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PRAISE FOR ROBERT KENNEDY


“Quantities of new information. . . . Thomas is an experienced biographer and . . . an accomplished political journalist. His style is clear, a little homely, and anything but overwrought, and this allows the almost operatic nature of the tale he tells to speak for itself. . . . He is respectful of evidence and measured in his judgements. He is neither an apologist nor a debunker.”


—Hendrik Hertzberg, The New Yorker


“Thomas’ truly magisterial biography of Robert Kennedy may signal a new wave of writing on the Kennedy brothers that will at last bring those ever-fascinating figures into clear focus. Based on years of research, this rich, detailed, and balanced account of Robert Kennedy brings that many-sided man to life more vividly than anyone else has done. . . . Gripping [and] powerful.”


—Harris Wofford, Washington Monthly


“Assured, gripping new biography. . . . Thomas’ book is exemplary. He knows how far the evidence will take him and how far it will not. He respects his predecessors. Good at compression, he has the discipline to keep his book under 400 pages of narrative text, which is not a la mode in biographical writing but is a gift to the reader. The emotional pitch stays high, where it belongs. Thomas knows he need not be maudlin. The life of Robert Kennedy does not need a boost to break the heart.”


—Todd Gitlin, Chicago Tribune


“A reminder of what great journalism can be. . . . Wonderously textured. . . . The book reads quickly, even suspensefully in many places. . . . Robert Kennedy: His Life . . . shows the place that real scandal and intrigue can have in public policy and the people who make it—and shows how a real journalist can handle the subject matter in a way that elevates rather than degrades both the writer and the reader.”


—Steve Brill, Brill’s Content


“One hesitates to use the word ‘definitive’ in any book about any Kennedy, but Robert Kennedy: His Life . . . approaches perfection and achieves greatness. . . . This is a major, authoritative work, neither hagiography nor hatchet job, at once eminently fair and sympathetic. The reader finishes Thomas’ study with as complete an account as we are likely to get of this complicated, many-faceted man.”


—Jay Strafford, Richmond Times-Dispatch


“An impressively researched, richly detailed, tightly written account that confirms [Thomas’] initial assertion: RFK’s life, he says, ‘is the story of an unpromising boy who died as he was becoming a great man.’ It is also a warts-and-all portrait that is the single indispensable book about Robert Kennedy.”


—Jeff Greenfield, Newsday


“Read Arthur Schlesinger Jr.’s Robert Kennedy and His Times if you want an occasional soak in the mythological waters of Camelot. But if you want the real Robert Kennedy, the floppy haired, scrawny but tough man-boy still remembered simply as ‘Bobby,’ then read Evan Thomas’ Robert Kennedy: His Life.”


—The Plain Dealer


“Robert Kennedy: His Life by Evan Thomas advances our understanding of one of the most complex, intense, and changeable political leaders in modern history. . . . Measured [and] subtle. . . . Thomas . . . proves to be a psychologically astute biographer.”


—Jack Newfield, Tikkun


“A compelling re-telling of one of the saddest and most intriguing life stories in American politics.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“Nuanced . . . capably written . . . there is a lot of new information. . . . As a result, Thomas offers an illumination of the man’s failings as well as his strengths, and unravels the complex knot of relationships within the Kennedy family. . . . Thomas’ book sheds new light on a man—and an era, and a family—about whom Americans will probably never know the whole truth.”


—Publishers Weekly


“Evan Thomas separates the myth from the man. . . . The definitive book on the most complex Kennedy.”
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“Thoroughly readable, thoughtfully analyzed.”


—Yvonne Crittenden, Toronto Sun


“Simply brilliant—clear, unvarnished and even-handed.”


—Howard Troxler, St. Petersburg Times


“Remarkable. . . . Thomas adds fresh insights into Kennedy’s complex personality. . . . Profoundly moving and sad.”


—Kevin Hamilton, The Seattle Times


“An intelligent and unvarnished look.”
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PROLOGUE


ROBERT KENNEDY liked to plunge into cold water. He swam in the surf off Cape Cod in February and in white water in upstate New York in May. Sailing off the coast of Maine on rainy, foggy days, he would egg on family and friends to follow him into the fifty-degree ocean. George Plimpton, the writer and amateur sportsman, once watched as Kennedy jumped into cold rapids on a rafting trip in the Grand Canyon. Taking an icy dip before lunch was a WASP ritual that Plimpton understood and appreciated: you would let out a gleeful whoop and then down a martini. But Kennedy, Plimpton observed, was grimly silent.


On this particular day, in late June 1967, the river guides tried to stop Kennedy. The white water was too rough, they warned; a swimmer might hit a rock and drown. But Kennedy, strapping on a life jacket, went anyway. Plimpton recalled anxiously watching Kennedy, “just his head in a great wash of water.” Plimpton, who—as a stunt—had once climbed into the ring against a champion professional boxer, was afraid to join him. So was Jim Whittaker, the first American to conquer Mount Everest. Kennedy had brought along Plimpton and Whittaker as fellow adventurers, but they had less to prove.


Kennedy camping trips were rollicking and fun, with famous athletes and celebrities along for entertainment—humorist Art Buchwald cracked jokes, and crooner Andy Williams led the campfire sing-along—but the fainthearted rarely came back a second time. Kennedy’s custom was to arise from his tent in the morning, scan the surrounding mountain peaks, and announce his intention to climb the highest one. On the morning of July 1, Kennedy set forth on a seven-mile climb out of the Grand Canyon. The temperature at noon was 110 degrees. Some of the entourage begged off and flew out with the younger children by helicopter instead. The march was so demanding that one of the professional guides dropped out. At one point, Whittaker, who by then was half carrying a couple of young Kennedys, asked if the group should turn back. Kennedy answered by reciting a few lines of the St. Crispin’s Day speech from Shakespeare’s Henry V. “We few, we happy few, we band of brothers,” Kennedy orated. “For he today that sheds blood with me shall be my brother. . . .” “Say the whole thing,” urged his wife, Ethel. Kennedy did once, and then a second time when the group was again flagging. Plimpton was reeling like a drunk by the time they neared the end. Andy Williams, unable to go on, had to be carried on a donkey. Considerate in his way, Kennedy stopped the donkey near the summit to let Williams walk the last few hundred yards, and thus not lose face.


Kennedy believed that one should mock fear, not show it. He adopted the studied casualness, the effortless grace of a New England prep school boy of the 1930s and 1940s, but beneath the offhand manner was ferocious determination. The speech from Henry V was delivered half—but only half—in jest. As attorney general and right-hand man to the president, Kennedy made light of dire predicaments, often using a gallows twist, and he expected his subordinates to join in the joking. In September 1962, several of his top aides, sent by the Department of Justice to gain the admission of a black student to the University of Mississippi, were besieged by angry men, armed with shotguns and squirrel rifles, who had poured into the college town of Oxford from the outlying hills and dirt-poor farms. The mob began by throwing rocks and bottles; soon, shots rang out. From a pay phone in the university administration building, where the feds were surrounded, Ed Guthman, a trusted aide, called the attorney general, who was back at his office in Washington. “It’s getting like the Alamo,” said Guthman. Kennedy dryly replied, “Well, you know what happened to those guys.” Less than a month later, CIA spy planes discovered Soviet ICBMs tipped with nuclear warheads in Cuba. It was the moment of maximum danger for America and the world, the most perilous showdown of the Cold War. At a very tense briefing at the White House, CIA photo interpreters described the deadly missiles and their range. Robert Kennedy mordantly piped up, “Can they hit Oxford, Mississippi?”


