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IT is hard to believe fifty years have passed since John Fitzgerald Kennedy, the most inspired and inspiring of any president I covered, was assassinated in Dallas.

For journalists, his election three years earlier ushered in a new era of excitement and anticipation, marked by the memorable reference in his inaugural address: “Let the word go forth from this time and place, to friend and foe alike, that the torch has been passed to a new generation of Americans.” At age forty-three, he was the youngest president ever elected. (Theodore Roosevelt ascended to the presidency at age forty-two after William McKinley’s assassination.) Kennedy was the first president born in the twentieth century. He had an abundance of charm, elegance, wit, and humor. Other presidents enjoyed some of those qualities, but John Kennedy had them all, and he used them effectively.

For example, responding to allegations of nepotism with the appointment of his brother Robert as attorney general, the President, speaking at Washington’s Gridiron Dinner six weeks after taking office, remarked: “Bobby has just received his law degree and we thought he should have some experience before he goes into private practice.” Or at the conclusion of a state visit to France accompanied by his wife, he quipped, “I am the man who accompanied Jacqueline Kennedy to Paris and I have enjoyed it.”

When Dean Owen contacted me in March of 2011, he already had been working on this book for four months. In November 22, 1963 he has compiled a series of reflections from people that reveal diverse perspectives and engaging anecdotes. Many people in this book are well known: Kennedy family members, civil rights leaders, journalists, and people who served in JFK’s administration. Others are unknown to the general public, but provide interesting and poignant stories, some never before told: a second-year pediatric resident who saved John Kennedy Jr.’s life when he was born not breathing; children of Walter Cronkite and Edward R. Murrow, as well as those of Kennedy’s advisors, such as Robert McNamara, Dean Acheson, and Arthur Schlesinger Jr.; the surgeon who tried desperately for thirty hours to save the life of the Kennedys’ second son, Patrick; and one of, if not the only, person who knew both John Kennedy and Lee Harvey Oswald.

I believe people from all walks of life, including those for whom John Kennedy’s life and legacy comprise a footnote in a history book, will find in November 22, 1963 compelling commentaries about an engaging leader whose presidency remains one of the most studied in our nation’s history.

Like anyone old enough to remember that tragic day, the events of November 22, 1963 and the following weekend are etched indelibly in my mind. The day before I watched the president and Jackie walk across the South Lawn of the White House and board the presidential helicopter. He was holding his son’s hand. All three flew to Andrews Air Force Base; John Jr. loved helicopters and airplanes and the president probably wanted to indulge him. The little boy, who would turn three the following Monday, the day his dad was buried, was driven back to the White House later that morning.

The next day, I was having lunch with Fran Lewine of the Associated Press and Pierrette Spiegler, a member of Mrs. Kennedy’s staff. I was preparing to leave Saturday for Detroit to visit my family. Suddenly, we heard on a transistor radio that Kennedy had been shot. All of us bolted out of the restaurant, hailed cabs, and went to our offices.

My boss, Julius Frandsen, saw me and said, “You’re on vacation.”

I said, “No, I’m not.”

Later I was told, “OK, go to Andrews Air Force Base. You’re going to Dallas.”

A plane was standing by to take journalists to Dallas, and en route to the air base in a cab, I heard the official announcement: The president was dead.

I was stunned. And I did not want to believe it. I soon learned Lyndon Johnson had taken the oath of office and that he, Jackie, and John Kennedy’s body were returning to Washington on Air Force One. Upon their arrival at Andrews, I was struck by the fact Jackie still was wearing the bloodstained suit. That took a lot of bravery on her part.

Over the next three days, I covered every event at the White House involving the funeral. I stood on the steps of St. Matthew’s Cathedral when Jackie and the family entered. It is unusual and uncharacteristic for reporters to cry while they are working; we’re not supposed to show emotion. But I was dictating to UPI with tears running from my eyes.

John Kennedy understood his time was short, that he had a rendezvous with death. The deaths of a sister and brother during World War II, as well as the horrors of war he experienced in the South Pacific, may have given him a sense of melancholy and foreboding.

He also had an infectious sense of hope and optimism for the future. The sky was not the limit. He believed in setting goals and taking steps to achieve them. John Kennedy instilled in young people the belief that public service was honorable and could be the capstones of their careers. He also wanted to demonstrate the American promise of excellence to other countries and so created the Peace Corps. He had his eyes on the stars and challenged the nation to send a man to the moon and bring him back to earth safely before the end of the 1960s, an historic achievement he did not live to witness.

