat the victor. He recalled that at 7:30 P.M. eastern time NBC calculated the odds of a Kennedy victory to be 250 to 1, and that a little later NBC’s computer predicted a Kennedy electoral landslide, with a final count of 401 electoral votes.


Around midnight Pacific time, Nixon conferred with his advisers Len Hall, Cliff Folger, Robert Finch, Fred Seaton, and Herb Klein in Los Angeles. They reviewed the situation by phone with Senate Republican leader Everett Dirksen and Senator Thruston Morton, the RNC chairman. Nixon admitted he was likely to lose but the outcome was not absolutely certain. About twenty minutes later, Nixon and his wife went to the ballroom of the Ambassador Hotel. He told several hundred supporters that if “the present trend continues Senator Kennedy will be the next president of the United States.”31 He smiled tightly as his supporters booed and shouted, “We Want Nixon! We Want Nixon!”


Nixon’s equivocal statement did not add clarity or bring closure to the election. After listening to the vice president, Huntley of NBC said, “I don’t know whether that was a concession or not,” and his partner Brinkley responded, “I suppose it was, but I never heard one just like it before. You can choose your own name for it.” Kennedy officials said they did not regard Nixon’s comments as a concession.


The vice president decided that he wanted to sleep for a few hours and study the returns again Wednesday morning. He went to bed thinking there was some chance that he still might win. But when he woke, his twelve-year-old daughter Julie asked about the outcome of the election and Nixon told her that he had lost. She immediately fired off questions about their postelection lives: where they were going to live, what kind of job would he get, and where she would go to school.


Nixon instructed his press aide, Herb Klein, to read his concession telegram to Kennedy before TV cameras, which he did at about 9:45 A.M. Pacific time. “I want to repeat through this wire the congratulations and best wishes I extended to you on television last night. I know that you will have the united support of all Americans as you lead the nation in the cause of peace and freedom during the next four years.” Nixon then spoke to Eisenhower on the phone and later recalled the president “did his best to try and buck me up, but he could not hide his own disappointment. I had never heard him sound more depressed. But he still had a lot of fight left; he had heard early reports of fraud charges in Illinois and Texas and urged me to do everything possible to check them out.”


Later Wednesday, Nixon and his family flew back to Washington and landed in a dreary rain. They were met by a group of Republican loyalists, staffers, and friends, including John Eisenhower, representing his father. The Nixons returned to their home in northwest Washington. After the others had gone to bed, Nixon went to his library, built a fire, and considered his options. “In the quiet of my own home, I tried not to think of the past, but of the future. I knew that the next few days and weeks would probably present me with the greatest test of my life,” he later recalled.32


 Kennedy also endured a night of enormous tension, but his fears eased by Wednesday morning. Kennedy had watched Nixon’s quasi-concession speech at 3:20 A.M. eastern time with his family and aides. Kennedy’s supporters were angry that Nixon did not make an unequivocal concession but Kennedy was more understanding of Nixon’s predicament, saying, “Why should he concede? I wouldn’t.” Kennedy then walked back to his house in the family compound and most of his aides retired to their rooms at the Yachtsman Hotel. His secretary, Evelyn Lincoln, walked across the toy-strewn lawn of the Kennedy compound and saw Kennedy in his house, sitting alone in an easy chair, under a light, trying to read a book.33


About 9:30 A.M. Wednesday, Kennedy’s aide, Ted Sorensen, greeted him with the news that he had been elected president. Kennedy celebrated by soaking in the bathtub, inviting Sorensen and his press aide, Pierre Salinger, into the bathroom as he eased into the tub. They reviewed the latest returns, recapped the campaign and wondered when Kennedy would receive an official concession from Nixon.


Shortly before noon eastern time, Salinger received a call from Eisenhower’s press secretary—who said the president would send Kennedy an official wire of congratulations after Nixon conceded, which was expected soon. Ike’s press secretary had accidentally sent a congratulatory cable to Kennedy many hours earlier in Eisenhower’s name but Salinger agreed to set it aside when he was informed that it was a mistake. Kennedy now watched Herb Klein read Nixon’s concession on TV; Kennedy’s aides grumbled that Nixon did not read the statement himself. “He went out the same way he came in—no class,” Kennedy snapped.34