The black Irish humor, like the prep school cool, was for show, to keep up a brave front. In truth, Kennedy revered courage in a romantic, sentimental way that his friends found touching and revealing. In his daybook, where he dutifully recorded inspirational sayings, Kennedy quoted Winston Churchill’s epigram that courage is “the first of human qualities because it is the quality which guarantees all others.” In his well-thumbed copy of Emerson’s Essays, he underlined “It was a high counsel that I once heard given to a young person, ‘Always do what you are afraid to do.’ ”


Kennedy made a cult of courage. He collected brave men. General Maxwell Taylor, who had commanded a division of paratroopers on D-Day, was a frequent tennis partner and visitor to the Kennedy house, Hickory Hill. Mountain climber Whittaker and astronaut John Glenn often came, along with various professional athletes and Olympians. Kennedy would quiz them about their experiences. The questions were precise and practical, but aimed at eliciting deeper truths about the nature of valor.


Courage was a moral test that his enemies always failed. Lyndon Johnson was a “coward,” Nelson Rockefeller had “no guts,” Chester Bowles was a “weeper.” To RFK, there could be no greater reward than a Congressional Medal of Honor for bravery under fire. In 1963, President Kennedy hosted a reception at the White House for all of America’s surviving Medal of Honor winners. Over 250 heroes from America’s wars gathered in the Rose Garden, chatting and joking with President Kennedy. JFK, a war hero himself who handed out tie clips fashioned in the shape of his old PT boat, basked easily in the reflected glory. RFK, on the other hand, stood off at the edge of the crowd, watching silently. His eyes, observed White House aide Kenneth O’Donnell, were “full of fascination.” The younger Kennedy, who kept a copy of General Douglas MacArthur’s World War I Medal of Honor citation in his desk drawer, often spoke reverently of his own brothers’ bravery.


Robert Kennedy missed combat in World War II. In 1946, he served as a seaman, second class, aboard a destroyer named after his brother, Joseph P. Kennedy Jr., a naval aviator who had perished after volunteering for a virtual suicide mission. Perhaps in part because he had never seen the real thing, Kennedy glorified war. He felt diminished that he had never been tested in battle. At a Georgetown dinner party in about 1960, when the guests played a parlor game, if you could do it all over, what would you be? Kennedy answered, “A paratrooper.” He was thrilled when the president’s military adviser, General Taylor, told him that he would have made it in his old unit, the 101st Airborne.


Left behind, unable to catch up to his war-hero brothers, he reconciled himself to a supporting role. He extolled their exploits, advanced the family cause, and carefully polished the Kennedy myth. The Medal of Honor ceremony at the White House was Robert Kennedy’s idea. It was in keeping with the role he had created for himself, as the stage manager who worked behind the scenes, who sublimated his own ambitions to the larger cause of his family’s success.


Kennedy, for much of his young life, was an acolyte. As a youth, he had been proud to be trained as an altar boy. He liked to be part of the ceremony, to help reenact a great drama, to serve the priest. Attending Catholic Mass as a grown man, he sometimes stepped over the rail to help out if he saw that an altar boy was missing and the priest needed a hand. He served his father, Joe, and his brother John in the same faithful, unembarrassed way, attending to them, celebrating them, helping them produce the grand drama of their lives. He outgrew his altar boy role; to his foes he sometimes looked more like Cardinal Richelieu, lurking behind the throne. He was without question a forceful executor of his brother’s will. Yet he did not often or easily imagine himself succeeding his brother as president.


Then, with brutal suddenness, Robert Kennedy stood alone. JFK was dead. Their father, crippled by a stroke, could only utter the word “no.” Robert Kennedy had no one left to serve and protect. He had to remake himself, to find a new role. He escaped into brooding for a long time, then slowly rejoined the world. Events pulled at him, forced him to weigh his capacity to lead—and his courage. Anguished, uncertain, he hesitated, pulled back—then lunged forward. His entry into the 1968 presidential race—criticized as belated and opportunistic at the time—required an act of tremendous personal will. Kennedy was able to transform himself from follower and behind-the-scenes operator to popular leader in part by conveying, in an urgent, raw way, his identification with the underdog.


THIS IS THE STORY of an unpromising boy who died as he was becoming a great man. There was very little about young Robert F. Kennedy that foretold a grand or tragic destiny. Overshadowed by his more glamorous and accomplished siblings as a little boy, he was small, clumsy, and fearful. His father slighted him, while hovering about the older children, particularly Joe Jr. and John. Desperate to win his father’s attention and respect, Kennedy became a hard man for a long while, covering over his sensitivity and capacity for empathy with a carapace of arrogance. But never entirely: his humility was always a saving grace. He might have made an unusual and gifted national leader, one who was able to both feel for and challenge his people.


He lives on in our imagination of what might have been. Robert Kennedy is one of history’s great what-ifs. He was a Zelig of power—at the vortex, it seemed, of every crisis of the 1960s, a decade that sometimes felt like one long crisis. He was centrally engaged in most of the great epics of the postwar era—McCarthyism, the civil rights movement, the superpower confrontation, Vietnam. He was an essential player in the most severe test of the Cold War, the Cuban Missile Crisis. He had vast influence when JFK was in the White House. His brother gave him virtually unlimited discretion—and he exceeded it. Sure of his standing with the president, he scorned yes-men and surrounded himself with confident achievers. He did overreach at times, and he could be a bully. Yet in tight spots, under pressure, he often demonstrated that rare and ineffable quality, good judgment. He was at once honorable and cunning. At certain critical moments in his brother’s presidency—and the nation’s history—he both connived and stood fast to advance the causes of peace and justice. Nonetheless, he never had the chance to develop and carry out his own vision.


He seemed so young when he died. He was young—only forty-two, a year younger than JFK had been upon his election as the second-youngest president in the nation’s history. But Robert Kennedy somehow seemed younger, more boyish. With his buck teeth and floppy hair and shy gawkiness, he sometimes came across like an awkward teenager. At other times, he was almost childlike in his wonder and curiosity. RFK was regarded by many as “ruthless,” and though the adjective stung, it often fit. Yet with children, his own as well as anyone else’s, he was tender. When he spoke to them, he didn’t feign affection. Children could feel his identification; they would follow after him, wrapping their arms around his leg and climbing into his lap.


“He had a child heart,” said his friend, filmmaker George Stevens. “A gentleness and playfulness and a trace of innocence.” Robert Coles, the child psychiatrist who became a friend of RFK’s through their shared interest in poor children, observed that even as boys, the older Kennedy siblings were expected to behave like men. RFK, on the other hand, was allowed to be a child, and in some ways never grew up. As an adult, Kennedy retained childlike mannerisms. Put off by someone or something, he would stick out his tongue or make a face. Sitting on a podium listening to a speaker he did not like, he would squirm and look petulant or bored. He was “a little boy in his enthusiasms,” said Coles, capable of showing childish delight over something so simple as licking an ice cream cone. Kennedy once engaged Coles in an animated conversation debating the relative virtues of different flavors of ice cream—vanilla, strawberry, and chocolate (RFK’s personal favorite). On the campaign trail, Kennedy liked to end the day by eating a big bowl of ice cream (while at the same time sipping a Heineken beer). Kennedy was not unself-aware. Once, as a crowd pressed in on Kennedy, someone cried, “There’s a little boy there! Watch out!” The person was referring to a small child who had become caught in the crush, but Kennedy felt the identification instantly. Without missing a beat, he remarked, “Yes, he’s a U.S. senator.”