One of his campaign themes in 1960 was “A time for greatness.” That greatness he envisioned is reflected in the remarks he would have delivered at a luncheon that fateful day in Dallas:

“Finally, it should be clear by now that a nation can be no stronger abroad than she is at home. Only an America which practices what it preaches about equal rights and social justice will be respected by those whose choice affects our future. Only an America which has fully educated its citizens is fully capable of tackling the complex problems and perceiving the hidden dangers of the world in which we live. And only an America which is growing and prospering economically can sustain the worldwide defenses of freedom, while demonstrating to all concerned the opportunities of our system and society.”

As I have said so often, “Thank you, Mr. President.”

Helen Thomas

Washington, D.C.

February, 2013
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MAJOR, sudden, and tragic events create unforgettable images, mental snapshots that enable people, decades later, to recall where they were when they heard the news: the September 11 attacks; the deaths of John Lennon and Diana, princess of Wales; Pearl Harbor.

For me and millions of others age fifty-five and over, it was the assassination of President John F. Kennedy. November 22, 1963 will forever be known for the shock and horror when the charismatic leader of the free world was killed with a gunshot to the head in Dealey Plaza in Dallas.

I was seven years old in Mrs. Gurley’s second grade class in Burbank School in Hayward, California. The older sister of a friend stopped by the classroom and told me the president had been shot. Like many of those whose reflections are in this book, I greeted the news with disbelief: “Oh, yeah, sure.”

Later that afternoon and over the next three days, I was riveted to the television and read everything in the local newspapers about the details of Kennedy’s assassination. Fifty years later, I can still hear the solemn funeral dirges and muffled drumbeats of the funeral procession from the White House to the Capitol. Then, Sunday morning, I watched Jack Ruby shoot the accused assassin, Lee Harvey Oswald, live on television.

As Tom Brokaw remarks in section six of this book, “The television set was, if you will, the centrifuge for the country. Everybody drew from it in some fashion.” For me, that weekend was the catalyst for my fascination with journalism and how the news media shape public opinion.

In December of 2010, I turned fifty-five, wondering about my legacy, and I realized everyone has two legacies—a personal one and a professional one. The former is solid, as reflected in this book’s dedication. For the latter, I decided to go back to that weekend in 1963, made a list of more than one hundred people I wanted to interview, and started making phone calls and writing letters.

My pitch was simple: Each person was offered the opportunity to review and edit a transcript of the interview, and I would not ask any questions about assassination conspiracy theories or John Kennedy’s sex life. More than enough words have been written about both topics. After nearly two and a half years of early mornings, late nights, and long weekends, November 22, 1963 is presented for your interest and enjoyment. I intentionally omitted any summation or analysis of the contributors’ reflections, and prefer to allow readers to draw their own conclusions about the life, assassination, and legacy of America’s 35th president.

Dean R. Owen

Seattle, Washington

March, 2013
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THEIR names read like a “Who’s Who” of the past six decades: White House reporter Helen Thomas, House Speaker Jim Wright, civil rights leader Julian Bond, journalist Benjamin Bradlee, publisher and author Al Neuharth, Attorney General Nicholas deB. Katzenbach, White House social secretary Letitia Baldrige, actor Cliff Robertson, Peace Corps director Frank Mankiewicz, and journalist John Seigenthaler, Sr.

They all knew John Fitzgerald Kennedy. More importantly, their observations and insights into America’s 35th president have helped paint a portrait of a man whose legacy will outlive all of us.

Sadly, they and many others whose reflections you will read in this book have passed away, their voices and memories never again to be heard.

With each passing year, people who worked for JFK, journalists who covered him, family members, close friends, and others are leaving us. Their recollections are now in the archives of the John F. Kennedy Presidential Library and Museum, the Sixth Floor Museum at Dealey Plaza, and elsewhere around the world. All are invaluable resources for anyone seeking to understand him.

“The preservation of these firsthand recollections is a crucial tool to understanding the broader story of the 1960s, including the frustration and skepticism that punctuated that turbulent decade,” says Stephen Fagin, Associate Curator of the Sixth Floor Museum at Dealey Plaza.

