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“But sometimes in the middle of the night, their wound would open afresh. And suddenly awakened, they would finger its painful edges, they would recover their suffering anew and with it the stricken face of their love.”

—Albert Camus, found in RFK’s commonplace book of quotes, entry circa 1966


Acknowledgments

My association and friendship with the exceptional staff, past and present, of the John F. Kennedy Library have made this book possible. Megan F. Desnoyers, William Johnson, Suzanne K. Forbes, Jo August, Sheldon Stern, John Stewart, Alan Goodrich, Jim Cedrone, Dan Fenn, and William W. Moss made the going bearable and, at points, even easy. They of course bear no responsibility for the result. My selection in 1987 as the John F. Kennedy Scholar by the Kennedy Library and the University of Massachusetts at Boston enabled me to do much of my research for this book.

I should also thank the staffs of the National Archives and Records Services, the Library of Congress, the FBI records office in Washington, D.C., the Adlai E. Stevenson Papers at Princeton University, the Chicago Crime Commission, and the Centro de Estudios Sobre América in Havana.

Among those who read portions of the manuscript along the way, made useful suggestions, and always encouraged to me to push on: Donavon Ostrom, Paul Erickson, Stanley Sheinbaum, Bill Gilliam, Chenoweth Moffat, Grant W. Johnson, Mary Jo West, and my sisters Noel Shambayati, Eileen Mahoney, and Mary Mahoney. My mother, Alice D. Mahoney, as always, provided criticism, insight, and the indispensable service of taking care of my daughter, Molly.

I should recognize others who went out of their way to assist me: Oliver Stone, Mayra I. Alvarado, Blas Casares, Andrew and Teresa Molander, Jorge Recarey, Eric J. Farber, Robert Scheer, Samuel E. Belk III, Ricardo Alarcón de Quesada, Peter McClennen, Samuel G. Vagenas, Kenneth and Katrina Carlsen, Paul Rosenfeld, Gene Fisher, and my teaching assistants at The American Graduate School of International Management, Thunderbird: Nozar Afkhami, Laura Wente, Elka Popova, Marilyn Edelman, and Mark A. Staehle. Each semester my foreign policy seminar students at Thunderbird gladly read portions of the manuscript, and they deserve recognition for what improvements they made.

Among Kennedy friends and lieutenants who were especially helpful: Dolores Huerta, Harris Wofford, Angela Novello, the late W. Averell Harriman, the late George W. Ball, the late Kenneth P. O’Donnell, the late David F. Powers, the late Lord Harlech, the late Edmund A. Gullion, and the late Cesar Chavez. There are those in Havana and Miami for whom printed recognition would imperil their persons, but who provided information and guidance in this project. I thank them as well.

Without my father’s friendship with the Kennedys and his attentive support for each of his nine children, including myself, I would not have attempted this journey. Without the unusual skill and grace in execution of my editor, Timothy Bent, I would not have completed it.


Foreword

By David Talbot

With his unique access to the Kennedy family story and his intimate appreciation of its grand significance, Richard D. Mahoney ranks as one of the great chroniclers of this Shakespearean chapter in American history. Mahoney, whose father served President John F. Kennedy as an ambassador and Robert F. Kennedy as a friend and advisor, has a deep, almost genetic Irish-American attachment to this family drama. But he is also a sharp enough scholar to cut through the thick layers of mythology that have long enshrouded the Kennedy name. And his revealing interviews with Kennedy intimates like the late Kenny O’Donnell, Dave Powers and W. Averell Harriman are among the last, invaluable personal links to this evaporating era.

The Kennedy Brothers and Mahoney’s equally important earlier book, JFK: Ordeal in Africa, plowed brave new ground by suggesting that the Kennedy administration’s embattled Cold War policies might explain the fates that eventually befell Jack and Bobby. When these books were first published, the idea that President Kennedy died for a reason—and was not simply the victim of a lone misfit—was especially explosive. Even today, the mainstream media and academia prefer to ignore the mounting evidence that indicates the Kennedys were victims of the antagonistic political forces explored by Mahoney in his books.

Many Kennedy scholars have been enlightened by Mahoney’s seminal work, including me. I remember the shock of recognition I experienced when I read some of the revealing anecdotes and remarks that Mahoney reported in his books, including this one from JFK: Ordeal in Africa. When Mahoney’s father, William, who was JFK’s ambassador to Ghana, presented the Warren Report summary to President Kwame Nkrumah, a devoted ally of Kennedy, the African leader opened up the volume, pointed to the name Allen Dulles among the list of Warren Commission members, and handed it back to Mahoney, simply saying “whitewash.”

Dulles, who had been fired by Kennedy as CIA director after the agency’s disastrous gambit at Cuba’s Bay of Pigs, was one of JFK’s most ardent enemies in Washington. He was also a master of deceit. Nkrumah knew that with the legendary spymaster’s prominent presence on the Warren Commission, the panel entrusted with solving the president’s murder, the fix was in.

In addition to his salient observations about the feverish forces swirling around the Kennedy presidency and leading up to the assassination, Mahoney has keen insights into the leadership style of the Kennedy brothers and their unique chemistry. Mahoney wrote The Kennedy Brothers at a time when their Camelot mystique had come under sharp attack from revisionists like Seymour Hersh’s The Dark Side of Camelot and Thomas Reeves’s A Question of Character. While rejecting the hagiography of an earlier-era, Mahoney also developed a more nuanced and balanced view of the Kennedy era than those authors who were filled with unconvincing and often mysterious spleen against the doomed leader. Mahoney understands that there is nothing make-believe about the Kennedys’ courage—the quality in a person that the brothers respected most, for—as Churchill said—“it is the quality which guarantees all others.”

“Always the next hill, always the next hill.” That was Bobby Kennedy’s relentless mantra, according to one Kennedy deputy quoted by Mahoney. This drive took both brothers into dangerous territory, but they never pulled back from their imposing enemies. “They moved beyond the boundaries of political power, crossing into a murderous frontier where their enemies, whose faces they knew, were waiting for them.” Mahoney’s description of this epic confrontation is still chilling to read.

Bobby Kennedy was no less brave after suffering the unending sorrow of his brother’s death, his indispensable partner in life. In one of the bravest political acts in American history, RFK threw himself into the 1968 presidential campaign—in an effort to end the bleeding of the Vietnam War and America’s civil strife, and to seek justice for his fallen brother. He knew the dark forces that awaited him, but he plunged without hesitation into the frantic and anguished crowds that sought his touch. “Always do what you are afraid to do,” Ralph Waldo Emerson had written in his Essays. Bobby was so taken with Emerson’s imperative that he wrote it down in the daybook that he carried with him until the day he died.

As we face our own national demons, the Kennedys’ courageous saga has lost none of its power to inspire us.

David Talbot is the founder of Salon and the author of the New York Times bestsellers The Devil’s Chessboard and Brothers: The Hidden History of the Kennedy Years.


Introduction

My father was a friend of Robert F. Kennedy and an ambassadorial appointee of John F. Kennedy. He, and consequently the rest of our large Irish-American family, admired the Kennedys uncritically, a sentiment that was reinforced by the nature of their deaths. One of the last things Robert Kennedy did on June 5, 1968, in his suite at the Ambassador Hotel in Los Angeles before going downstairs to accept victory in the California primary was to make a list of friends he wanted to call when he got back to his room later that night. Among them was my father.

In March 1974, when I first went to the Federal Records Center in Waltham, Massachusetts, which then housed the Kennedy papers, I did so more in the manner of a pilgrim than a scholar. I was a member of the faithful, looking for evidence, even relics, of the blessed era. I would sit for hours in the poorly heated research room reading JFK’s office files and the oral histories of RFK’s brief run for the presidency six years earlier. I became friends with the late Dave Powers, then curator of the Kennedy Library, who had been Jack Kennedy’s best friend. I would often drop by his office in the late afternoon and listen to him tell stories about the Kennedy brothers, Jack in particular. The figures Powers evoked fit my family’s conception of them — men full of wit, charm, and purpose who, in those Watergate years, seemed nothing less than heroic.

Yet scholarship was beginning to offer a second, far harsher evaluation of the Kennedys. President Kennedy, some scholars charged, was responsible for bringing America into the nightmare of Vietnam. Other scholars claimed that Attorney General Robert Kennedy had, for reasons of political expedience, done the minimum on civil rights. I decided that I would take a look for myself at an area of the Kennedy record that had not yet been analyzed — the Kennedy administration’s policy in Africa, where I had spent part of my youth.

Over the years, I became a familiar figure to the staff of the Kennedy Library. Much of my first book, JFK: Ordeal in African, published by Oxford University Press in 1983, was based on what I found in the National Security Files, which the library staff had effectively declassified. Between 1974 and 1980, I also did 223 oral history interviews. These encounters opened doors that led to unexpected places. I remember a winter day in 1976 in Princeton, New Jersey. At the conclusion of an interview with the late George Ball, undersecretary of state during the Kennedy years, he invited me to have a look at his transcribed telephone conversations, about ten thousand in number. For three weeks, I read through those telephone conversations in Ball’s home, often leaving at daybreak and then returning a few hours later.