And yet, at other times—for days at a time—he seemed prematurely aged, possessed by morbidity. “Doom was woven in your nerves,” Robert Lowell wrote in a poem about him. He seemed especially haunted after JFK was assassinated in 1963. Kennedy had never been very forthcoming about his feelings, but now, with his brother killed, he seemed to be holding back, almost as if he were hiding something. He would withdraw, staring out into space, or lose himself in reading. He seemed to be searching, groping for an answer. Mary Bailey Gimbel, a friend since school days, recalled him lugging around a heavy tome of Western literature “like a football.” The only writing he liked in it, he told her, was a story about a French poet named Gérard de Nerval who walked with a lobster on a leash. In the story, a friend asked the poet why. The poet replied, “He doesn’t bark, and he knows the secrets of the deep.”


Kennedy had his own secrets. He was known for his candor—indeed, for his bluntness. But at the same time he carefully compartmentalized information. His closest aides understood that he rarely, if ever, told everything to any one person. He had learned, partly from his father, to use private back channels to accomplish difficult or sensitive tasks. He routinely circumvented the bureaucracy in his relentless pursuit of the Mafia and Cuban dictator Fidel Castro, not trusting even the CIA to keep his secrets. For public consumption, Kennedy accepted the finding that JFK was not the victim of a conspiracy, but rather had been killed by a deranged lone gunman. Privately, RFK could never quiet his fear that his own enemies had struck back by killing his brother.


On the night JFK died, a friend heard RFK, alone in a White House bedroom, cry out, “Why, God?” His Catholic faith in a good God was shaken. In visible pain—“like a man on the rack,” said one friend—he cast about for a way to make sense of the despair he felt. At the suggestion of his brother’s widow, Jacqueline Kennedy, he began reading the plays and writings of the ancient Greeks. In the plays of Aeschylus and Sophocles, Kennedy discovered fate and hubris. He began to wonder if the Kennedy family had somehow overreached, dared too greatly. In his copy of Edith Hamilton’s The Greek Way, he had underlined Herodotus: “All arrogance will reap a harvest rich in tears. God calls men to a heavy reckoning for overweening pride.” Comparing oneself to an actor in a Greek tragedy may seem pretentious, and inconsistent with RFK’s customary self-deprecation, but Robert Kennedy had an epic sense of his own family. The Kennedys were the House of Atreus, noble and doomed, and RFK began to see himself as Agamemnon. RFK also saw himself as Shakespeare’s Henry V. When Robert Lowell derided the comparison as trite, Kennedy argued with the poet, pulling down a volume of Shakespeare’s Histories and reading from Henry IV’s deathbed scene. (“For what in me was purchased,/Falls upon thee in a more fairer sort. . . .”) “Henry the Fourth,” said Kennedy, without apparent irony, “that’s my father.”


Fate was to be accepted—but not passively, resignedly. The former C-student regarded as a black-and-white dogmatist by his foes began carrying Albert Camus in his pocket. He became an existentialist, without at the same time abandoning his faith in God. He refused to accept the bleakness of a godless world, though he was troubled that God could allow a Hitler or the suffering of small children. He had been a romantic Catholic who believed that it was possible to create the Kingdom of Heaven on earth. He lost the certainty of his faith but never the hope. He believed that one had to keep trying. His philosophy, which he urged on others and truly tried to live by himself, was: we may all be doomed, but each man must define himself anew each day by his own actions. Action relieved Kennedy from dwelling on his fate, while leading him to it.


THE YEAR 1968 was one that cried out for action. It was a time that, in retrospect, seems overripe and overwrought, but to ordinary Americans watching the disturbing images on TV—young people burning the flag, soldiers burning villages, blacks burning their own neighborhoods—the feeling was ominous, pre-revolutionary. In Vietnam, the generals had stopped giving speeches about the light at the end of the tunnel. Now, as the Viet Cong’s surprise Tet offensive exploded in February, Walter Cronkite was joining the longhairs looking for a way out. In Detroit and Newark in “the long hot summer” of 1967, snipers had opened up on firemen, and President Johnson had sent in paratroopers and tanks. In the summer of 1968, many whites feared angry blacks would try to burn the cities down. The national crisis called for a leader who was unafraid, who could bring together angry blacks and students and the blue collar workers who feared and loathed them. At once a radical and a moderate pragmatist, Robert Kennedy cast himself as the only one who could reach across the divide.


Yet he balked. He thought and talked incessantly about running for president, but he could not bring himself to declare. He liked to say that his brother’s favorite quote was from Dante, that the hottest places in hell are reserved for those who in times of moral crisis preserve their neutrality. But through the winter of 1967–68 he equivocated. He did not want to destroy the Democratic Party, said his protectors. He did not want to start a civil war with President Johnson that would ruin his own political future and in the end elect Richard Nixon and prolong the war. Beware of hubris. Do not invite a second tragedy. He was, for all his activism, a prudent man, and he had no time for lost causes.


Or possibly, he was afraid. Kennedy would have made a courageous small-unit commander in combat, the kind who slept with the troops and led the charge. But as a politician, he could appear shy and small and slouched; his hands trembled; he recoiled from the backslapping and insincerity of electioneering. Curiously, for someone whose family helped invent mass media politics, he was terrible on TV. He was too intense, not facile, and the camera caught the haunted look. More profoundly, he had not been raised to be a leader in the grand or visionary sense. If he overreached for power, would he tempt his brother’s fate? Kennedy was fatalistic in the extreme. If the police passed on a threat, and his aides tried to hustle him out the back, he would insist on leaving by the front door. Yet he could not entirely hide his fear. His administrative aide in the Senate, Joe Dolan, would not tell Kennedy about most threats, but if there was a really serious one, Dolan would try to be nearby to warn and protect. “I was always the angel of death,” Dolan recalled. “I wouldn’t show up at his events unless there was a real threat.” Kennedy understood this and was not at all glad to run into his loyal aide unexpectedly. Once, as he was leaving a polling place in Manhattan, he stumbled across Dolan standing in line outside. Kennedy visibly flinched at his angel’s shadow.


As he dithered in the winter of ’67–’68, the crowds and the pundits taunted him. He saw a protester waving a sign, “Kennedy: Hawk, Dove—or Chicken.” He hated it. He kept a letter in his wallet from a journalist friend reminding him of the photos of John F. Kennedy that hung on the walls of poor people around the world. “This is your obligation,” the letter implored. His wife, Ethel, urged him to run, despite the obvious dangers. As fierce in her own way as her husband, she understood that he had to run. Ethel preferred to look at the world in black and white, the good guys (her husband, always) versus the bad guys (her husband’s foes). A determined optimist, she would not permit herself to contemplate gloomy outcomes. RFK, by contrast, was a brooder who could easily imagine the worst. But he knew that his wife was right—that if he did not run, he would never be able to live with himself. And so, on March 16, 1968, he declared his candidacy.