That broader story of the era began with a slogan from John Kennedy’s 1960 presidential campaign, “Leadership for the 60s.” For him, it continued over the next thousand days through the clarion call of his inaugural address, the debacle of the Bay of Pigs, a contentious meeting in Vienna with Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev, his challenge to send a man to the moon, the Cuban Missile Crisis, the inspirational speech in Berlin, and the Nuclear Test Ban Treaty.

And then … Dallas.

“The assassination of President Kennedy touched the lives of people around the world,” Mr. Fagin says. “Today, memories of that moment provide emotional, insightful, and often poignant links to the past which enable younger generations to invest themselves in the experience and better appreciate the global significance of this tragic event and its vast and complex aftermath…. Collections like [this book] remind us that those few seconds in Dealey Plaza continue to impact our lives in so many ways.”

Anyone who wants to know more about John Kennedy—beyond the lurid allegations of his extramarital affairs or the complex and convoluted assassination conspiracy theories—should visit the museums in Boston and Dallas. They should watch his speeches and press conferences on YouTube and read some of the well-researched and documented books on his life. He was brilliant but flawed. He was vigorous but suffered great physical pain. He was a visionary but also a pragmatist.

As a former journalist, John Kennedy knew the power of words. As president, he gave some of the most powerful and poignant speeches of the twentieth century. His words and the words of those interviewed in this book will live on for generations.

Dean R. Owen

Seattle, July 2015


SECTION ONE:

Members of the Kennedy Administration and White House Staff
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White House Social Secretary, expert on etiquette

“When the president has people sticking to him like parasites and not letting go, I managed to get in there and uproot both of them, and let him escape.”

THE first time I met him was on a train going to Newport, Rhode Island for a weekend in the summer. He had been elected to the Senate, and he was already being talked about as a handsome young man. Very, very ambitious. Member of a large political family. I already had heard all the gossip about him. And he personified it all.

He was so good looking and had a great sense of humor. And he had been everywhere in the world. It was an enthusiastic first sighting [laughter].

We were both going to stay at Jackie’s mother’s house, Hammersmith Farm. I would have loved to have spoken with him more that weekend, but there were too many people at him—or after him. I could hardly get in a word.

When the president has people sticking to him like parasites and not letting go, I managed to get in there and uproot both of them, and let him escape. That’s where I was needed and that’s one of the things a social secretary does. She watches over the boss, the host, and never lets him out of her sight, and removes anything that’s too abrasive, too forceful, too boring. There are so many reasons to get rid of people who are surrounding your president, or your ambassador, whoever it is. You must get rid of those people, and let the ambassador or the president do his job. You take all the criticism and let people hate you. But you’re doing it for the boss.

Excerpt from A Lady First: My Life in the Kennedy White House and the American Embassies of Paris and Rome, by Letitia Baldrige © 2001 (Used with permission of author):


I had just sat down to lunch with Town & Country magazine editor-in-chief Henry Sell at the Mid-America Club atop the Prudential skyscraper. In the middle of our chicken crepes, a waiter brought us some more wine and said, ‘I can’t believe it. Someone has shot the president.’



It was an extraordinary moment in my life. I couldn’t believe it. In fact, I’m shaking my head right now as I’m saying this. It shouldn’t have happened.

I called the White House and spoke with Clark Clifford. He said, “Get on a plane and come down here.”

I arrived in Washington, went to the White House, and stayed there for the next seven or eight days. I was involved in a little bit of everything: protocols, greeting people, calming people down, getting information for people. It was a time none of us will ever forget.

Jackie was completely stunned. She was appreciative of my help later. But while it was going on, she was stunned. And she handled herself with beauty and grace. She knew it was the funeral of the century. Everything was planned. The words she used. It was all carefully thought out. It was a script on how to plan a state funeral. She would think, “This would mean so much to the children”—some particular phrase. She was incredible.

You just adored the man! He would not dwell on anything that was sad or gloomy. He was funny about anything that he could be funny about, and he taught us all how to do that. He would say, “Don’t dwell on that, that sad stuff. Start talking about what happened at the such and such.”

He taught us public relations in many ways. He knew about public relations and he knew how to use it, how to control it. He was a real teacher. He was so naturally aware of the world. I’ve never known anyone like that. That was one of his major talents that most people don’t think about, because they’re so into the one talent or skill being discussed at the moment. But people should look at him with a wide lens. He had a wonderful team of people around him, but he would not have had them if he had not been an extraordinary person. The team devotes loyalty to its leader and grows more loyal when they see it in the leader.