I was stunned by what they revealed. The picture they painted of the Kennedys was very different from the treasured anecdotes, those memorable and canonized speeches, or the top-secret memos covering “policy options.” What emerged first were traits common to powerful men — expediency, calculation, and manipulation. But the transcriptions also revealed other qualities that were, I came to believe, unique to the Kennedys — an icy wit, an awareness that they were players on a stage, and a capacity for growth nurtured by their constant collaboration. Depending on the conversation, they could be idealistic or Machiavellian, utterly conventional or suddenly imaginative, hot or cold. The Kennedy brothers seemed neither as grand and omniscient as the “court histories” that sprang up after the president’s assassination portrayed them, nor as cunning and shameless as later books, such as Seymour Hersh’s The Dark Side of Camelot, argued. They were both self-creative and self-destructive.

I began to question the standard portrait of the male Kennedys as a perfectly functioning juggernaut. That Jack, Bobby, and their father, Joseph P. Kennedy, worked as seamlessly and relentlessly as a combat unit on their path to power seemed true. That Bobby, as executor of his father’s fearsome will and facilitator of Jack’s ambition, was the key actor in the triumvirate seemed obvious. But I heard accounts of tensions among them. Former Arizona senator Barry Goldwater, another friend of my father, told me that Bobby, in his crusade to destroy the American Mafia in the McClellan Committee investigation in the late 1950s (a committee on which Goldwater served), had stumbled over evidence of his father’s dealings with the underworld. “It just killed him,” Goldwater recalled. I wondered what other kinds of combustion Bobby’s moral ambitions had touched off, both within and without the family.

In 1987 I was appointed the John F. Kennedy Scholar at the University of Massachusetts and the Kennedy Library. I spent a year lecturing, writing, and organizing symposia at the Kennedy Library. Revisionary analysis of the Kennedy years had shifted once again, this time to “character issues.” Private sins were said to be revealing of the Kennedys’ deficient public character. I gave a lecture in which I suggested that the Kennedy story might simply be a projection of America’s own unresolved self-concept, its continuing pretense of politics as redemption. The Kennedys had become, I argued, “caricatures of our unsettled national psyche.” They were “warped mirror-images of our own hopes, doubts, and indulgences.” Thus they could only be saints or scoundrels, disinterred on occasion to reflect some current need to moralize to the body politic. I believed then and believe today that at the base of this tendency is America’s inability to see its history as tragedy: to recognize, even embrace, the incompleteness of its ideals and its own struggle against doubt and violence. Perhaps by facing this we could come to a cathartic and settled view of ourselves and the Kennedys. “Tragedy,” Bobby Kennedy said during his run for the presidency in 1968, “is a tool for the living.” But we have found no such tool, and our literalness has rendered the Kennedys unrecognizable, even ahistoric. Something in their story was missing.

JFK’s assassination was not a subject I ever thought I would research. Practically every frame of the Zapruder film has occasioned its own book. There seemed to be enough of them. But in my twenty-year journey as a Kennedy scholar, first on Africa, then on Vietnam, I had gotten glimpses of spectral linkages between that event and the administration itself. Ralph Dungan, a White House aide during the Johnson administration, once related to me how LBJ had told him, only days after the assassination, that JFK had died because of “divine retribution.” And then there was Bobby’s strange phone call only hours after Jack’s assassination to a Cuban safe house in Washington. “One of your guys did it,” he said, apparently referring to the anti-Castro Cubans living there. He asked director of the CIA John McCone whether the agency was involved in the murder. This was, to say the least, an extraordinary question. Another spectral link was Joe Kennedy’s lunch with senior members of the Chicago Mafia in February 1960, when he tried to talk them into giving money to his son’s presidential campaign. These were the same people his other son had vowed to bring to justice.

In the late 1970s, the House Select Committee on Assassinations dug deeply into the motives and the roles of everyone from the anti-Castro Cubans to renegade CIA operatives and the Mafia. In so doing, it built a formidable record. But one critical question remained unanswered: what was the relationship between the Kennedy administration and the Kennedy assassination?

In 1995, having completed a term as Arizona’s secretary of state, I decided to try to answer that question. I reread transcripts of the interviews I’d done in the light of new scholarship published while I was in public office. I began traveling to Florida to interview Cuban exiles, to Chicago to look at the fading traces of the Kennedy-Mafia connection, and to Havana to search through Cuban records and gather recollections of the murderous contest between the Kennedy administration and the Castro regime. I also waded through FBI and CIA files, and spoke again to some of the principals I had once interviewed about other matters.

The story that emerged from the swirl of events and characters permitted no detached discourse; it was, rather, a narrative journey into the trackless wood through which Joe, Jack, and Bobby Kennedy had made their way. History as the Kennedys lived it was neither orderly nor obvious in its unfolding; it was a struggle in which the characters of the three men, and their interaction with one another, led to their fate — a struggle in which pride and avarice, fear and strength, and, above all, ignorance of what lay ahead provided them with an ill-fitting armature of engagement.

Armed with their ambition and their money, agnostic to their enemies, they moved onto the public stage as no family had before in American history, trying to understand and somehow master the terrain of their time. “Always the next hill, always the next hill,” was the way one Kennedy lieutenant described Bobby’s relentless drive. They moved beyond the normal boundaries of political power, crossing into a murderous frontier where their enemies, whose faces they knew, were waiting for them.

At the moment he received the news from Dallas on November 22, 1963, Bobby Kennedy sensed a terrible thing — that he himself had somehow contributed to his brother’s murder. That is what this story is about.
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Summer 1929

Nantucket Sound

The story became a JFK favorite. One summer day when Bobby Kennedy was three and a half he went sailing with some of his brothers and sisters in a yawl in Nantucket Sound. Suddenly, he jumped into the chilly water and vainly struggled to swim. His brother Joe pulled him out before he went under and hauled him back into the boat. But Bobby jumped in again, intent on learning how to swim or drowning in the attempt. Jack would later observe: “It either showed a lot of guts, or no sense at all, depending on how you looked at it.”


Crusades

1951 – 1959


October 19, 1951

Saigon, Vietnam

When thirty-four-year-old congressman John F. Kennedy landed at the French air base near Saigon, he and his brother Bobby and sister Pat were met by what appeared to be “half the French army” in full regalia.1 The fact that the Americans were now providing about 50 percent of the French munitions and supplies in France’s war against the communist Vietminh lent a certain cachet to the congressman’s visit. It also made him a target for Vietminh terror.

For reasons of security, the State Department had recommended that Congressman Kennedy exclude Vietnam from his seven-nation itinerary in October 1951.2 Saigon was a city under siege, the scene of anonymous grenade throwing during the day and nightly bombings by the Vietminh. Some of the terror was random, some targeted.3 In April, American diplomat Edmund Gullion had witnessed the assassination of the head of the French Sûreté. In July, a Vietminh sapper had succeeded in getting close enough to French general Chanson to blow them both up, along with a provincial governor.4 Pro-French agents roamed the city at night, detaining and sometimes executing suspected communists. The morning brought scenes of bodies, sometimes headless, drifting down the Saigon River. Despite this spectacle of tension and atrocity, Saigon, which in Vietnamese means “gift to the foreigner,” still extended its languorous allure. Outside the wire netting around hotels like the Majestic, and beyond heavily armed troop cordons that protected government buildings, slender Vietnamese girls in white ao dais still plied their trade on the wide, tree-lined boulevards under the yellow glow of gaslights.

In addition to Vietnam, Kennedy planned to visit other countries in the throes of violent insurgency or civil war, such as Korea and Malaysia, as well as the newly independent states of Israel and India. The conviction in Washington was that the contest between the United States and the Soviet Union would be won or lost in the outcome of the nationalist upheavals attempting to shake off Europe’s colonial grasp. Kennedy had joined the Republican right in its assault on President Harry Truman for having done nothing to stop the “onrushing tide of communism from engulfing all of Asia.”5 This was the prevailing view of the day. The “loss” of China to communism in 1949 and the catastrophic stalemate in Korea had produced a paroxysm of anger and self-doubt in Washington. Senator Joseph McCarthy charged that the reason Americans had “died for a tie” was that within the United States government itself existed “a [communist] conspiracy so immense, an infamy so black as to dwarf any in the history of man.”

Kennedy was not the only American politician — Congressman Richard M. Nixon was another — to sense that there was critical ground to be gained or lost on this issue. By touring the anticommunist front personally, Congressman Kennedy could return as an authoritative voice on containment in Asia.6 After four desultory years in the House, he was preparing to run in 1952 statewide in Massachusetts for either governor or senator.

If there was one distinguishing trait about Jack Kennedy among his peers outside the House chamber (where he was sometimes referred to as “Mattress Jack” for his sexual truancy), it was his flair for foreign policy. His first book, Why England Slept, stimulated in part by a two-month sojourn in Europe between his freshman and sophomore years at Harvard, had delineated the reasons for Great Britain’s somnolence in the late 1930s in the face of Nazi rearmament and aggression. (One critic thought a more apt title might be While Daddy Slept, in reference to his father’s accommodating attitude toward the Nazi onslaught while serving as the American ambassador in London.)7 The book revealed Jack Kennedy to be a decided internationalist. More important, perhaps, it also showed a willingness to challenge the patriarch’s exacting will. Whatever the old man’s reservations about Jack’s thinking, he suspended his beliefs in order to prime the national press about his son’s trip. He also made sure Jack saw all the right people en route — Generals Dwight Eisenhower and Matthew Ridgway, Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru, the Indian nationalist and leader of the so-called nonaligned world.