Viewed three decades later, the films and photographs of Robert Kennedy’s eighty-one-day campaign seem feverish, almost hysterical. Not just the jumpers and screamers waving signs that said “Bobby Is Sexy,” “Bobby Is Groovy,” “I Love You Bobby,” but the farmers and workers and housewives who closed in on him, clutching at him, pulling him from his car, and (twice) stealing the shoes off his feet. They came out, at first, to cheer the myth of Camelot restored. They saw instead a raw, sometimes reticent young man struggling to be honest with them and with himself. His speeches were effective not so much for their words, which, when scripted, were usually bland, or their delivery, which was often flat or awkward, but for something more ineffable: the body language, the aura, the emanations of compassion and understanding that Kennedy conveyed. Inarticulate but urgent and sincere, Kennedy could reach poor and dispossessed people who themselves had difficulty articulating their needs and anxieties. People loved him even though he challenged, even baited them, to overcome their fears and narrow self-interest. He would embarrass middle-class college students—whose support he desperately wanted—by belittling their draft deferments, pointing out that the casualties in Vietnam were disproportionately suffered by minorities and the poor. When a medical student asked him who would pay for better care for the poor, he answered bluntly: “You will.” Measured by the poll-driven caution of the stereotypical politician, Kennedy’s willingness to speak hard truths seems almost quaint. But it worked to inspire many voters, particularly those most alienated from conventional politics.


The intensity was so great, the yearning and devotion so palpable, that the inevitability of Kennedy’s victory in 1968 has become an enduring political myth. In fact, as his campaign entered the final day before the California primary that June, his advisers were very worried. “We were losing altitude, though the Kennedys today don’t like to admit it,” recalled Fred Dutton, Kennedy’s top aide on the campaign plane. Defeated by Eugene McCarthy in Oregon, way behind Vice President Hubert Humphrey in the delegate count, Kennedy himself understood that if he failed to win California, he was out of the race.


KENNEDY’S SOLUTION, as always, was to try harder. On the Monday before the Tuesday vote, he intended to travel from Los Angeles to San Francisco, back to Watts and Long Beach, on to San Diego, and back to L.A.—1,200 miles in thirteen hours. His aides wanted to hit the three major TV markets in a single news cycle. Kennedy, whose father took home movies as footage for the family myth and whose brother spent hours choosing which photographs to release to the press, understood the practical necessities. But at times he drifted along in a dreamy reverie. From time to time he would think of the Ulysses of his favorite poem by Tennyson, which he often quoted in his slightly self-dramatizing way—wishing “to sail beyond the sunset, and the baths of all the western stars, until I die.”


Generations of office seekers have tried to model themselves on Robert F. Kennedy, as politicians able to exude sensitivity, moral force, and a touch of glamour—while doing whatever it took to win. Beyond warmed-over rhetoric, haircuts, and hand gestures, none have succeeded. Kennedy was one of a kind. He was consumed by an inner flame. On this last day, he seemed on the verge of burning out.


As the motorcade crept through San Francisco’s Chinatown that Monday morning, there was a series of loud pops. In any Kennedy motorcade post–November 1963, a sound that seemed to echo gunfire was an instant source of panic. Ethel Kennedy “dove for the bottom of the car,” recalled Bill Eppridge, a Life magazine photographer in the car just ahead of the Kennedys. Robert Kennedy, standing on the rear hood of a convertible, remained upright and continued to wave to the surging crowd. But Karl Fleming, a Newsweek correspondent who was running alongside the motorcade, saw Kennedy’s knees buckle. The campaign entourage and traveling press were all “scared to death,” remembered Eppridge. “Everyone remembered Dallas.” The explosions were only firecrackers. Seeing that Ethel was badly shaken, Kennedy asked a newspaper reporter, Richard Harwood of the Washington Post, to comfort her. Harwood climbed into the car and held her hand.


After Chinatown and another rally at Fisherman’s Wharf, Kennedy flew to Los Angeles. Burgeoning, fast-forward California was in many ways the perfect test for Kennedy. It was a vast mixing bowl in danger of becoming a cauldron. The first of the urban race riots of the 1960s had erupted in Watts in 1965. The white middle classes in their bungalows and tract houses, the voters who had elected Ronald Reagan governor, feared that the fire next time would be in their backyards. To some, Kennedy was a peacemaker, but to others he was merely an instigator. He needed to challenge and soothe all at once, a tricky task for someone who still had to steel himself to appear in large public forums. In Long Beach, Kennedy was engulfed by six thousand people. As usual, the crowd was enormous and edgy. An agitated man kept calling out, “How ’bout your brother? Who killed your brother?” Kennedy stumbled; his delivery was flat, his attempts at humor forced. “He seemed spaced-out, like he had gone off someplace,” observed Newsweek’s Karl Fleming, who was watching from the crowd. Back in the car, Fred Dutton, who understood Kennedy’s low tolerance for insincere flattery, told the candidate that his speech had not gone well. “I don’t feel good,” said Kennedy. Dutton was taken aback. Kennedy subsisted on four hours a night of sleep, almost never got sick, and never complained if he did.


The motorcade headed down an avenue in the black inner-city neighborhood of Watts, where the stores were still burnt out from the rioting three years before. The Los Angeles Police Department was nowhere to be seen. The mayor of Los Angeles, Sam Yorty, regarded RFK as a subversive. In downtown L.A. a few days earlier, a policeman had improbably given the Kennedy motorcade a ticket for running a red light. Security, such as it was, was provided by a militant group called Sons of Watts. Ethel, sitting in Kennedy’s car, did not seem reassured. Her customary sunniness had, for the moment, clouded over. “I looked into her face,” said Marie Ridder, a friend and journalist who was working as a reporter for campaign chronicler Theodore H. White. “It was a mask of such concern and fear—fear is not the right word—it was tenderer than that. It was: what’s going to happen?”


Dutton was eager to get out of the ghetto. “We knew that coming to Watts would look bad on TV that night. California is full of Okies and Iowans. TV is a cool medium and we were too hot, too emotional.” Dutton and other top advisers had been trying to tone down the campaign. “Bob understood this, rationally, when he was sitting in a hotel room,” said Dutton. “But out there. . . .” Dutton paused as he recollected; he seemed suddenly weary, as if he had gone back thirty years in time and was trying, futilely, to reason with a force of nature. Shy and uncertain, Kennedy fed off the crowds.


Fortunately, the candidate was, as usual, running behind schedule; Dutton was able to steer the motorcade into a quiet residential neighborhood to make up time—and escape the mob. As the press bus raced down a deserted street, assistant press secretary Richard Drayne asked aloud, “What is this? Are we going house hunting?”