The Kennedy family gathered for a photo in Joseph Kennedy’s residence, then drove in a convoy to the Hyannis Armory. The winning candidate sat in the front seat of a white Lincoln, waving wearily to those standing by the road. At the Armory, he received a standing ovation from supporters and the press, went to the dais, and read telegrams he received from Eisenhower and Nixon, as well as his responses to them. Almost always stoic, reporters now detected tears in his eyes. He offered a few impromptu words. “It is a satisfying moment for me. I want to express my appreciation to the citizens of this country and to Mr. Nixon personally,” he said. “The next four years will be difficult and challenging. There is general agreement by all our citizens that a supreme national effort is needed to move this country safely through the 1960s. We need your help. All our energies will be devoted to the interests of the United States and the cause of freedom around the world.” Then, ending on a more personal note, he said: “My wife and I now prepare for a new administration—and a new baby.”35


Kennedy met later that afternoon with his campaign team to go over the most current election results and review the procedures by which the election would be certified. They discussed potential challenges Republicans might lodge about alleged voting irregularities. Later that night, Jack and Jackie had dinner with their friend, Bill Walton, the journalist Ben Bradlee, and Bradlee’s pregnant wife, Tony. Looking at the two pregnant women, Kennedy quipped, “Okay girls, you can take out the pillows now. We won.”36


On Thursday, November 10, Kennedy met with his top aides to begin planning for the transition. Months earlier, he had commissioned Clark Clifford, a wily and respected Democratic political operative, and Richard Neustadt, a Columbia professor and expert on the presidency, to develop plans on how organize a transition and build an administration. He did not want to see them until after the election. Both reports were now ready for his inspection. Kennedy was now ready to start thinking concretely about building a government.


Eisenhower went to bed Tuesday night about midnight before the election’s outcome was certain, but it seemed likely that Kennedy was going to win. By the next morning, his fears were confirmed. Eisenhower’s son John, a White House aide, recalled entering the Oval Office and seeing his father staring outside, looking dejectedly at the south grounds. “All I’ve been trying to do for eight years has gone down the drain. I might just as well have been having fun,” the despondent president told his son.37


Eisenhower sent Kennedy a brief telegram. “My congratulations to you for the victory you have just won at the polls. I will be sending you promptly a more comprehensive telegram suggesting certain measures that may commend themselves to you as you prepare to take over next January the responsibilities of the Presidency.” Ike also sent a telegram of congratulation to Lyndon Johnson, the incoming vice president, and consolation wires to both Nixon and Lodge.


The president conducted several meetings at the White House, including a nearly hour-long session with his cabinet and top administration officials in which he instructed them to assist the new administration. Eisenhower then sent Kennedy a longer telegram, saying he was committed to a smooth transfer of power and pledged his administration would cooperate fully with Kennedy’s team.


Eisenhower left the White House that afternoon to fly to Augusta, Georgia, for a long-planned golf vacation. During the flight, he told his friend Ellis Slater that Nixon’s loss was “the biggest defeat of my life.” The president second-guessed many aspects of Nixon’s campaign, wondering why Nixon did not use him more prominently. Later in the day, he continued to talk with Slater about what he might have done differently to alter the outcome. “You know if I had written an article for the [Reader’s] Digest, it might have won us enough votes, but by the time I thought of it, it was too late.”38


Kennedy won the presidency by 303 to 219 votes in the Electoral College, but only by about 113,000 votes out of the 69 million popular votes cast. The popular vote was astonishingly close: 49.7% to 49.6% in Kennedy’s favor. Fewer than 30,000 votes distributed differently in Illinois and Texas would have made Nixon the thirty-fifth president of the United States. Nixon won more states and more congressional districits than did Kennedy.


The debate about which candidate actually won the election would continue for the next ten weeks—and beyond—but Kennedy emerged as the victor and Nixon as the vanquished. Eisenhower had prepared an elaborate process to turn power over to his successor and ordered it to commence. There was a lot to do in a short period as one presidency gave way to another. Following a remarkable year in American life and a riveting campaign for the presidency, a historic transfer of power was about to begin.
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DAWN OF THE NEW DECADE


I


Nearly a year before that fraught election night in November of 1960, Americans greeted the start of the decade with swagger and uncertainty, hope and trepidation, confidence and concern. As the New Year and the new decade began, Americans remembered their past, lived in the present, and pondered the future.