The risk of a Vietminh attack notwithstanding, the most immediate danger to Congressman Kennedy, who gingerly made his way down the gangway of the military transport plane, was his own shattered health. He had only recently gotten off crutches following seven weeks of therapy designed to ease the pressure on his chronically painful back. A botched operation at the end of World War II had resulted in a metal plate being placed against his spine and had left an open eight-inch wound that had suppurated off and on for months. “Is any stuff running out of it?” his friend Charles Spalding remembered Jack asking as he hobbled along the beach in Hyannis Port.8 For all the pain, Jack’s humor survived. He wrote a friend that he wished “the doc had just read one more book before picking up the saw.” To another, he sardonically described his own future as being moved to “the Old Sailors’ Home probably to be issued a rocking chair, a sunny place on the lawn — with the thanks of a grateful Republic ringing in my ears.”9

He was dying, he admitted to journalist Joseph Alsop, not because of his back but rather from Addison’s disease, an insufficiency in adrenal production that left its victims fatally vulnerable to infection. “The doctors say I’ve got a sort of slow-motion leukemia, but they tell me I’ll probably last until I’m forty-five.”10 What slowed Jack’s decline was dexacortisone, which was injected daily into his thighs. Later he started taking 25 milligrams of cortisone orally each day, and received boosters of pain-killing novocaine directly into his back. All of these treatments became a carefully guarded family secret, attributed in news releases when Kennedy was intermittently hospitalized to “recurrent malaria and war-related injuries.”

Perhaps this was why Joe Kennedy Sr. had recommended that third son Bobby, recently graduated from the University of Virginia law school, and sister Patricia accompany Jack on the seven-week trip. Jack had not previously traveled on international fact-finding trips with family members and there had been health problems out of the range of his specialists, their drugs, and the protective cover of his family. On a trip to England in 1948, Jack had become gravely ill, and word of his disease had nearly gotten into the press. (Lord Beaverbrook’s physician, Daniel Davis, told Pamela Churchill, “That young American friend of yours, he hasn’t got a year to live.”)11 But he somehow recovered. Once back in the United States, off his supposed deathbed, Jack soon rediscovered his lifelong delight in pursuing pretty women between political appearances. This was a tricky practice in a puritanical age, one that had nearly gotten him cashiered out of the navy in 1942, for romantically consorting with Danish ingenue Inga Arvad, whom the FBI believed was a Nazi agent. Then — and later — Jack seemed oblivious to the risks in it all, despite his father’s furious intercession. He eventually shipped out to the South Pacific and became a decorated hero, a status he later preferred to dismiss: “It was involuntary. They sank my boat.”

Jack moved through his life both afflicted and charmed, shadowed and romanced by the possibility of death. Toward the end of World War Two, he kept a loose-leafed notebook that contained official and personal accounts of the deaths of his brother Joe and brother-in-law Billy Hartington, who were both killed in the European theater in 1944. Jack jotted down a quotation from British novelist and diplomat John Buchan: “He loved his youth, and his youth has become eternal. Debonair and brilliant and brave, he is now part of that immortal England which knows not age or weariness or defeat.”12 He admired courage above all other traits and, in the poetry he could recite by heart, felt death beckoning. This preoccupation had a paradoxical effect on Jack. It made him fatalistic about the human prospect, but coldly resolved once engaged in the fight. For all of this, his political ambition during the late ’40s and early ’50s seemed fitful, and it wasn’t clear whether Kennedy had the drive to become president or merely to remain a playboy. His father and younger brother were the ones who bridged that difference.

Until his death in an experimental bombing mission over France in August 1944, Joe Jr. had carried the grail of his father’s ambition to make a Kennedy president. Joe was an athletic and winning young man with matinee-idol looks. So deep was the wound left by Joe Jr.’s death that his father could not even open As We Remember Joe, the book of remembrances Jack had given his father for Christmas. Jack wrote: “I think that if the Kennedy children amount to anything now or ever, it will be due more to Joe’s behavior and his constant example than to any other factor.”13 The melancholy conclusion was that the best among them was dead and gone. What was left, in the unwanted phrase of the Kennedys, was the second string.

World War Two had breached the family like a wrecking ball. Joe Kennedy had traversed the golden salient during the 1920s and 1930s — making millions on the stock market, millions from Hollywood through the buying and selling of three studios, millions during Prohibition and afterward from bootlegging and cornering control over key liquor imports, and finally being appointed as the U.S. ambassador to the Court of St. James in 1938. By the middle 1940s, this had all crumbled. Joe Jr. was killed, as was son-in-law Billy Hartington, Kathleen’s husband. Kathleen herself died in an air crash in 1948. Jack was a near-invalid. The war had left the Kennedy patriarch himself a reviled man who could neither admit nor expiate his disgrace as a World War Two defeatist and anti-Semite. There was something dark, even Faustian, about the old man’s effect on others. As penetrating a judge of human character as Franklin Roosevelt had told Treasury secretary Henry Morgenthau on more than one occasion his reason for sending Kennedy to London: “He’s too dangerous to allow around here.”14 Joe Kennedy’s solace — the one thing he lived for other than making more money — was his sons. He told people that he himself was a caterpillar. His sons would be his butterflies.

In the late ’40s and early ’50s, at least, there was little evidence of such a metamorphosis. Jack was struggling terribly with his illnesses and Bobby, bottled-up and pathologically shy, was maladroit beyond measure. Having grown up in a family of male stars, of which he simply wasn’t one, Bobby’s duty had been to step aside for those who were. He had nothing of Joe’s good looks or robust physique, or Jack’s self-possessed bookishness. The family photos of Bobby as an adolescent during the ’40s show an overcast, almost embarrassed, gaze. He was small, and in the first test of the Kennedy male — athletic achievement — he was a failure. “I dropped everything,” he later recalled. “I always fell down. I always bumped my nose or head.” Once at a party at the Kennedy home in Bronxville, New York, Bobby picked up a glass of tomato juice with such force that he shattered it, sending the juice and shards of glass everywhere.15 With brother Joe (ten years older) and brother Jack (eight years older) away at college or later in the war — and with his father as yet unable to detect anything worth advancing in his third son — he grew up in the company of his mother and three sisters (Eunice, Pat, and Jean), attending no fewer than ten different schools. He performed indifferently. For all of this, journalist and family friend Arthur Krock saw something unusual in the third son when he was fifteen, “a kind of savage individuality” born of compensation and struggle.16

The constant element in Bobby’s life outside his family became the Catholic Church. He was an avid altar boy throughout high school. If Joe Jr. could tell you all about FDR’s cabinet and brain trust, and Jack about Marlborough and Sir Walter Raleigh, Bobby knew the lives of the saints and their feast days. “Bobby has taken his religion seriously,” his mother Rose commented, suggesting perhaps that her husband and the two older boys treated it more as a family ritual than as a system of personal belief.

Everything seemed to come hard to Bobby. When his father sent him up to Boston in 1946 to help out with Jack’s campaign for Congress, the candidate didn’t quite know what to do with his younger brother. “I can’t see that sober, silent face breathing new vigor in the ranks,” Jack observed to a friend, suggesting that Bobby be sent to the movies.17 The friend, Paul Fay, found Bobby monosyllabic and mournful: “Words came out of his mouth as if each one spoken depleted an already severely limited supply. . . . From his expression he might have been paying his last respects to his closest friend.”18

But if all detectable forms of political bonhomie were lacking, what was not was the steely drive to execute. Dave Powers, the unemployed World War Two veteran and Charlestown politico whom Jack befriended one evening in January 1946, remembered advising Bobby not to knock on people’s doors before 8 A.M. or after 10 P.M. — “that way they might vote for Jack.”19 Powers estimated that Bobby was hitting around three hundred homes and apartments per day. “He looked like he was about sixteen but the effect he had was very positive. When he asked people to vote for Jack, you would have thought he was inviting them to enter the kingdom of heaven.”

Bobby wasn’t smooth but he was tough, very tough. After Jack’s election, Bobby went back to Harvard, where his central ambition was to make the football team. As with the ’46 campaign, his talent was sheer will. With unremitting practice and wild aggression, he won a letter in 1947, accomplishing the feat in the Harvard-Yale game with a fractured leg in a cast. “The major difference between Bobby and his brothers,” said Ethel Skakel, whom he married in 1950 after nearly six years of courtship, “is that Bobby always had to fight for everything.”20 Marriage to Ethel confirmed him in the way his upbringing had not; she was his anima, his other self in the Jungian sense — giggly, outrageous, and deeply nurturing. A few months before his trip with Jack and Pat to the Middle East and Asia in October 1951, a daughter was born to Bobby and Ethel. They named her Kathleen Hartington, in memory of Bobby’s deceased sister and her husband. Joe Kennedy Sr. saw and appreciated what Jack may have not — that in Bobby the family had a soldier who could work long hours in the shadows and ask nothing for it.