IN SAN DIEGO, night was falling. In the semi-darkness, black children squealed “Bobby! Bobby!” as the motorcade pushed through Logan Heights, a poor district on the edge of downtown. Kennedy’s driver was Stuart Bloch, a young onetime volunteer. Bloch had simply been given a credit card in the name of Joseph P. Kennedy (“that’s how we charge everything,” an aide had explained) and been told to rent a white convertible. Greeting Kennedy at the airport, Bloch was surprised by his weak handshake. “It was like a noodle. He seemed shy, mousy. He kept looking at the ground.” In the car, Ethel scolded Bloch to watch out for the children. Kennedy seemed to revive, rejuvenated by the squealing kids, whose natural energy seemed so out of place in the dusty, exhausted streets. Kennedy’s bodyguard, Roosevelt Grier, an all-pro tackle for the Los Angeles Rams, held Kennedy by the waist as the candidate leaned out, his arms stretched wide so he looked like a human cross, swinging from side to side. The children squealed and waved and smiled, their teeth flashing white in the gloaming. After a while Kennedy, spent, fell into the front seat with Ethel, who anxiously stroked her husband’s forehead, feeling for fever.


The motorcade arrived at Kennedy’s last rally of the campaign three hours late. About three thousand people had crammed into a ballroom at the El Cortez Hotel. A few minutes into his speech, Kennedy nearly collapsed. He abruptly sat down on the stage and put his head in his hands. Grier hustled him into a bathroom, where he threw up. He lay on the floor while Grier knelt and mopped his head. He rose and walked back into the ballroom and finished his speech, ending, as he always did, by paraphrasing George Bernard Shaw. Kennedy’s talents as an orator may have been limited, but his Boston twang became more resonant as he delivered his familiar peroration: “Some men see things as they are, and ask why,” said Kennedy. “I dream of things that never were, and ask why not.”


It was nearly midnight when he took off for Los Angeles. “He just shriveled up,” said Bloch. On the plane, Ethel told the staff and the reporters to leave them alone. The usually boisterous press corps quieted. Kennedy rested. He was not really ill, just done in. He had given all he had. In a few hours, he would learn if it was enough.


HISTORIANS HAVE ARGUED ever since that night about what Kennedy might have become, just as journalists and commentators in his lifetime debated who he really was. The Good Bobby/Bad Bobby dichotomy, limned by cartoonist Jules Feiffer, became a cliché even before he died. Was he the hard, bullying, McCarthyite, wiretapping, Hoffa-Castro–obsessed hater forever scowling and vowing to “get” his enemies? Or was he the gentle, child-loving, poetry-reading, soulful herald of a new age? Liberals and conservatives have laid equal claim to his legacy. If Bobby had lived, he would have united the races and—at the cost of billions, but worth every penny—saved the cities, cured rural poverty, and uplifted the American Indian. No, if Bobby had lived, he would have ended welfare, abolished racial preference, and made personal responsibility the crucible of rich and poor alike. Hawks and doves have tugged and pulled: he drew the world back from the abyss in the Cuban Missile Crisis and would have yanked every American soldier out of Vietnam; no, he was the original war lover who turned for foreign policy advice to generals who were intellectually self-confident, and hence the most dangerous kind. Then, of course, there is the endless debate—it sputters and flares decades later—over whether Bobby really changed. He was always changing, goes the argument; he had an experiencing nature that led him to constantly reexamine and transform himself. Nonsense, counter many of his oldest friends (and most of his family). He was born gentle—and also born tough.


None of these images is wholly right; none wholly wrong. Only two Bobbies? asks Robert Coles. Why not four or five? Without thinking hard, Coles began ticking them off: Bobby the idealist. Bobby the plotter. Bobby the adventurer. Bobby the family man. How about Bobby the chief law enforcement officer who saw himself as a juvenile delinquent? Categorizing him is a futile exercise; the contradictions too confusing. There is no model that suffices to encompass the varieties of his nature, plain and half hidden.


A better way to understand him is to examine his fear. Kennedy spent most of his life struggling to face down demons from within and without. He was brave because he was afraid. His monsters were too large and close at hand to simply flee. He had to turn and fight them. Kennedy, who romanticized guerrilla fighters, became one himself. The self-destructive frontal assaults of his youth gave way to more clever and sometimes devious raids and insurgencies. He became a one-man underground, honeycombed with hidden passages, speaking in code, trusting no one completely, ready to face the firing squad—but also knowing when to slip away to fight again another day. Although he affected simplicity and directness, he became an extraordinarily complicated and subtle man. His shaking hands and reedy voice, his groping for words as well as meaning, his occasional resort to subterfuge, do not diminish his daring. Precisely because he was fearful and self-doubting, his story is an epic of courage. He did not give in.


Kennedy’s “house had many mansions,” said Coles. “Bobby had to live with complexity and contradiction to survive in the world—and in his own family. It gave him great flexibility, and the ability to live with secrets.” We know some of those secrets, and, over time, we will learn more. But we will never know them all. We will not know about the cryptic conversations with Joe Sr. and Jack, the almost nonverbal signals between family members who communicated by grunts and through indirection. Unlike his cautious kinsmen, however, Robert Kennedy was a plunger and risk taker, a seeker open to the new. Because he could be raw and unguarded—his emotions so close to the surface that he seemed to visibly itch—we can see honest struggles suppressed by others of his clan. He is the light in the family cave.


Unlike his older brothers, Robert Kennedy was not born and raised for power, so he was not required to hide behind a mask of command. His sensitivity was not, like theirs, sealed over by premature adulthood. In his vulnerability, he found strength. He was rarely happy, certainly not content. But he never lost his childlike wonder and capacity for awe, for tenderness, and for rage. In his family, he was the most fierce and the most vulnerable, the Kennedy who most intensely experienced the range of human emotions. He was, in a way, the lucky one.





CHAPTER 1 RUNT


FOR ALL HIS DESIRE to shape and promote his children, Joseph P. Kennedy does not seem to have paid much attention to the schooling of his third son and seventh child. In September 1939, Kennedy Sr. enrolled thirteen-year-old Robert at St. Paul’s School, an establishment training ground, but within a month RFK was gone. St. Paul’s was too Protestant for his mother, Rose. In early October, Ambassador Kennedy wired Rose that it would be acceptable to send Bobby to the local day school near their house in Bronxville, New York. Instead, Rose sent Bobby to Portsmouth Priory, a small boys’ school run by Benedictine monks. There is no record that Joe objected, or even particularly noticed.


The ambassador was intensely preoccupied at the time. On September 1, a few weeks before Bobby entered St. Paul’s, Germany invaded Poland. Ambassador Kennedy, who had hoped to hold back Hitler with appeasement, called President Franklin Roosevelt and cried out, “It’s the end of the world, the end of everything.” Kennedy was intensely fearful that his two draft-age sons, Joe Jr. and Jack, would be swept away by a world war. He was not unduly concerned with whether his third son was reading from a Protestant prayer book at morning chapel.


Set on a windswept hillside above Narragansett Bay in Rhode Island, Portsmouth Priory aimed to funnel the sons of well-to-do Catholics to Harvard and Yale, not Holy Cross or Fordham. Supported by newly prosperous Irish families in Boston and New York, the school flourished at first. But when the Depression hit in the ’30s, the money for a second brick dormitory dried up. The boys lived in wooden prefabs so drafty that they hung blankets in the windows and mockingly called their school Beaverboard Prep.