I was in contact with Jackie every once in a while after she left the White House. It was always in conjunction with some meeting. She worked very hard. She always had something on her plate. She would call me and ask me, and I would come spend a few days working with her on the event or activity. She was always grateful.

The main part of his legacy is to reach out to the young—ages eight to eighty. He would have something to say to each group. To motivate them, to make them feel they have a real place in the government, in our country, and in future aspirations of this country. He was always thinking of the future, and how one issue or event would affect another.
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Senior official in the Pentagon, Carter administration cabinet member

“(Robert Kennedy) whispered to me: ‘This is where we’ll bury the President.’ I will never forget the words.”

I first noticed John Kennedy watching the 1956 Democratic convention on television. I was twenty-seven years old and working in the Office of the Judge Advocate General in Washington. Adlai Stevenson had thrown open the nomination for vice president to the delegates and Kennedy mounted a strong—though ultimately unsuccessful—effort against Estes Kefauver, the Democratic senator from Tennessee.

At that time, Kennedy had little going for him besides the glamour and wealth of his family and his socially prominent wife, Jacqueline Bouvier. But he came astonishingly close and lost to Kefauver by fewer than two hundred votes. I was impressed watching him make a politically adept and gracious appeal to the delegates to unanimously nominate his rival.

Fast-forward three and a half years. I woke up on February 20, 1960 ready to enjoy a long weekend for the George Washington birthday holiday. I had recently purchased James MacGregor Burns’s campaign biography, John F. Kennedy: A Political Profile, after seeing so many news stories about John Kennedy’s campaign for the presidency—the first Catholic to seek the presidency since Al Smith in 1928. I spent most of the weekend reading that book.

I identified with Kennedy as a strong anti-Communist Catholic, a cold warrior committed to defeating the atheistic Soviet Union—a true struggle of good against evil. He also expressed concern for the poor and underprivileged, which was in line with the commitment to social justice that the Jesuits at Holy Cross and Brooklyn Prep had instilled in me. Burns wrote that Kennedy believed it was essential to “track down the best talent” to lead the United States in this “revolutionary time.” As a former editor of the Harvard Law Review, I believed I swam in that talent pool.

A month later, I contacted John Stillman, a college friend of JFK who was chair of a New York area chapter of the Democratic Party, and enclosed my resume, indicating I was “quite anxious to do anything that will further Senator Kennedy’s candidacy.” He wrote back and we later had lunch in Manhattan. I came away inspired. And three days later, I received a letter stating:


“I am very glad to know that you are in contact with our mutual friend John Stillman and you may be sure that I am most appreciative of your interest and support. I hope you will keep in close touch with John, as he will be aware of our plans in New York.”



It was signed “Jack Kennedy.” And I immediately felt part of the campaign.

Four days before the election in November, I saw John Kennedy for the first time—standing in the rain at a rally in Manhattan. He was on stage with Lyndon Johnson and Johnson’s wife and two daughters. The rain intensified our excitement as it drenched our clothes (and Kennedy’s and Johnson’s). He gave an ardent and amusing campaign speech: “You have seen these elephants in the circus. They have their heads of ivory, thick skins, no vision, long memory, and when they move around the ring in the circus, they grab the tail of the elephant in front of them. Well, Dick (Nixon) grabbed that tail in 1952 and 1956, but in 1960 he is running, not the president.”

Five months later, I took my first steps as a member of Kennedy’s “New Frontier.” My position? Special assistant to Cyrus Vance, the Defense Department’s General Counsel. Over the next two and a half years, I served as Special Assistant to the Secretary of the Army and later General Counsel of the Army.

One of my proudest moments, indeed, one of the greatest moments of Kennedy’s presidency, was his televised address to the nation on civil rights in June of 1963. He made an impressive argument: “We are confronted with a moral issue. It is as old as Scriptures and as clear as the American Constitution. The heart of the question is whether all Americans will be afforded equal rights and equal opportunities, whether we are going to treat our fellow Americans as we want to be treated.”

That statement came out of a meeting in the White House at which there was a discussion among several of his advisors, then-Vice President Johnson, and JFK regarding their concern about the politics of the whole civil rights movement, because of the damage it was doing among white voters, including white Democrats. In the course of that meeting, there was a wonderful exchange in which one of Kennedy’s political advisors raised all these issues and Lyndon Johnson said, “Wait a minute. This is a moral issue; this is not a political issue.” There was silence for a minute. Everyone looked at Kennedy and the president said, “Lyndon’s right.”