Along the way of their 25,000-mile trip in the fall of 1951, Bobby dutifully kept a journal in his cramped handwriting. The conclusion he and his brother reached was that nationalism was the determinant force of the age, stronger than either communism or capitalism, and that the United States was aligning itself with reactionary forces through second-rate diplomatic representation. They felt that the bipolar approach to containing communism wouldn’t work because it usually meant association with discredited local despots or the embattled colonial powers. In country after country they visited, terrorism, putsches, full-scale civil warfare, seemed hours or even a few city blocks away. Two days after their meeting with Pakistani leader Liaquat Ali Khan, he was murdered. In India, Prime Minister Nehru warned them over dinner, between longing glances at their sister Pat, that the French and their Western supporters were, as Bobby wrote, “pouring money ' arms down a bottomless hole.” “We have only status quo to offer these people. Commies can offer a change.”21

As Bobby explained it in 1967, the trip made a “very, very major impression” on his brother — and nowhere more so than Vietnam.22 After arriving and viewing the French défilade at the air base with General Jean De Lattre de Tassigny, the Kennedys were taken to the palace of South Vietnam’s so-called strongman Bao Dai, who looked, Jack thought, as if he had been “fried in Crisco.” They were “wined and dined” and housed in a single room, the only one in the palace that had air conditioning. His back giving him problems, Jack spent the night on the floor with Bobby and Pat alongside in the beds. General De Lattre personally took command of their tour from that point on, flying them over an area where the French Foreign Legion was doing battle with the Vietminh and presenting the Kennedys to the people of Hanoi in a flag-waving parade. (“Ironic,” Bobby later said.)23 The Kennedys came away deeply impressed by the redoubtable De Lattre — a brave man who had borne his own son’s death before succumbing himself to cancer in 1952 — but did not buy the French line one bit. Back in Saigon, Jack and Bobby found out the names and addresses of the best reporters and showed up at their lodgings to get the real story. What they heard was that the French cause, for which the United States was now airlifting weaponry, was doomed. Were a plebiscite held throughout Vietnam, the communist Ho Chi Minh would get 70 percent of the vote, Bobby noted in his journal.

From Vietnam, the Kennedys traveled to Singapore, then to war-torn Malaysia, where they toured Kuala Lumpur, surrounded and under siege, in a tank. From there they flew to Japan, their last stop before Korea. Jack, having struggled throughout the trip with his bad back, was suddenly hit with a high fever, the result again of his failing immune system. Bobby and Pat had him airlifted to a military hospital in Okinawa where, during the first night, his fever rose to 106 degrees. Bobby later said, “Everybody there just expected that he’d die.”24 But slowly Jack’s fever subsided and he was flown back to the United States. The family and its trusted retainers went into their denial routine, secreting Jack somewhere in Virginia, pending his improvement, and telling the press that his malaria had flared up again during the trip. During his convalescence, Jack drafted a radio address about his trip that he read on the Mutual Broadcasting Network on November 14. For its time, it was a farsighted exegesis about the defining power of Third World nationalism, which, Kennedy felt, was the proper bulwark against communism. It was also Kennedy’s first enunciation of the doctrine of counterinsurgency, a policy that would bedevil his presidency in Vietnam and Cuba.

In his radio address, Jack blasted United States diplomats in insurgent Asia for “toadying” to the wishes of the European powers “with no eagerness to understand the real hopes and desires of the people to which they are accredited.” He was also harsh in his criticism of American policy in Vietnam. “For the U.S. to have aligned itself with the desperate effort of a French regime to hang on to the remnants of empire” without exacting in exchange political reform in Indochina was a serious mistake. The war could only be won if France conceded independence to the Vietnamese. “To check the southern drive of Communism makes sense but not only through reliance on force of arms. The task is rather to build strong native non-Communist sentiment within these areas and rely on that as a spearhead of defense.”25 This sounded right, but hadn’t Bobby written in his journal that Ho Chi Minh would win if there were elections? So which was it — Ho Chi Minh or the French? In statements during that fall of 1951 in New York and Massachusetts, Jack set forth the idea of a “third force” — both anti-French and anticommunist— that could satisfy nationalist aspirations as well as stymie the Vietminh. This, in fact, emerged as America’s covert policy in Vietnam in 1952-1953, as the French war effort headed toward bloody defeat.

One witness to the Americanization of France’s war in Vietnam was the English novelist Graham Greene, who had arrived for his second visit in October 1951. (As Jack lay at the edge of death in the military hospital in Okinawa on the night of October 31, Greene lay, awake but dreaming, in an opium den gazing at the lovely, sprawled figure of a woman as he recited Baudelaire’s “Invitation au Voyage.”)26 Greene is thought to have patterned the hero of his novel The Quiet American on Edward Lansdale, an American counterinsurgency expert whom he met in Vietnam in 1954. In the novel, the earnest, enthusiastic CIA station chief Alden Pyle is doggedly determined to fight the communist Vietnamese the American way.27 In theory, as Kennedy had advocated, this meant finding and arming that “third force.” In practice, it meant giving the pretender, Colonel Thé, the newest generation of plastique, which produced in one sanguinary afternoon on la Rue Catinat in Saigon a sudden hurricane of human limbs. It was the perfect hell of good, anticommunist intentions — the old story of the ends justifying the means. It was also the prologue of the peculiar tragedy of the Kennedys, one in which Bobby, the moralist like Pyle, touched off a lethal chain reaction in his vendetta against Fidel Castro.

But this was to come later. The most important outcome of the trip was that in the course of 25,000 miles together — through palaces, military parades, states of siege, war zones, and the long hours of travel in between — these two sons became brothers. Jack, who had avoided what he thought was the leaden company of his dour younger brother, saw what Bobby’s Harvard buddy Kenny O’Donnell valued so much — the wry humor, the hawklike power of observation, as well as his indefatigable determination to do his duty.28 And Bobby, for the first time, enjoyed his older brother’s encompassing curiosity and piquant humor. In Okinawa at the hospital, in the quiet hours when he thought Jack was going to die, Bobby must have also reflected on his brother’s vulnerability.

Once home, Jack turned his energies toward running statewide in Massachusetts. Bobby joined the Justice Department and went to work in New York in the tax division. In April 1952, Jack got the break he’d been looking for: an open shot at the United States Senate when Governor Paul Dever decided to run for reelection. But the campaign was soon a complete mess due to Joe Kennedy’s insistence on controlling everything and his habit of overriding campaign manager Mark Dalton. Jack seemed unwilling to or incapable of reining in his father, so Kenny O’Donnell, who was working on the Senate campaign, called his old Harvard football teammate Bobby Kennedy for help. But Bobby brushed him off: “Don’t drag me into it,” he told O’Donnell.29 O’Donnell called him back twice the next day. “Jack’s going to lose,” he said. There was a long pause at the other end of the line.

“OK. OK” Then another pause. “Goddamnit.” About a week later, Bobby called O’Donnell back to confirm his decision. “I’ve thought it over and I suppose I have to do it.”

With his total level of sacrifice, legion hours, and precision of execution, Bobby transformed Jack’s campaign for the Senate into a winner. Ambassador Kennedy meanwhile did what he was best at, putting money into the right hands. This two-track approach to political persuasion that the Kennedys perfected in 1952 — Bobby moving the machine and Joe moving the money — foreshadowed their run for the presidency in 1960. Jack was able to overcome a 300,000-vote plurality for Eisenhower in Massachusetts to beat popular Senate incumbent Henry Cabot Lodge by 70,000 votes. Jack later observed that there wasn’t a politician in Massachusetts who could stand Bobby after the ’52 campaign was over, but “we had the best organization in the state.” Among the family’s male stars now, nobody was now regarded as tougher. Lest Bobby rest for a month or so on his laurels, his father was there to remind him within days of Jack’s victory: “Are you going to sit on your tail end and do nothing now for the rest of your life? You’d better go out and get a job.” 30


August 18, 1956

Chicago, Illinois

Their father told them it was a stupid idea. If Adlai Stevenson chose Jack as his running mate at the Democratic convention in Chicago, he would do it to get the Catholic vote. When Stevenson lost, which Joe Kennedy thought he would, Jack would be blamed — and he would be finished politically. Right before he left the country in June for his French Riviera home in Cap d’Antibes, he again warned his sons about the idea. Jack and Bobby would probably have heeded their father’s advice had Joe accompanied them to the convention. But with their father out of touch, Jack and Bobby, in battle mode with a nucleus of tough young men like Kenny O’Donnell and Torbert McDonald around them, went for a long shot. They had no particular strategy in mind and no experience in the arcane maneuvers of political conventions. But no sooner had they arrived in Chicago than they began plotting in their rooms at the Ambassador East and the Conrad Hilton, and on the first day of the convention began making the rounds in the Amphitheater where the conclave was being held. Then the unexpected took place.

Governor Stevenson’s campaign committee had selected Senator Kennedy to narrate a film produced by Dore Schary, titled The Pursuit of Happiness. On the opening night of the convention, eleven thousand delegates (and millions more on television) watched and listened as Kennedy narrated an emotional depiction of Franklin Roosevelt, Harry Truman, and the ideals of the party. Kennedy, tanned and fit, a low and conversational timbre in his voice, performed exceptionally. There was applause throughout the film and the crowd roared its approval at its conclusion. When Jack walked out onto the podium to take a bow, nodding and smiling in his contained way, he was met by a floor demonstration led by the Massachusetts delegation. Jack Kennedy, a complete unknown outside the Eastern seaboard, had suddenly been discovered by a national audience. The Kennedy brothers learned something about their candidate that night: Jack was good in person, but he was far better on film. The New York Times reported the next morning that “Kennedy came before the convention tonight as a movie star.”31

The Stevenson leadership now had a problem: they didn’t really want Kennedy as Adlai’s running mate, but they didn’t know quite how to dispose of him. The governor offered him the nominating speech and the text to go with it. Jack accepted the offer and threw away the speech. He and Theodore Sorensen, his twenty-eight-year-old aide, worked all night on his remarks, and the next day wowed the convention delegates a second time. Dave Powers and Kenny O’Donnell later wrote that “it was a little like the story of the Irish girl who worked so hard at converting her Jewish boyfriend to Catholicism that he became a priest.”32 Jack was now pressuring Stevenson to select him as his running mate, whether Stevenson wanted him or not. In messages to his father, Jack characterized his activity as merely getting his name out and testing future waters, not angling for the spot of running mate.33 If Joe found out what was really going on, he could without warning call Richard Daley, mayor of Chicago, or Robert Wagner, mayor of New York, both of whom periodically received briefcases full of campaign money from him, and cut his errant boys off at the knees.