Bobby was ill-suited to life in a boys’ dormitory. Not yet fourteen, he was shy and sweet. He had been very attentive to Luella Hennessey, his nanny. She recalled his making a great show of asking the police to stop traffic in busy London intersections so that she could cross the street. When she returned to the ambassador’s residence after a free afternoon, Bobby would rush past the footmen and swing open the door for her. Bobby was even more considerate to his mother. In the evenings, when Rose Kennedy went out, as she often did, he would wait by the front door to tell her how beautiful she looked. Years later Hennessey wondered if Bobby, sensing his mother’s loneliness and isolation, was trying to comfort her. “He was so close to her,” said Hennessey, adding, in an unguarded moment, “Someone had to be.”


Within his family, Bobby was described, with some derision, as his mother’s “pet.” To be allied with Rose was to be at the wrong end of the table in the Kennedy household. Within the Kennedy family there was a clear hierarchy of talents and expectations. The older boys and their sister Kathleen (“Kick”) were the “golden trio,” the children deemed most likely to succeed. Bright, athletic, outgoing, they shone in their father’s eye. His boundless ambitions lay with them, especially the oldest boy, Joe Jr. Lost in a crowd of younger girls—Eunice, Pat, and Jean—Bobby, born in 1925, ten years after Joe Jr. and eight years after Jack, had to turn to his mother for attention. Vivacious and intelligent as a young girl, Rose Fitzgerald Kennedy was a proper and ambitious matron. But she had been subtly undermined, first by her dominating father, who denied her heartfelt wish to go to Wellesley and sent her to a convent school instead, and then by her husband, whose show of marital respect did not include fidelity. By the time Bobby was a boy in the early 1930s, Rose was somewhat fey and emotionally detached, consoling herself against Joe’s indiscretions by piety and periodic withdrawal into a make-believe world of fashion and royalty. Rose could join in the dinner table teasing and she still “managed” the family, setting schedules and acting as day-to-day disciplinarian, but Joe was the vital center. At family dinners, while Joe argued politics with Joe Jr. and John (switching sides from time to time to keep the debate alive), Bobby sat quiet and apart with the younger girls. Bobby’s grandmother, Josie Fitzgerald, worried about Bobby’s spending so much time surrounded by women. She feared he would become a “sissy.” Rose, too, worried that RFK would become “puny” and “girlish.” Joe Sr. seems to have written him off. Joe Kennedy wanted his sons to be conquerors, strong and independent men who could push their way into the Protestant establishment but owe loyalty to no one save their family. There was no room in this plan for a sweet momma’s boy. Lem Billings, Jack’s Choate roommate, remarked to Joe Sr. that Bobby was “the most generous little boy.” Joe Sr. gruffly replied, “I don’t know where he got that.” The only similarity between father and son that Billings could discern was in their eyes, a kind of icy pale blue.


The Kennedy household was full of laughter, but it was often at someone else’s expense. The older children learned to give back as good as they got. As a little boy, Bobby was not quick. He suffered in awkward silence or turned his humor on himself. Bobby was, in his father’s description, the “runt” of the family. He was not only smaller and slower than his brothers, he looked afraid. He lacked the jaunty, glowing air of a young Kennedy. A group portrait taken in about 1935, when Bobby was ten, shows the other Kennedy children looking sporty and sure. Bobby, however, perches by his mother’s side, his face tense with anxiety. His siblings cut him no slack. Teased hard, Bobby would look crushed. Rose would console him. “You’re my favorite,” she would say, in a half-kidding tone. In about 1939, the same year RFK left for boarding school, a friend asked his sister Eunice how the Kennedy brood was doing. All very well, except for Bobby, came the reply. He was “hopeless” and would “never amount to anything.” Many years later, Robert Kennedy seemed to have felt the same way about himself. He told writer Jack Newfield, “What I remember most vividly about growing up was going to a lot of different schools, always having to make new friends, and that I was very awkward. I dropped things and fell down all the time. I had to go to the hospital a few times for stitches in my head and my leg. And I was pretty quiet most of the time. And I didn’t mind being alone.”


At Portsmouth Priory, he was known as “Mrs. Kennedy’s little boy Bobby,” said David Meehan, his fourth form (sophomore) roommate. Robert would bring his mother around and gravely introduce her to the other boys, who predictably made fun of him and her. Bobby was hotly defensive of his mother. A boy in the class below, Pierce Kearney, passed along a mild dig he had heard from his own mother—that Mrs. Kennedy used so much lipstick she looked “like a Hollywood star.” Bobby screamed at Kearney, “How can you say such a thing!” and chased the younger boy out of the dormitory. Kennedy defended himself with a temper and a contemptuous air. He was regarded by most as standoffish. “He didn’t invite friends,” recalled Cleve Thurber, a classmate. “He wanted to be alone. This was his choice, but people saw it as snobbery.” In the survival-of-the-fittest world of an all-boys school and in the even more Darwinian competition of his own family, RFK discovered sarcasm as a defense. Eager to please, he was sweet. Unable to please, he was caustic. Kennedy was “not arrogant,” said another classmate, Frank Hurley, “but he had a sarcasm that could be biting.”


The monks who ran the school regarded him as a moody and indifferent student. “He didn’t look happy, he didn’t smile much,” said Father Damian Kearney, who was two classes behind RFK and later became a teacher at Portsmouth Priory (the school was renamed Portsmouth Abbey in 1967). According to Father Damian, who reviewed RFK’s records, Kennedy “was a poor-to-mediocre student, except for history.” He was a dogged but uncoordinated athlete. “Bob had trouble with his hands,” said Father Damian. “He dropped things. It was recommended that he squeeze a tennis ball. He was self-conscious about it until he was told that [heavyweight boxing champion] Gene Tunney did it.” (Kennedy’s tendency to drop things was “not a physical problem,” recalled his sister Eunice. “He just didn’t pay attention.”) Kennedy’s records show considerable correspondence between Mrs. Kennedy and the school. “She was intensely concerned about the minutiae. Nothing was too trivial,” said Father Damian. “Bob’s handwriting was atrocious. Couldn’t the school get a calligrapher for him?” Bobby Kennedy enjoyed a brief moment of fame when he spotted a fire in the barn then being used as a gym. Joe Kennedy Sr. gave the school $2,000 towards a new gym, almost enough, said Father Damian, “to build a squash court.”


Mostly, though, Bobby stood out for his religiosity. As a little boy, he had served as an altar boy at St. Joseph’s Roman Catholic Church in Bronxville. He was more pious than his siblings, showing off to them his knowledge of church Latin. Kennedys were taught that they belonged on a great stage. They were introduced by their ambitious father to the president, the pope, and the queen of England. They posed for newspapers and absorbed their father’s gospel of winning. The older, more confident children were clearly groomed to take their rightful place alongside the movers and shakers. For Bobby, the overlooked “runt,” the future was perhaps not so clear. But as an altar boy, he was able to play a small but indispensable role in reenacting the greatest drama in the history of the Christian world, Christ’s Last Supper. As he swung the censer and smelled the incense, waving the perfumed smoke in the processional, or ringing the bell as the priest consecrated the bread and wine into the body and blood of Christ, Kennedy could forget, for a moment, his insignificance at the family dinner table. He had found a place, a minor and subservient part, to be sure, in support of more blessed and worthy men, but still essential and charged with mystery and meaning.