On November 22, 1963, I was in West Virginia inspecting a dam built by the U.S. Corps of Engineers. When I heard the tragic news out of Dallas, I flew immediately back to Washington and hurried into Vance’s office and promptly informed him I was leaving the administration. He suggested I reconsider and, in the meantime, I had a new and urgent project: locate the burial place for John F. Kennedy.

The next day, I met a devastated, zombie-like Robert F. Kennedy at Arlington National Cemetery. In the pouring rain, we walked the perimeter of a 3.2-acre parcel of land above the Memorial Bridge and below the Lee-Custis Mansion. He whispered to me: “This is where we’ll bury the President.” I will never forget the words.

John Kennedy inspired me to enter public service. From ringing doorbells in the 1960 campaign to my work today in association with the National Center on Addiction and Substance Abuse at Columbia University, I have felt this calling. By playing a role in the struggle against substance abuse, I believe I am fulfilling his admonition, “To those whom much is given, much is expected.”

Kennedy’s legacy is one of courage, hope, and determination. He was courageous during the Cuban Missile Crisis, standing up not only to Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev, but also to the American generals anxious to launch attacks on Cuba. He inspired hope in millions of young Americans that our nation and the world could flourish by their service to the less fortunate, both here and abroad. And he was determined to expand our exploration of space and land a man on the moon.

Those profound words in his inaugural address, “Ask not what your country can do for you. Ask what you can do for your country,” are still a clarion call a half century later.
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Commissioner of the Internal Revenue Service, founder of Caplin & Drysdale

“He was like a caged lion—walking up and down the room, smoking the small cigarillos he enjoyed so much.”

I first met John F. Kennedy in 1958 at the University of Virginia where I was teaching at the law school. JFK was the honored speaker at Memorial Gymnasium celebrating the first “Law Day” set by President Dwight Eisenhower to mark United States’ commitment to the rule of law. John S. Battle, former Governor of Virginia, introduced him as, “The next president of the United States!” You could hear the crowd gasp. A Virginia audience. And here, the son of a high Episcopalian minister was presenting a Roman Catholic as the next president of the United States.

We had a small gathering that evening at the home of William C. Battle, who had served in the Navy with JFK during World War II. Bill was the son of the former governor and one of his law partners. It was a great party—hardly more than a dozen guests. Jackie was there, too. She was lovely.

I taught two of JFK’s brothers at UVA law, Robert and Edward, and also spent part of my time as counsel to the Battle firm. JFK knew I was teaching and asked about my recent testimony on tax reform before the House Ways and Means Committee. He asked that I send him a copy, which I was very happy to do.

As a professor at a state university, I found it prudent to publicly keep out of the 1960 political campaign, although I did write a brief piece in support of JFK in the Charlottesville Daily Progress. Sure enough, JFK won the election and in early December I received a telephone call from his principal aide, Ted Sorensen, asking me to serve on the President’s Task Force on Taxation. The group met over a period of roughly a month, putting together a report on reforming our tax laws and stimulating our economy. On January 9, 1961, we delivered the report to the president-elect at Arthur Schlesinger’s home in Cambridge.

The president-elect soon joined us. He was something to see: The pressures and strains of a close campaign had stretched him beyond belief. He just oozed confidence. Now, back from a brief vacation with his father in Florida, he was all tanned and lean. He was like a caged lion—walking up and down the room, smoking the small cigarillos he enjoyed so much. We summarized our report and discussed his reactions and suggestions. He was well aware of our key issues and had already considered them with outside economists and others. We had a lively meeting.

After we finished, JFK took me aside for a moment and said, “Now, I want to talk to you. You’ll be hearing from me or from Bobby in a week or so.” That’s all I wanted to know. While it certainly was on my mind, this was the first meaningful signal I’d had that a presidential appointment might indeed take place.

I’d previously spoken by telephone with Robert Kennedy. He asked me to fly up and visit with him in Washington at the Democratic National Committee headquarters where he was quarterbacking appointments for posts in the new administration. I thought my meeting with Bob would be rather simple—his former professor, brother Ted’s professor, Bill Battle’s law partner—what could be better! And yet, while Bob was very cordial, he was also very business-like. We went through the interview in some detail and he then asked me to write him a letter on my views on tax administration in general and what I thought it would be like to head the IRS. I later wrote the letter, and it ultimately became my proxy statement and commitment on what I’d emphasize and how I’d run the IRS. It was sent to him December 5, 1960.