Eleanor Roosevelt, the widow of the Democratic party’s great deliverer and a close friend of Stevenson, was thought to be key to the vice-presidential selection. A Kennedy aide hastily arranged a meeting. It went disastrously. Kenny O’Donnell remembered that about twenty people, including members of the press, watched as she bored into Jack about his association with communist-hunter Senator Joseph McCarthy. Why hadn’t he supported the censure of McCarthy, she asked? Jack’s answer did not satisfy her and she eyed him coldly. After twenty more minutes of tense exchange, Mrs. Roosevelt broke off the encounter. The reason why she had so humbled Jack had more to do with Joe Kennedy, whom she detested, than with Jack’s unwillingness to take on McCarthy. She later told Gore Vidal that in his final disgraceful weeks as her late husband’s ambassador in London, Joe Sr. had insisted on visiting the president in Hyde Park. Kennedy had spent no more than ten minutes with FDR when an aide rushed up to Mrs. Roosevelt to tell her the president urgently wanted to see her. She walked in the room to find the president white-faced and furious. He invited Kennedy to step outside. “I never want to see that man as long as I live,” he told her. Her uncle David Gray, the wartime American ambassador to Ireland, was sure that Kennedy had proposed that Roosevelt make a deal with Hitler.34 Before and during the convention, “Mrs. FDR,” as she came to be known, communicated her pronounced disregard for the Kennedys to Stevenson. It was a problem for Jack, then and later.

Nothing, however, could discourage Bobby, who prowled the convention floor, yellow pad in hand, cornering floor leaders and asking them to commit to Jack. Bobby was now back in his assault mode. When there were no taxis to be found outside the convention hall, Bobby simply stepped out in front of a car, which screeched to a halt. He opened the driver’s door and informed the man that he needed the car. The driver seemed to understand that there was no point in arguing and agreed to take the Kennedy group downtown. En route he asked Bobby for his autograph, to which Kennedy replied, “We’ll do that later.”35

There were other discoveries during those hectic days. Jacqueline Bouvier Kennedy, whom Jack had married in September 1953, had come to the convention initially excited to be part of her first Kennedy campaign. She was eight months pregnant. A touching picture shows her beautiful and open-faced, standing on her seat with a Stevenson sign cheering at Jack’s nominating speech.36 She followed Jack around, shook hands with everyone she could, sat in on the late-night meetings, and was soon exhausted. Their room at the Conrad Hilton was choked with cigar smoke. No one slept, tempers were short, and Jack’s back was killing him. Between hurried meetings with his lieutenants, Jack received an unending train of fixers, reporters, and well-wishers. He ultimately persuaded Jackie to move in with his sister Eunice. This was her first bitter dose of being Jack Kennedy’s political wife — and she hated it. When Jack moved down to the Stockyards Inn, which was closer to the convention hall, she didn’t accompany him, nor did she visit him until the convention was over.

Democratic nominee Stevenson was probably leaning toward Minnesota senator Hubert Humphrey as his choice for running mate, or possibly Senator Albert Gore of Tennessee, but didn’t have the nerve to ignore the claim of Tennessee’s other senator, Estes Kefauver, who had won several primaries and had a block of loyal delegates at the convention. On August 17 at 11 P.M., Stevenson went to the convention hall and formally threw open the vice-presidential nomination. The delegates themselves would choose. What had begun as something of a beauty contest for Jack was shaping up into a floor fight — and Kefauver, after months of campaigning for the party’s top spot, had a singular advantage. Rather than beat a strategic retreat, the Kennedy brothers decided to make a fight of it.

Back at the Stockyards Inn at around midnight, Jack asked Bobby to call their father in France. “Tell him I’m going for it.” Having referred this unenviable task to Bobby, Jack walked out of the room. O’Donnell watched as Bobby dialed the number and got his father on the phone. The old man exploded at the news and shouted, “Jack’s a total fucking idiot and you’re worse!” After several more seconds of obscene invective, the line went dead. Bobby put the phone down. “Whew. Is he mad!”37

The vice-presidential campaign turned into a frenzied circus, with Humphrey volunteers visiting lakefront bars and taverns at 2:30 A.M. in search of delegates and Kefauver holding a press conference at 4 A.M. The Kennedys worked through the night trying to get speakers to nominate Jack later that day and desperately calling key delegations to round up votes before the balloting began. At noon the convention was called to order. As the delegates listened to Connecticut governor Abraham Ribicoff nominate Jack, Bobby was trying to find someone to give the seconding speech for his brother. He ran into Massachusetts congressman and House majority leader John McCormack and “practically carried him to the platform.”38 McCormack, who was nursing ambitions of his own after having been nominated by his delegation for president, felt as if he was being suborned. With Bobby standing behind him, he gave a seconding speech that was so weak he scarcely mentioned Jack’s name.

To no one’s surprise, Senator Kefauver achieved a large lead on the first ballot, but fell short of the required majority. Kennedy was a distant though impressive second. On the second ballot, Jack’s sterling convention performances and early-morning deals with other aspirants, such as New York City mayor Robert Wagner, who now had dropped out, began to pay off. Suddenly there was a Kennedy stampede and Jack stared unbelievingly at his TV set in his hotel room as he surged ahead of Kefauver, 618 to 551. He was soon within 38 votes of winning. As he hurriedly dressed to go over to the hall to accept the vice-presidential nomination, a cordon of Chicago police arrived at the hotel to serve as an escort. On the convention floor as delegations demanded to be recognized, there was pandemonium. Unexpectedly, Senator Gore, who was thought to be a Kennedy supporter, withdrew in favor of his fellow Tennessean Kefauver. This touched off a new stampede away from Kennedy toward Kefauver. Minutes later it was over. The vice-presidential nomination went to Kefauver.

Jack was angry and very disappointed but had the good judgment to hurry over to the convention, mount the rostrum, and, with a sad smile on his face, congratulate Kefauver. Bobby, bitter at a list of people including Stevenson, put on a brave face for his brother and later consoled him that he was better off to have lost. Jack responded to this sarcastically, “This morning all of you were telling me to get into this thing, and now you’re telling me I should feel happy because I lost it.”

The Kennedy achievement at the 1956 convention had been extraordinary, in fact, the product of Jack’s grace and Bobby’s pure aggression along with a large quotient of luck. Jack was now seen as someone with star appeal who in defeat was a good sport. And he had done this without actually joining the doomed Democratic ticket. Bobby, O’Donnell, and the rest had gotten an indispensable insight into the mechanics of the convention as well into the loyalties of several key bosses. It would serve them well in Los Angeles at the 1960 Democratic convention. They had catapulted their man onto the national stage.

It was revealing of his sense of the order of things that after the convention Jack left his ailing and exhausted wife with her mother in Newport and headed off to confer with his father in southern France. He and his younger brother Teddy then boarded a 40-foot yacht with several unattached female guests for a two-week cruise in the Mediterranean. Jackie was meanwhile struggling with her pregnancy. On August 23, she was rushed to the hospital due to internal bleeding. Doctors performed an emergency cesarean delivery, but the infant, a girl, was stillborn. Jack, unaware of all of this, remained at sea and did not learn of it until the yacht docked at Genoa. His rather extraordinary absence made the national press.39

When Bobby, who was then in Hyannis Port, heard the news, he rushed to Newport to be with Jackie, now in critical condition. He got there in time to be at her bedside when she regained consciousness and gave her the sad news about the child whose burial he had already arranged. When Jackie finally did speak to Jack, he told her that he wasn’t going to cut his cruise short. Bobby and his father soon straightened Jack out on this score and he flew home. But Jackie, embittered and depressed, wanted nothing to do with him. She refused to go back to Hickory Hill, the home in northern Virginia Joe Kennedy had bought for her and Jack. She told Bobby that she could not bear to see its empty nursery. (Bobby and Ethel moved in to Hickory Hill after Jack and Jackie chose not to live there.) Both Time and nationally syndicated columnist Drew Pearson reported that a divorce might be in the offing. The press also alleged that Joe Kennedy had offered Jackie a million dollars to stay with Jack. Whatever deal was struck — and the precise nature of it is not clear — it involved money and the emotional allegiance of Jackie’s father-in-law, Joe, and her brother-in-law, Bobby. Henceforth, they would be her protectors.40


December 20, 1956

Chicago, Illinois

Bobby’s role in protecting Jackie was emblematic of the place he had carved out in the family firmament — the stoic, dutiful third son who would do his father’s bidding. After graduating from law school in 1951, Bobby had spent the next six years shuttling among government jobs and political assignments arranged by his father. Joe Kennedy was a political friend of Senator Joseph McCarthy, the chair of the Senate Government Operations Committee, and arranged for Bobby to get a position as legal counsel. Shortly after Bobby joined the Senate’s Permanent Subcommittee on Investigations as an assistant counsel in the fall of 1952, the subcommittee counsel, Francis D. “Frip” Flanigan, got a call from the elder Kennedy: “You’ll have no problem with Bobby. But if you do, call me and I’ll fly up and kick him right in the ass.”41 He would have, too. The patriarchal order of the Kennedys combined Joe’s constant and heartfelt encouragement of his children, his funding of their trusts (and other forms of emoluments), and his unbending insistence that father knows best. Jack’s independent status as a senator combined with his natural evasive ability gave him some autonomy from his father, but this was not the case for Bobby.