At Portsmouth, where “most boys wore the Catholic mantle very lightly,” said his classmate Frank Hurley, Bobby went to mass more than the required three times a week and was often seen lingering afterwards, as if seeking refuge. He once prayed for three straight hours, though he was careful to mask the experience in self-deprecating sarcasm when he wrote home. “I feel like a saint,” he wrote, trying to be droll, lest anyone think he was taking himself too seriously.


Bobby could be dryly funny, but he was not lighthearted. He lacked the careless charm of his older siblings, who mocked him for his heaviness. His brother Jack, the Kennedy who worked the hardest at being effortless, called him Black Robert. In a later era of child-rearing, RFK would have been described, perhaps diagnosed, as depressed. In the summer of 1940, a few weeks after Bobby came home from his first year at Portsmouth, Rose wrote an anxious letter to Joe Sr. at the American embassy in London. Their son Jack, who had just graduated from Harvard, was having “the most astounding success” with his college thesis-turned-bestseller, Why England Slept, Rose reported. But “Bobby is a different mold. He does not seem to be interested particularly in reading or sailing or his stamps. He does a little work in all three, but no special enthusiasm. . . .” On July 11, she wrote Joe, “I am trying to get Bob to do some reading. He doesn’t seem to care for sailing as much as the other boys. Of course he doesn’t want to go to any of the dances. . . .” To not do the “work” of sailing at Hyannis was a significant dereliction. Kennedys were supposed to win on the water. In 1937, her first summer working as a nanny for the Kennedys, Luella Hennessey crewed for Jack in a race. When the wind began to die, he told her to jump overboard to lighten the boat and allow it to go faster. “He wasn’t kidding,” she recalled.


Other families muttered about the Kennedys’ win-or-else ethic. Joe Kennedy had brought his family to the low-key summer colony in the mid-1920s from slightly tonier Cohasset after he had been blackballed by the Cohasset Golf Club. The WASPs of Hyannis were somewhat more accepting, but anti-Irish prejudice lingered. The comfortable white-shingled house bought by Kennedy for his family was locally known as the Irish House. Decades later, members of the yacht club grumbled that the Kennedy children—frequent trophy winners in the 1930s—had cheated by adding extra canvas to their sails. The older siblings by and large ignored the sniping. But Bobby was more easily wounded. From an early age, he seems to have been the most self-consciously Irish of the brood, the one who identified most closely with the Irish history of oppression. In 1967, in an article in Look magazine, Bobby suggested that his father had left Boston in 1927 because of the signs that said “No Irish Need Apply.” An editor at another magazine wrote to gently chide him for exaggerating, pointing out that when Joe Kennedy’s family left Boston that year, it was in a private railway car. “Yes but—It was symbolic,” Bobby wrote back. “The business establishment, the clubs, the golf course—at least that was what I was told at a very young age. . . .”


Extremely defensive about his family, he seemed to have responded to his own low standing in the family hierarchy by adopting a rigid and fierce protectiveness about the family name. He was in awe of his father and older siblings; feeling insignificant, he may have felt that the family name was all he had. In the fall of 1940, his second year at Portsmouth, Joe Kennedy became the object of intense public scorn. The ambassador was increasingly pessimistic about the war raging in Europe. That November, he foolishly told some newspapermen, “Democracy is all done. . . . Democracy is finished in England. It may be here.” The remarks finished Kennedy as ambassador to England. At school, in angry shouting matches and sometimes with his fists, Bobby defended his father against charges of defeatism. When Kennedy Sr. slightly redeemed himself with a speech defending President Roosevelt’s lend-lease program for England in January, Bobby optimistically wrote his mother from school, “I listened to Daddy[’s] speech last night and I thought it was wonderful. I think it was the best speech that he ever made. I thought he really cleared himself from what people had been saying about him. . . .” Bobby had apparently been receiving some hate mail himself. In the same letter, he told his mother, “I got another one of those Post cards telling me like the last one how awful we Catholics are.”


From his spare and chilly dormitory, Bobby watched apprehensively as his family entered a bleak time in 1941. His post untenable, Joe Sr. came home in February. Roosevelt would not give his disgraced ambassador another appointment, at least not one Kennedy deemed worthy enough, so he brooded. Sitting with a friend in Palm Beach, he gloomily watched the ocean undermine the seawall in front of his house. He wasn’t going to fix it, he said. Let it go. The world was collapsing anyway. His oldest daughter, Rosemary, now twenty-three, was increasingly given to tantrums and outbursts. Kennedy was afraid that she would become uncontrollable and was especially fearful that she might throw herself at a man. That summer, he arranged to have her undergo a radical new medical procedure, a lobotomy, to cut off the frontal lobe of her brain. Something went wrong with the operation. Rosemary emerged not just quieter but zombie-like. Totally unable to care for herself, she had to be institutionalized.


Kennedy did not tell his own wife the nature of the operation. Rose was informed only that Rosemary, whom she had struggled to give a near-normal life, was being sent away, and that Rose—for her own good—would not be able to visit her for a long time. The rest of the family was told almost nothing. Their sister simply disappeared.


A mystery so strange and awful can haunt a family for generations. Yet the Kennedy children, Robert included, were accustomed to living with secrets. Joseph Kennedy was a secretive man. His phone was equipped with a special cupped mouthpiece to thwart eavesdroppers. He never discussed his business activities with his children. They could see him sitting in his “bullpen,” an enclosure that allowed him to conduct business while he sunbathed in Palm Beach or Hyannis. But they could only wonder to whom he was talking on the phone. He didn’t want them to know. His job was to make the money that would free them to follow more noble pursuits.


There were other secrets less well kept. Since the day in 1929 when Joseph Kennedy landed in Hyannis in an amphibious plane and stepped out with Gloria Swanson, his older children could not miss the parade of women on his arm. After his barely concealed affair with the movie goddess, there were more actresses and models and “secretaries” sitting beside Joe in the movie theater he built in the basement of the Hyannis house. In 1941, Jack casually talked to a friend about his father’s infidelities. He observed that Joe bought off Rose with presents, “a big Persian rug or some jewelry.”


Bobby probably knew less about his father’s indiscretions. But in his eagerness to please, he was keenly attuned to the moods of his parents. He must have sensed their remorse—and their alienation from each other—in the summer and fall of 1941. Like many sensitive children, he may have in some way blamed himself and tried even harder not to disappoint. His behavior in these months displays classic signs of teenage depression: withdrawal, overcompensation, then a self-destructive outburst to get attention.


Bobby was very down over Christmas vacation in Palm Beach during his third year at Portsmouth. His shyness became reclusiveness. Bobby is “very unsociable and should step out a little more,” Rose wrote Joe just after New Year’s 1942. “He absolutely refused to go to the Bath and Tennis [Club] and when he has gone out he doesn’t seem to like any of the boys here.” A week later, Bob’s dismal grades from school arrived. “I was so disappointed in your report,” Rose wrote her “favorite.” “The mark in Christian Doctrine was very low . . . Please get on your toes,” she instructed. “I do not expect my own little pet to let me down.” It is doubtful that she realized how anxious he was to please her—and even more so, his indifferent father. Shortly after this scolding, he tried to prove his faithfulness by sending his pious mother “two or three recommendations about serving mass.” He longed to correspond with his father about world events—he knew that Joe Jr. and Jack had routinely received missives from the ambassador. To prepare himself, Bob made his roommates quiz him every Sunday night on current affairs from the New York Times News of the Week in Review. But his father did not write. In Rose’s chatty, newsy missives to her children, Bobby is mentioned only in passing, usually after the exploits of the older children.