Throughout the United States people ushered in 1960 with parties, celebrations, and church services. While most of official Washington took time off for the holidays, Ezra Benson, Eisenhower’s combative and controversial secretary of agriculture, decided to hold a press conference on New Year’s Eve. Benson was, according to one reporter, “unwontedly roguish” about the timing of his briefing. The secretary said he scheduled his press conference early enough in the day so it would not interfere with the celebration plans of reporters. With an election year about to begin and with reporters anxious to bring in the New Year, Benson’s briefing elicited little interest in, or news about, farming or agricultural policy. Instead, the secretary was asked to comment on the presidential campaigns of Hubert Humphrey and Richard Nixon, whether he had any desire to stay in his job in the next administration, and how he gauged the mood of the American public. He dodged the questions on Humphrey and Nixon. On the question regarding how he assessed the national mood, Benson said he talked with people from all walks of life, read his mail, and met with members of Congress, “some of whom have been in Washington since the summer—off and on.” This was an apparent jab at Congress’s limited legislative schedule that year.1 As Benson was holding his press conference in Washington, crowds were already gathering in New York City’s Times Square. Nearby, there was plenty of activity at Madison Square Garden that was fully booked with New Year’s Eve events: a New York Knicks basketball game against the Minneapolis Lakers, a tennis match between Althea Gibson and Karol Fageros, an exhibition game by the Harlem Globetrotters, and a Japanese “Ballet on Bicycle” performance. The next day the Garden hosted three ten-round boxing matches.2


Americans celebrated New Year’s Eve at home, private parties, restaurants, and bars. In Chicago, the city’s best establishments charged between $20 and $50 per couple for an evening of entertainment. In Kansas City, the Hotel Muehlebach charged a $7.00 minimum—dinner and drinks were extra. At the Arlington Hotel in Hot Springs, Arkansas, each guest paid a minimum of $12.50.3


Bars were, of course, popular across America as the clock ticked toward midnight, January 1, 1960. In Boston, bars were required to issue their last calls at 1:00 A.M. but revelers were allowed to stay until 4:00 A.M. The city’s transit system ran all night. In Milwaukee, L. V. Barnes, a middle-aged businessman, stepped out of a party to get something from his car and returned with a remarkable story. He had just witnessed a black bear inside a car, blowing the horn in a nearby parking lot. His report, not surprisingly, was treated with skepticism by his party. Later, seeking confirmation, Barnes placed a personal ad in a Milwaukee newspaper asking if anyone else had also seen a black bear blowing a car horn in a parking lot on East Capitol Drive about 2:30 A.M. “Confound it, I know a big, black hairy bear when I see one and I saw one,” he told a curious reporter. Barnes was relieved when Mrs. Theodore Weissinger from Mequon, a Milwaukee suburb, responded. She said that she and her husband had indeed brought their fifty-pound black bear cub, Booboo, into the city on New Year’s Eve, had left him alone in their car, and he may have been blowing a horn. “Booboo loves to blow horns,” Mrs. Weissinger observed.4


About the same time Booboo was blowing the car horn, two sixteen-year-old boys in Spruce Pine, North Carolina, decided to celebrate 1960 with a bang. They set off an explosion with ninety-nine sticks of dynamite that rocked their mountain mining town. Douglas Green and Joe McKinney left a party on New Year’s Eve and planted dynamite in the center of a football field. Their blast created a crater large enough to contain a truck. The explosion shattered glass in nearly every store along two main streets in the business district. Damage to the stores and homes was estimated at $10,000. The boys were released on a $1,000 bond to presumably displeased parents.5


Other dangers surrounded the New Year weekend in the United States. During the holiday weekend, from 6:00 P.M. Thursday, December 31, until midnight on Sunday, January 3, 374 people were killed in car, bus, and truck accidents. A spokesman for the National Safety Council issued a stern admonishment to Americans. “The nation should not need this grim reminder that accidents never take a holiday. Certainly this is not the way America prefers to start a new year and a new decade dedicated to better living. We can only hope that out of this will come increased determination by public officials and private citizens alike to put a stop to such wholesale slaughter on highways.” Nearly five hundred Americans were killed on the nation’s roads during the Christmas weekend the week before.6


But most Americans had a safe and celebratory New Year. In Laguna Beach, California, the fifty members of the Polar Bear Club emerged from their trailers and cabanas at Treasure Island at noon for their annual New Year’s Day plunge into the Pacific Ocean. According to club rules, the men were required to jump into the water all the way while the women were only required to submerge themselves up to their necks. Fred Hodge, the seventy-nine-year-old club founder, was designated Father Polar Bear and observed a test plunge on New Year’s Eve by Mrs. Roy Wilbur, with a Los Angeles Times photographer chronicling the partial submersion.7
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