Jack had warned Bobby away from taking the job as counsel to McCarthy, but to no avail.42 With his work ethic and Catholic sense of communist Armageddon, Bobby threw himself into McCarthy’s investigation, successfully revealing that the British merchant marine had done business with communist North Korea. But he soon broke with fellow committee counsels, Roy M. Cohn and G. David Schine, whose draconian tactics and homosexual attachment appalled Kennedy.43 He quit the drunken McCarthy and his power-drunk camp followers in July 1953, but he took his fervent anticommunism with him.

After serving for several months as his father’s assistant on the Hoover Commission, a job he found frustrating in the extreme, Bobby applied for the job of (the Democrats’) minority counsel to McCarthy’s investigations subcommittee. After he got it, he was soon engaged in pitched warfare against Roy Cohn. When the Democrats took control of the Senate after the midterm elections in 1954, Bobby became chief counsel to the Permanent Subcommittee for Investigations chaired by Arkansas senator John McClellan. It was here that the twenty-nine-year-old Bobby found his true métier as a crusading investigator. It was also from this position that he began to challenge his father. In 1955, Bobby launched an investigation of Eisenhower’s self-interested secretary of the air force, Harold Talbott. Soon there was commentary that Kennedy’s own father had engaged in similar behavior with his Haig ' Haig distributorship when he served in Roosevelt’s first administration. Father Joe sent his son a stinging denial of the charge but it was a sign of things to come.44 Bobby, with his bulldog style of locking onto every fact and mechanically dismembering his witness in cross-examination, routed Talbott out of office. It was as if his own wealth as well as his reservations about the ethics of his father impelled him to a public form of expiation. In summing up the difference between the two Kennedy brothers, Massachusetts governor Paul Dever remarked that Jack was “the first Irish Brahmin” and Bobby “the last Irish Puritan.”

Throughout 1956, Bobby received informal reports that organized crime had infiltrated American labor unions and that many of these unions were deeply corrupt. The worst was said to be the largest union in the country, the Teamsters.45 Earlier attempts by Congress to investigate the Teamsters Union had gotten nowhere because Teamsters president Dave Beck and his lieutenants had fronted hundreds of thousands of dollars in campaign donations to key members. But Kennedy’s boss, Senator McClellan, couldn’t be bought or otherwise neutralized. He gave Kennedy and Carmine Bellino, the Kennedy family’s accountant and an aide to both Jack and Bobby, the go-ahead to make a fact-finding trip about union corruption to the West Coast and Chicago.

In late November, they set off for Los Angeles, Portland, and Seattle, traveling under assumed names and seeking out reporters, police officers, and criminal informants. In Los Angeles Kennedy first learned about the Mafia system for taking over unions — threats, beatings, payoffs, and the occasional hit — and then the diversion of union funds through captive leadership. The terror tactics were usually both well calibrated and brutal. In L.A., a union organizer who had encroached on mob turf was beaten senseless. He awoke in enormous pain and was taken to the emergency room of a hospital, where doctors removed a large cucumber that had been crammed up his anus. Next time, he had been told, it would be a watermelon.46

Kennedy’s investigation led him to believe that Mafia penetration went far deeper than the usual criminal rackets. He and Bellino found its tentacles everywhere — in unions, police forces, corporations, law firms, political parties, foundations, and even government itself. In Chicago, with subpoenas in hand, they got back on the trail of Dave Beck. On December 20 in a blinding snowstorm, Kennedy and his chief investigator, arms burdened with bundles of documents, hurried out of the Boulevard National Bank Building on Michigan Avenue into a waiting taxi and drove back to the Palmer House, where they were staying. After poring through the documents, they concluded that Beck was a “crook” and that they had the evidence to convict him.

It was an epiphany of sorts for the thirty-one-year-old Kennedy. In The Enemy Within, his subsequent best-selling book about his investigation of labor and mob racketeering, he would recount the snowswept scene on Michigan Avenue as Act I of his own awakening to the crisis at hand. Beck, the “respected national figure” who had just been photographed with President Eisenhower outside the White House, was instead a corrupt, self-serving pretender who was amassing a fortune at his union’s expense. The political danger, even the physical danger, of exposing Beck was something to which Robert Kennedy was drawn. He would man the investigative front himself, peruse thousands of documents, subpoena hitmen to his office, and then personally confront them to see how tough they were. He would even pick up a shovel to unearth the remains of a witness who had known too much.

The next morning he and Bellino checked out of the Palmer House and went to the airport only to learn that all flights had been canceled due to the snow and fog. They took a taxi instead to Chicago’s main train station. Bellino boarded a train for Washington. Kennedy boarded one for Boston to attend his family’s holiday reunion in Hyannis Port. During his long train ride to Boston, Bobby resolved to launch a national investigation of the Teamsters and their connections to organized crime. He was clearly excited by the prospect of breaking out of the shadows and distinguishing himself on his own. But when he told Joe Kennedy about his plan, his father responded that it was a terrible idea. What followed, in the recollection of Bobby’s sister Jean, was “an unprecedentedly furious argument” between the two. The old man was “deeply, emotionally opposed.”47

Joe Kennedy knew and feared the Mafia. Jack’s boyhood friend Lemoyne Billings, who was at Hyannis Port that Christmas, also witnessed the blow-up: “The old man saw this as dangerous, not the sort of thing or the sort of people to mess around with,” Billings said later.48 When the elder Kennedy got nowhere with his son, he asked Supreme Court Justice William O. Douglas, a close and trusted mentor to Bobby, to intercede. Douglas did, but also got nowhere. Part of the makeup of the three and one-half-year-old boy who had jumped off the yawl that long-ago summer day was the drive to do or die. It tended to make him emotionally immune to the normal quotient of human fear, and it led him directly into the danger zone.

Two days after Christmas, Bobby left Hyannis Port for Washington, where he called on Senator McClellan to alert him to his findings. Kennedy asked for and got McClellan’s go-ahead to take on the Teamsters. On December 27, Kennedy called the Teamsters’ “marble palace” headquarters on Louisiana Avenue, a stone’s throw from the Capitol, to inform Dave Beck that he was going to subpoena him. The war was on. Later that day, two Teamster officials phoned Kennedy and told him he was “out of his mind.” 49 By early January, the McClellan Committee was formed and Bobby, over his father’s objections, prevailed on Jack to become a member.50

The Kennedy clan had a new leader, one who could openly challenge what no other member dared question — the total authority of Joe Kennedy. Despite periodic clashes, Jack preferred to finesse, ignore, or otherwise evade his father’s orders if he chose not to follow them. “I guess Dad has decided that he’s going to be a ventriloquist,” Jack told LeMoyne Billings, “so I guess that leaves me in the role of dummy.”51 Daughter-in-law Jackie, with her telling knack for nicknames, caught the lonely, questing persona of the third son — “Saint Bobby.”

In mustering his crusade, Bobby turned to old friends like Kenny O’Donnell and Carmine Bellino, as well as new acquaintances like San Francisco investigative reporter Pierre Salinger and former FBI agent Walter Sheridan. No single person proved so critical to Bobby Kennedy’s career as the indefatigable Angela Novello, who became his secretary. (The total number of investigators and support personnel for the McClellan Committee was to rise to over a hundred by 1959.) Initial press reports were mixed. One headline read: MILLIONAIRE TO RUN SENATE RACKET PROBE.52

Many years later, Arizona senator Barry Goldwater, also on the McClellan Committee, remembered the initial meeting in the old Senate Chambers. “Bobby struck me as a mean little asshole, with his high voice and his uncombed hair. He informed us about the mandate of the Committee as if he were reading a prescription off a bottle of medicine. Karl Mundt [of South Dakota] and I felt like resigning on the spot.”53 But within weeks, Goldwater had revised that first impression of Kennedy: “Then we learned that he and Bellino and O’Donnell. . . never left the staff offices — I mean, never — before midnight, subpoenaing hundreds of witnesses and chasing down thousands of documents. . . . When the committee was formed, we thought it was just a vehicle for Jack’s campaign for president, but I can tell you it turned into a forced march and Bobby was like a Marine platoon leader.”