Not much later, I received a telephone call from a local IRS revenue agent who said he was coming to my office to audit my tax returns. While the agent was still there, we were interrupted by a telephone call from the White House. It was the president’s assistant press secretary, Andy Hatcher, who said, “I’m going to announce this afternoon that you’re the president’s nominee for commissioner of the IRS.”

After the phone call from the White House, I immediately went to Washington and waited for the formal nomination and hearings. Matters moved far more quickly in those days, and the IRS commissioner was given a good deal more attention. In fact, my nomination was referred to the committee on January 30, confirmed by the committee on February l, and confirmed by the Senate itself on February 6. My official certificate of appointment had President Kennedy’s signature on it the following day, February 7, 1961. Very hard to believe!

My first meeting with all my regional commissioners and district directors at the IRS was set for May 1, 1961. In making arrangements in March, someone in my office suggested, “Wouldn’t it be great if the president could come?”

I hadn’t fully taken into account the magnitude of what was said. But I did call Kenny O’Donnell, the de facto chief of staff at the White House. I told him how important this would be to the IRS and to me. Kenny immediately replied, “Are you kidding? Come on, there are no votes at the IRS!”

I called Bob Kennedy after that and raised the same question. He said he didn’t know but would see. A week or so later, we were talking about something else and at the close he said, “Oh, incidentally, Jack will be over.”

That was the last time I heard him say, “Jack.” It was all so new. After that, it was always, “the president.”

The president did come over on May 1, 1961. It is the only time in history—to this very day—that any president has ever visited the IRS. The president’s visit had me walking on water with the whole organization.

President Kennedy was very supportive of the IRS, but totally hands off. All the way. There were very few times he called for any special treatment. On one occasion very early in the administration, he called to talk about some IRS related matter and then asked, “Have you found a house yet, commissioner?” I had been out house-hunting. You could see the smile on his face.

During the Bay of Pigs crisis, I did hear from JFK through Ted Sorensen. The message was for a tax exemption ruling for a private group seeking release of the Cuban prisoners captured on the beach. Supported by the White House, certain prominent citizens—Eleanor Roosevelt, Walter Reuther, Milton Eisenhower—organized “Tractors for Freedom” to raise funds to finance exchanges of farm machinery for the prisoners. Castro had agreed to the exchange, but it was important to assure tax deductions for donors. At the same time, an uproar took place in Congress criticizing what some said was equivalent to the U.S. government paying ransom directly.

I was very hesitant about the phone call. I didn’t want to issue the ruling unless we had time to study the law. But fortunately, our lawyers saved the day when they uncovered, among other things, an old English statute, the Statute of Elizabeth I, which clearly treated payment of ransom as a charitable act. A favorable IRS ruling was quickly issued.

Later, the agreement with Fidel Castro was changed making food and medicine, not tractors, the swap. It was much easier for the public to accept; but we did have a number of valuation battles with donor companies seeking to increase tax deductions.

On November 22, 1963, in the middle of an IRS business meeting with my top people, we were suddenly interrupted by the head of our inspection service, Mike Acree. Mike rushed in and whispered in my ear that he’d just heard the president had been shot. In a minute or so it was announced on the general news. Then other people started coming into the office saying, “We just heard it over the radio.” The room was hushed. The meeting had just begun; I looked around and said right away, “We have to call this off. We better go home.” The room cleared immediately.

Next day, we—all the Cabinet officers and presidential appointees—were invited to the White House to view the casket. I later went downstairs to get my automobile and saw, standing against the wall waiting for his car, President Lyndon Johnson. He saw me, immediately stepped forward and put those big hands of his on my shoulders saying, “Mortimer, I need you, Mortimer. I need you.” He was trying to get as many Kennedy people as he could to stay in the administration with him.

John F. Kennedy was an inspiration to all of us. He was a vibrant man with extraordinary intelligence and vitality. When he came to office after President Eisenhower, there was an unbelievable excitement throughout the country.

His inaugural address stressed the importance of public service, the theme he enlarged upon later at Vanderbilt University when he urged all, particularly the student body, “to act, to enter the lists of public service.” I had former students writing and calling—and young people throughout the country—who wanted to be a part of this, this special period in U.S. history. I put JFK very high on the list of our presidents.