Within weeks, through documents, subpoenas, and testimony, Kennedy had cornered Beck, a man whose bald, domed skull made him look like “an evil Easter egg.” Kennedy later recounted, “Now he was dead, although still standing. All that was needed was someone to push him over and make him lie down as dead men should. The man to do that was available. His name was James Riddle Hoffa.”54

Jimmy Hoffa, at this time vice president of the Teamsters Union, was a sawed-off cannon of a man who had charmed, threatened, assaulted, and shot his way from local to national power. He was only five feet five inches tall but in every way that counted in his cruel habitat, Hoffa was a titan. Ever since his coal-miner father had died of silicosis when Hoffa was four, he had never stopped fighting. He was intelligent, completely fearless, and spoke openly of an arrest record “about as long as your arm.” The fact that he had nearly been whipped to death with chains by antiunion goons in 1933 gave him cachet as a street warrior as well as an understanding of the ultimate manner of things. His will to power was complete; he neither smoked nor drank, was indifferent to dress (preferring to wear white gym socks with his dark suits), and remained loyal to his wife, Josephine. In his primal way, he regarded politics as war by other means. He ordered up physical violence against opponents the way a lawyer might file a particular motion against the opposing party — for precise effect. He was said to have attacked other men and beat them unconscious with his own hands. When Hoffa aide Robert Scott came to check on his boss one night in a Chicago hotel, he found the door unlocked and decided to look in: “I didn’t get inside the door before Jimmy had rolled out of bed over to a table and came up standing on the other side of the room with a gun in his hand.”55

Hoffa’s central ambition was to unite the disparate and sometimes fiercely independent locals into a national front that could negotiate a single contract for the Teamsters. In this effort, he frequently used gangsters to break locals by threats, payoffs, and violence and to install pliant local leaders. The mob also was effective at extorting money from corporations via strikes and selected violence. The payoff for the Mafia was access to hundreds of millions of dollars of the Teamsters’ pension funds to invest in land, or gambling resorts in Las Vegas or Havana. The Mafia fit into Hoffa’s Manichaean view of the unions against the corporations. In the Sicilian, Italian, Jewish, and Irish mafiosi, he saw ethnics like himself from dirt-poor families who with their fists and street cunning had battled their way to the top. In this struggle, legitimacy necessarily came out of the barrel of the gun. Of his association with the Mafia, Hoffa told one interviewer: “Twenty years ago, the employers had all the hoodlums working for them as strikebreakers. Now we’ve got a few and everybody’s screaming.”56 By 1957, Hoffa had been in active partnership with the Mafia in Detroit and Chicago for over twenty years. His collaboration with the New York families was a more recent development.

In 1957, at age forty-four, Hoffa knew all the tricks, and in Bobby Kennedy he saw a thirty-one-year-old spoiled Harvard busybody who could clear the way for his takeover of the Teamsters. Accordingly, Hoffa provided Kennedy with information about Beck that contributed to his rival’s downfall. By March 1957, under Kennedy’s pounding, the once-supercilious Beck had become a broken man looking for a place to hide. Meanwhile, two Teamsters front men who knew Kennedy set about to work out some sort of modus vivendi between Hoffa and the young prosecutor. In the Washington bestiary, as always, the scavenger is central to the disposition of old carcasses and to the discovery of new ones.

Eddie Cheyfitz, the partner of Teamsters attorney Edward Bennett Williams, arranged a private dinner to work out the right measure of peaceful coexistence. At Cheyfitz’s invitation, Kennedy drove out to his elaborate home in Chevy Chase on February 19, 1957, for a private dinner with Hoffa. He found him “personable, polite and friendly,” if a little boorish: “I do to others what they do to me,” Hoffa boasted to Kennedy, “only worse.” Kennedy must have chuckled to himself at this, for he knew Hoffa was walking into a trap of his own device. Six days earlier, a New York attorney named John Cye Cheasty had visited Kennedy’s office to inform him that Hoffa had offered him a bribe to sign on with the chief counsel as an investigator and then to provide the Teamsters with purloined inside information. After he learned this, Kennedy contacted FBI director J. Edgar Hoover, who arranged a sting. The day of the dinner, at the corner of 17th and I Streets, Cheasty delivered the names of four sources to Hoffa. An FBI camera recorded the transaction. As they conversed that evening at Cheyfitz’s home, Bobby felt confident that he was on the verge of taking out another Teamsters criminal. According to Hoffa, after dinner Kennedy challenged him to Indian-wrestle. Hoffa supposedly accepted and pinned Kennedy twice.57

Three weeks later, on March 13, Hoffa was arrested by the FBI at the Dupont Plaza Hotel for violating the federal bribery statute. Kennedy waited around until midnight in a Washington courtroom to witness Hoffa’s arraignment. When Hoffa arrived, the two began a spirited exchange over who could do the most push-ups.58 The encounter testified to a peculiar quality in Bobby’s pathology of political power. Everything was personal. As Ethel said, “For him the world is divided into black and white hats. The white hats are for us and the black hats are against us. Bobby can only distinguish good men and bad. Good things, in his eyes, are virility, courage, movement, and anger.” Moreover, the division was not just moral but tribal. The question was not just who was better, but who was tougher.

The press later asked Kennedy whether he was sure the FBI had the evidence. “If Hoffa isn’t convicted, I’ll jump off the Capitol Dome,” Bobby replied, smiling. But Hoffa beat the rap through a dazzling array of extralegal endeavors. The eight black jurors empaneled in the case somehow received copies of Washington’s black newspaper, Afro-American, describing Hoffa as a champion of civil rights and pictorially showing him with an African-American attorney, Martha Jefferson. Former heavyweight champion Joe Louis attended the trial for two days and at one point, in full view of the jury, embraced Hoffa. Hoffa himself took the stand and proved a brazen prevaricator; he had merely hired Cheasty as his attorney, he said. At the conclusion of the three-week trial, Hoffa was acquitted, and suggested on the way out of the courtroom that it was time for the junior Kennedy to take a jump. Williams offered to provide a parachute.59 Seven days later, Jimmy Hoffa announced his candidacy for the general presidency of the Teamsters. In September 1957, he clawed, bribed, and bullied his way into the job.

Given the setback in court and Hoffa’s accession to the Teamsters presidency, it seemed advisable for Bobby to beat a tactical retreat. Additionally, the McClellan Committee’s investigation was now moving into the mainstream of the AFL-CIO, thereby jeopardizing Jack Kennedy’s bid for labor support in the 1960 presidential contest. But instead Bobby turned the assault against Hoffa into a siege. Perhaps it was Bobby’s youth or his wealth, or perhaps his headstrong temperament. Whatever the source, he was a man who, as his aide Joe Dolan said, “would give no quarter.”

To get Hoffa, Kennedy resorted to a full range of tactics, some outside the range of civil liberties. He blistered witnesses with invective for taking the Fifth, leading Alexander Bickel of Yale Law School to liken Kennedy’s breaching of the right not to self-incriminate to Senator Joseph McCarthy’s hectoring style.60 Joey Glimco, the president of a Chicago Teamsters local, was one of those on the receiving end of Kennedy’s (and Senator McClellan’s) leading, ad hominem commentary:

KENNEDY [to Glimco]: And you defraud the union?

GLIMCO: I respectfully decline to answer because I honestly believe my answer might tend to incriminate me.

KENNEDY: I would agree with you.

MCCLELLAN: I believe it would.

KENNEDY: You haven’t got the guts to answer, have you, Mr. Glimco?

GLIMCO: I respectfully decline.

MCCLELLAN: Morally, you are kind of yellow inside, are you not?

GLIMCO: I respectfully decline.

When Kennedy surmised that subpoenas for documents wouldn’t do the trick, he resorted to extralegal means. He told the press that one of his investigators had gotten a look at a stack of Teamsters documents underneath the bed of a Teamsters employee by dating the maid who cleaned the house. But beyond the Perry Mason cat-and-mouse tactics, there was electronic penetration — the wiretap — and Kennedy grew fond of it.

With wiretapped conversations (legally derived) between Hoffa and New York gangster Johnny Dioguardi in hand, Kennedy summoned Hoffa back to the McClellan Committee. This round went to Kennedy, with Hoffa (who resolutely refused to take the Fifth) stumbling all over himself trying to keep some distance between himself and the New York mob. Newsweek likened Kennedy to a “Boston terrier [that] barks and bites”— altogether darting, high-pitched, and energetic in pursuit.61 In news footage from the period, Hoffa looks ursine, glowering at Kennedy with a snarl on his lip as the chief counsel would walk into the hearing room to start the questioning. Then came the flinty stare — a “shriveling look,” as Kennedy described it. Hoffa would give his answers in a slow, meaty monotone until Kennedy would corner him. Then the veins in the squat, powerful neck would begin pulsing, the brow would lower slightly, and the eyes would flash. “Sometimes his façade of bluster and bluff would crack,” Kennedy later wrote, “and for an hour during a hearing he would appear morose, discouraged, and beaten. But the man has great stamina, and he would bounce back as forceful as ever.”62

Barry Goldwater witnessed a confrontation between Kennedy and Hoffa in the hallway of the old Senate building. The characterization he used to describe it was “animal anger.” Beyond the sharp exchange of words, there was a violent, physical tension between the two. But through the long months, the fury Kennedy felt toward Hoffa congealed into a respect for the latter’s implacable will to fight. Bobby’s own account includes descriptions of encounters with Hoffa that border on the convivial. He describes running into Hoffa one day in 1958 at the United States Courthouse Building in New York.

“Hello, Jimmy.”

“Hello, Bobby.”

Kennedy asked him about the Teamsters presidency. “Greatest job in the world,” Hoffa replied. Then Bobby asked him about the wiretap charge Hoffa was fighting.

“You can never tell with a jury,” Hoffa replied. “Like shooting fish in a barrel.”63 Thanks to the old mob practice of jury-tampering, Hoffa again beat the rap and kept his presidency. The war would go on.