JFK was a devoted student of Thomas Jefferson, who in writing to an old friend said, “There is a debt of service due from every man to his country, proportioned to the bounties which nature and fortune have measured to him.”

Jefferson wrote this in 1796.

Some 165 years later, in his inaugural address, JFK underscored this same call to service with the message, “And so, my fellow Americans, ask not what your country can do for you. Ask what you can do for your country.”

It was a privilege for me to serve, and I look back on this time as the best years of my life.


[image: image] Charles U. Daly

White House congressional liaison, writer

“I feel fortunate to have been associated with this person who really did have vision. He was not perfect. From the waist down he had the same habits of his father. So what?”

I went to the Columbia Graduate School of Journalism and was awarded an American Political Science Association fellowship under which I spent eight months working with congressmen—three in the House and three in the Senate. I chose Stewart Udall because he was from the West. In California, I had become interested in conservation. He (Udall) had a very open office. He was one of Kennedy’s early supporters, so he suggested I take the other half of my fellowship with Kennedy.

I had not been active in politics at all. By instinct, I was an FDR-Stevenson Democrat. I didn’t think much of old Joe Kennedy, due to his record as weak on Hitler, and I didn’t know a whole lot about his kids. But I thought, “This could be interesting.” So I went over to JFK’s office, where I was welcomed due to Udall’s good boost.

During my fellowship with Kennedy, the best relationship I had was with Ted Sorensen. I had combined my fellowship with work for the Democratic Study Group which provided campaign information for House members more liberal than their national party. It became hectic. I could sense too many campaign stooges only focusing on positions in what they hoped would be a new administration. I decided to opt out.

(A few years later) I was in the shower one day in our home in Menlo Park, California when my wife said, “The White House is on the phone.” It was Larry O’Brien, Kennedy’s special assistant for congressional relations. He said many of the northern and western liberal members of Congress were being overlooked. He asked if I would come back to help out. We agreed I would call back ASAP.

I (traveled to Washington) and went down to the Executive Office Building. They had no record of me! A guard called to a sentry at the northwest gate of the White House who said I was expected there. I went over and was ushered in and met Larry and his staff. He showed me my office. I was amazed: a big corner office on the second floor of the West Wing. “That’s yours.” It was huge.

John Kennedy’s crew was very compartmentalized. Staff in the West Wing apparatus had little contact with staff in the East Wing. The exception was Arthur Schlesinger Jr. I think Kennedy figured him to be what he was—a most able historian who worshipped at the Kennedy altar. Members of Congress had little direct contact with the president, so it was up to me to make my charges feel close to him.

A good example of Kennedy’s personal touch involves Dick Donahue, who was a vital member of O’Brien’s staff. There was a congressman from Toledo, Ohio, Lud Ashley, whose dad had busted his hip during celebrations just before the inauguration.(The congressman’s father) Old Meredith, who enjoyed a drink as much as the rest of us, ended up in Bethesda Naval Hospital. The night before the inauguration, at a party put on by Joe Kennedy, Congressman Ashley ran into Dick, whom he had never met before. Dick, as irreverent then as he is now, said, “I’m sorry your father got drunk and broke his ass.” Lud responded, “Well, fuck you, pal.” A great start to a new president’s key staff man to start a relationship with an important member of Congress!

On the morning of the inauguration, Meredith Ashley was in in his bed of pain at the hospital. A Marine sergeant, his uniform still wet from the blizzard outside, handed him a big brown envelope. “I’ve been ordered to deliver this to you.” Inside was an advance copy of the inaugural address. At the top, John Kennedy had written: “Dear Mr. Ashley, I am sorry to hear from Dick Donahue of your unfortunate accident. Hope you will enjoy reading parts of this address I’m going to give later on today.”

Later, when I introduced myself to Congressman Ashley as the new presidential assistant responsible for White House relations, he told me the story, adding, “You’ve got an easy job with me.” Lud and I became very close and remained so until the day he died.

November 22, 1963, started as a slow day. It was a Friday and most of the Congress usually worked Tuesday through Thursday. I was sitting at round table in the White House mess, at the members-only table, that most exclusive of restaurants operated by the Navy in the West Wing’s basement.

Around 1:30, (Presidential Assistant Jack) McNally came in and just said very quietly, “The president’s been shot.”

“How bad?” I asked.

“I don’t know,” he replied.

I darted up to my office and called (my wife) Mary.

She said, “They’ve killed him.”

I responded, “No they haven’t. I’ve been shot and I’m not dead.”

I went down to the press office. No one was there except for (Special Counsel to the President) Lee White. (Assistant Press Secretary Malcolm) Killduf was in Dallas. I read the first AP bulletin, which said, “President Kennedy was shot today as his motorcade left downtown Dallas.”

Then came the second bulletin. He was dead.

The president was going to be taken to Andrews Air Force Base. I thought about going there, but decided I didn’t want to go out there—or anywhere. So I sat down on my old brown leather sofa for a while, watching television as the president, inside a box, was being lowered on a forklift and then into an ambulance headed for Bethesda and an autopsy.

Around midnight, I walked out on the little patio behind the president’s office. It was a beautiful night. Henry Wilson (White House Liaison with the House of Representatives) came by, followed by Evelyn Lincoln, the President’s secretary, hugging herself.

Around four o’clock someone from the northwest gate of the White House called. “The president’s being brought in.” I went down. There were floodlights focused on the road and the shadowy mass of a crowd beyond. I went to the East Wing. The windows were covered with black drapes. I left. Sometime later I wandered back. The casket was atop an elevated black catafalque. Now there was an honor guard and priests. Fortunately, the lid was closed. (During the Korean War) I had seen heads shattered by bullets, so I tried not to envision the mess under that lid. Then I thought of Mrs. Kennedy in that car, her husband’s brains on her outfit. That was tough.

On Saturday morning, the mail arrived. Most of it was sent before the assassination. But there was one letter—I don’t know how it arrived so fast, perhaps hand-delivered—sent by a congressman from California. I read it then threw it down on the sofa. About that time, a guard at the northwest gate called, “Mr. Daly, Jimmy Breslin’s out here. He says he’s your pal and he won’t go away. Do you want me to run him off?” Breslin was working for the New York Herald Tribune at that time; I had known him for a long while. I said, “Have him come up.”

Now Breslin is in my office the day after the assassination, saying, “Well, I just want you to know that right now the whole world feels just the way you do.”

I said, “Oh yeah? Take a look at this letter.” And I handed him the letter from the congressman.

Jimmy said, “Geez. Now I’ve seen it all.”

I said, “You can’t do anything with it.”

He said, “That guy crawls.”

On Sunday, (Press Secretary Pierre) Salinger came in and handed me a copy of the Herald Tribune and said, “I don’t know where Breslin got this goddamn letter.”

The column read:


On Saturday, almost an entire 24 hours after the murder of the President of the United States, a member of Congress who represents one of the great centers of culture and decency for which California is so famous, sat at his desk on Capitol Hill, dictated a letter to President Lyndon Johnson.

Dear Mr. President:

Just to say that I and, I hope, all Members of the Congress believe it is our duty to support you and stand behind you at this time. I would also like to say that in 1960, at the Democratic National Convention in Los Angeles, I voted for you against John F. Kennedy.



I tried to call Jimmy’s house. He knew I was going to scream at him. So Rosemary (his wife) told me he was in the shower. When I finally reached him, he said, essentially, “That freaking congressman is as dead as Kennedy.” I hung up.

On Monday, we went to St. Matthew’s Cathedral. I watched everyone hustling for aisle seats. I thought, “Are they praying for their own survival or a promotion by LBJ, or are they praying for Jackie and the country?” I still wonder.

God did not enter my mind during the service, and if he had, I would have been pissed off at him for fucking up this whole deal.

We came out of the church and there were two long lines of limos. Two or three single cars right behind the hearse then double rows of cars farther back. First, of course, the singles carried Jackie, the Kennedy clan, then Johnson. The rest of us got into the other cars. One row of VIPs was scheduled to follow the singles. The head cars of that group included this midget Haile Selassie (Ethiopian emperor) with all his medals, towered over by (French President Charles) De Gaulle. All of a sudden, Jack McNally jumps in front of the VIP row, raises out a mighty arm, and yells, “Hold it!” He directed all the staff cars to proceed. Then, and only then, he allowed the VIPs to move.

I think John Kennedy’s legacy is that he inspired millions. I feel fortunate to have been associated with this person who really did have vision. He was not perfect. From the waist down he had the same habits of his father. So what?
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