Eventually, the pathology of the hunter and hunted changed. Kennedy was soon regularly referring to Hoffa as “Jimmy” and Hoffa, at first polite, turned violently derisive, referring to Kennedy as a “sadistic little monster.” Going home late at night, Kennedy would stare out at the Teamsters’ headquarters on Louisiana Avenue. “My first love is Jimmy Hoffa,” he said sardonically one evening to John Bartlow Martin, a Kennedy friend and journalist. Perhaps to be a saint, it is necessary to find a devil. Perhaps in this particular devil, Kennedy found someone as to-the-death as he himself was. In The Enemy Within, Kennedy ran a photograph of “the expressive eyes and hands of Jimmy Hoffa” that made him look demonic. Over time, the devil became something of an incubus, invading Kennedy’s consciousness (it was said that the first word out of one of Kennedy’s toddlers’ mouths was “Hoffa”) and utterly exhausting him. By the end of 1957, Kennedy and his investigators had a hollow look about them. At around one o’clock one morning, Kennedy, on his way home, saw the lights in Hoffa’s office on and told Pierre Salinger to turn around and head back to the office: “If he’s still at work, we ought to be.”64 Martin, for one, thought there were remarkable parallels between Kennedy and Hoffa. To Bobby’s shock, Martin put them in print. They both were “aggressive, competitive, hard-driving, authoritarian, suspicious, temperate, at times congenial and at others curt.”

The McClellan Committee hearings made first-rate theater, with anywhere from 80 to 120 reporters in attendance. National radio and TV coverage was constant. The committee averaged about a thousand letters a week, some fan mail, some frightened appeals from trade unionists caught in the vice of racketeering. Beginning in March 1957, there was the first of a succession of stories in the major news magazines of the day. Look, Life, Time, and U.S. News and World Report all did spreads. The matrix of the stories was usually about Bobby versus Hoffa, but the bounce was the photographs of the telegenic Kennedy brothers. Look, which took eight thousand pictures of Jack and Bobby, gushed: “Two boyish men from Boston, with healthy shocks of hair, a father rich and benevolent, and minds honed at Harvard and by foreign travel, have become hot tourist attractions in Washington.”65 (Consistent with her total distaste for the political maelstrom into which she was now being pulled, Jackie is seen in the photos unsmiling and wearing dark glasses.) Jack may have put himself on the political map in his week-long run for the vice-presidential nomination in 1956, but Bobby’s investigation kept them on the air and the front page for months. Toward the end of 1957, Joe Kennedy slipped in to see one of the hearings himself in a kind of grudging benediction of his disobedient son.

In the two and a half years of the McClellan Committee hearings, of which each day, Bobby said proudly, was “like game day against Notre Dame,” 1,366 witnesses were interrogated. The final report ran to 20,432 pages of colloquy, analysis, and documents. For every hour a witness spent before the full committee, he was interrogated for five behind closed doors by the chief counsel. Through it all, there sat Ethel in the hearing chamber with her open, upturned face listening as Bobby, in his inelegant staccato, bulldozed his way through the witnesses. Only the birth of their son Michael caused her to miss two weeks, but then she was back cradling the infant in her arms, rapt, constant, and unquestioning in her devotion. And he was the same. The death of her parents in a plane crash in 1955, like the death of Bobby’s beloved sister Kick in 1948, only seemed to make each moment together more essential. The growing stampede of children, dogs, and horses at Hickory Hill seemed to represent not simply the proliferation of life but some warm and breathing hedge against the mortal precipice ahead. In many ways, these were the happiest days of their lives.

A seemingly obscure event took Bobby’s frontal attack against Hoffa and transformed it into the beginning of a long war against an even greater enemy. In November 1957, local law enforcement officials stumbled upon a national conclave of Mafia capi di tutti capi in upstate New York. The meeting, which had been called to stop the murderous infighting touched off by the execution of New York godfather Albert Anastasia, revealed the national infrastructure of La Cosa Nostra. The McClellan Committee now threw its net wider, subpoenaing Mafia overlords Anthony Accardo and Sam Giancana of Chicago, Joseph Profaci of New York, Santos Trafficante of Havana, and Carlos Marcello of New Orleans. What was unprecedented about the encounters that followed was not the appearance of these men (the Kefauver Committee had subpoenaed most of them in 1951), but the encyclopedic preparation Kennedy brought to his interrogation. He exposed them.

On March 24, 1959, Kennedy dragged Carlos Marcello, for the first time in his criminal life, through every suspected racket, payoff, and murder plot the chief counsel was able to dig up.66 With his opaque sunglasses reflecting the klieg lights and his defiant scowl never changing, Marcello took the Fifth sixty-six times. He left the hearing room with his brother Joe and Harvard-trained attorney Jack Wasserman deeply angered by Kennedy. Sam Giancana was similarly galled. After taking the Fifth over forty times as Kennedy asked him about “bodies in trunks,” Giancana began to snicker. Kennedy stopped his questioning and looked at him: “I thought only little girls giggled, Mr. Giancana.”

As he delved into their world, Kennedy was both horrified and fascinated by what he found. He would later describe their clothes (“black shirt, black pants, black coat”), their hair (“greased down” in the case of Johnny Dio, “long curls down the back of the neck” in the case of Joey Gallo) even their smell of “sickly-sweet cologne.” “They are sleek, often bilious and fat, or lean and cold and hard. They have smooth faces and the cruel eyes of gangsters.”67 Everywhere he looked, he saw violence and vengeance. The six-foot six-inch, three-hundred-pound Barney Baker, whom Kennedy described as Hoffa’s “roving emissary of violence,” calmly described the succession of dead men he had come to know in his line of work. (Baker would be in contact with Jack Ruby in the days before President Kennedy’s visit to Dallas in November 1963, according to Warren Report documents.) Bobby was actually amused by the “Academy Award performance” of New York’s serial executioner Joey Gallo, who looked at Kennedy’s rug and said it would be good for a crap game. “Crazy Joe” later claimed that he had called friends from Kennedy’s office to make commitments for Jack for president in 1960, and once stopped a man who had walked into Bobby’s reception area, frisked him for a weapon, and sent him packing. “No one is going to see Mr. Kennedy with a gun on him. If Kennedy gets killed now everybody will say I did it.”68

Bobby himself brushed off all offers of a security detail. He also evinced no hesitation to proceed with the investigations when Hoffa threatened to murder witnesses. After Kennedy unearthed evidence that Hoffa had “literally stolen” a Detroit local of the International Union of Retail Clerks, Hoffa told the man who had squealed to Kennedy: “Don’t you know I could have you killed? Don’t you know I could have you pushed out this window? I got friends who would shoot you in your tracks.” The man, Sol Lippmann, came to Kennedy “white and shaken,” and so scared he could hardly speak. He told Kennedy he would not testify against Hoffa.69

After two and a half years of investigation, tens of thousands of man-hours of investigation, and months of testimony, however, Hoffa remained unindicted. He actually seemed to feed off the pressure. Invited on the Jack Paar show, Bobby spent several minutes tearing into Hoffa, describing him as “completely evil.” Hoffa filed a $2.5 million libel suit against NBC. As he crisscrossed the country, consolidating control over the locals and raising the Teamsters banner in job actions, Hoffa dared Kennedy to keep after him: “If it is a question, as Kennedy has said, that he will break Hoffa, then I say to him, he should live so long.”70

Aside from Hoffa, the casualty list of crooked unionists exposed by the McClellan Committee was impressive: James G. Cross, president of the Bakery and Confectionery Workers, whose union was thrown out of the AFL-CIO; Maurice Hutcheson, president of the Carpenters Union, who was indicted; William E. Maloney, president of the Operating Engineers, who resigned; Anthony Valente, president of the United Textile Workers, who resigned; Max and Louis Block of the Meat Cutters Union, who were ousted; and seven Teamsters officials indicted and another sixteen either dismissed or resigned.

What came to be known as the “Bobby style” was developed during his days on the McClellan Committee. The investigation was a thirty-two-month marathon marked by ruthless focus and breakneck pace. Kennedy did not just work long, he worked fast. And he expected everyone else to do the same. He was tenacious. Once he locked onto something or someone, he didn’t stop grinding. Another distinguishing trait of the McClellan days was the absence of a command structure. Job descriptions and hierarchy meant little. The staff rallied to deal with emergencies as they came up. Given the low salaries, the staff might not have sustained the pace were it not for Bobby’s profound devotion to those with whom he worked. Jack always impressed people, but Bobby bound them to himself. In the long hours of work, in the occasional parties he would throw at Hickory Hill, Bobby would express, often through teasing, his recognition and admiration of their work. On Good Friday, Bobby ordered orchids for every woman on his staff. When Senator McClellan’s son was killed in an accident in 1958, Bobby flew back to Arkansas with him and stayed with the family. Back in Washington, Bobby would often drive the senator back to his apartment in the evening and sometimes spend the night with him. McClellan, a gruff, remote man, likened Bobby to a son.

In two comments, Joe Kennedy caught the strange duality within his third son. “Bobby,” he said, “feels more strongly for and against people than Jack — just as I do. . . . He hates the same way I do.” And later the old man described the other side. “Bobby is soft — soft on people. . . he has the capacity to be emotionally involved, to feel things deeply, as compared with Jack and that amazing detachment of his.”71
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