While generally inarticulate and diffident, Bobby was capable of sudden, almost wild acts that can be seen as cries for help. His father insisted on punctuality, so Bobby was, his mother recalled, “spectacularly prompt.” As a very little boy, rushing to make it to the table on time for dinner, he crashed through a glass partition, badly cutting his face. Slow to learn to swim, he apparently decided to hurry the process by plunging off a yawl into Nantucket Sound. His older brother Joe fished him out. “It showed either a lot of guts, or no sense at all, depending on how you looked at it,” remarked his brother Jack. It was the first of many extreme shows of courage, or recklessness. His sister Eunice recalled watching Bobby stand on the edge of a very high cliff above a swimming grotto at Cap d’Antibes on the Riviera when he was about ten years old. “He’ll never jump,” she thought. But he did. In the winter of 1942, Bobby vanquished fear on the ski slopes at Lake Placid by skiing in a headlong way that was dangerous to himself and anyone near him. His oldest sister, Kathleen, commented on his performance with a kind of caustic wit familiar to visitors at the Kennedy dinner table. “Dearest Robert,” she wrote,


To say the descriptions of your escapades in the snowy hills of Northern New York are vivid would be putting it mildly. It sounds to me as if you left no poor man unscarred, and that anyone within a mile of your ski poles was subject to a hit or a narrow escape. Where did you ever get the idea you could ski in the first place? I never whispered such a fact into your large, cauliflower-like ear. Maybe the younger members of the clan said something like it but don’t believe them—they’re just a bunch of little liars.


Back at school, Bobby struggled to improve himself. He was on the sailing team, but “my sailing so far has been awful, and I lost a race yesterday in which I sailed poorly,” he reported. He quit sailing to run track, he wrote home, “to see if I can’t run faster.” He hopefully reported that “our grades come out sometime this week and I think I did quite well and passed everything,” but a week later his marks showed no improvement from the level that had so “let down” his parents.


His weak academic record was not the product of carelessness. Rather, he was famous as a grade-grubber. “Bob wanted to please his father—that was very important,” recalled Frank Hurley. “He needed to get his grades up, and that was his motivation.” “Bob would haggle over grades,” recalled Father Julian Stead, a classmate who became a monk and returned to teach at Portsmouth. “If he got a 77, he would argue for a 78 and not give up. He was remembered for that quality more than any other student in the history of the school.” Kennedy was clearly not stupid, but paralyzed by the prospect of failure, he could not pull his grades out of the 60s or 70s. He seemed to be flailing, not studying. In the late spring of 1942, as final exams approached, Bob Kennedy considered other, more drastic means.


“There was a lot of cheating,” remembered Father Julian. “Many boys had no conscience about it. They cheated easily.” The monks despaired over one boy, a southerner, who was such a sinner that he seemed consumed with hellfire. “If you threw holy water on him, he’d go up in smoke,” the fathers joked. Years later, according to Father Julian, Bobby ruefully told a priest at the school, “All we thought about at school was cheating.” Bobby himself did not “cheat easily.” He was generally seen as a stickler for rules. Playing touch football (even then, a passion), he would preach “fairness,” said Nick Reggio, who was a class above Kennedy. “He was always saying, ‘That’s not fair.’ ” He also obeyed the schoolboy code of never ratting on your mates, to the point of sacrificing himself. When a friend was caught using an automobile—strictly against the rules—Bobby insisted that he had been the one at the wheel. The other boy was already in disciplinary trouble and at risk of being thrown out. So Bobby took the rap and was put on bounds—confined to campus on the weekends. At sixteen, Bob was developing a sense of duty and honor. But he was also desperate.


At the end of his fourth form year, Robert Kennedy was caught in a cheating scandal. The incident was a poor end to his career at Portsmouth Priory, but it may also have given him an early lesson in scandal management and the importance of hiding embarrassing secrets. The facts are somewhat murky: a dozen schoolmates interviewed about the incident offered different details and disagreed over the degree of Kennedy’s culpability. But his involvement appears beyond dispute.1 Before finals that June, a purloined copy of an exam began making its way around Kennedy’s dormitory. Pierce Kearney explicitly remembered handing the stolen exam to Kennedy. “I went into Bob’s room and said, ‘Bob, we have the exam!’ He got so nervous. Should he take a peek? His hands were shaking. They shook like hell. I remember that. He was very, very uncomfortable.” But the temptation was too much, the need was too great. He took the exam. Kennedy’s roommate, Mike Egan, recalled Bob offering to share the test with him. Egan was a new boy from Savannah, Georgia. “I didn’t know a soul.” Kennedy sympathized with the younger newcomer. “Bob could be biting and sarcastic, and he wasn’t appealing from a distance. But he was kind to me.” As Egan recollected the story, “Someone passed the test on to Bob. He showed me the test, offered it to me. I was a goody-goody and refused.”


Predictably, the cheating was found out. “We were caught because we did so well on the test,” said Cleve Thurber, who said he was one of the “eight to ten boys involved.” The scandal “got hushed up quickly,” said Thurber. It is not clear who, if anyone, among the boys was kicked out. But Kennedy left school right away. Paul Wankowicz, a schoolmate, recalled seeing a large black chauffeured limousine pull up at Kennedy’s dorm and remove Kennedy and his luggage before the end of the term. Wankowicz had heard that Kennedy had been kicked out, though he wasn’t sure why (one improbable rumor: Kennedy had been caught sneaking into the “Portuguese maids’ quarters” at night). Father Damian, who reviewed Kennedy’s records at the school before agreeing to be interviewed by the author, said there was no record of Kennedy’s involvement in a cheating scandal. In Kennedy’s otherwise thick file, said Father Damian, there is only an “abrupt” letter from Joseph Kennedy’s secretary informing the school that RFK would not be returning in the fall. That summer, Egan visited his former roommate at Hyannis. Aware that Kennedy was not coming back to school, Egan made a cryptic reference about the cheating incident in front of Bobby and two of his sisters, Eunice and Jean. “I met with total damnation,” Egan recalled. “They [Eunice and Jean] said it never happened and I should never say that it did.” In September, Rose wrote Jack and Joe Jr. to say that Bobby was going to a new school, Milton Academy. She explained that Bobby “did not seem to like” the headmaster at Portsmouth Priory and “did not seem to make much headway in his classes last year; that is, he did not show any particular effort. . . .”


SHY, PRICKLY, AND DEMORALIZED, Robert Kennedy arrived at Milton, his sixth school in ten years, in the fall of 1942. Milton was a traditional feeder school for Harvard, which recommended it to Ambassador Kennedy, but the tone and culture were High WASP, unwelcoming to Catholic new money. Milton could have been a disaster for Bobby Kennedy. He arrived knowing no one and made little attempt to learn anyone’s name. He simply called the other boys “fella,” as in, “hey, fella.” Kennedy was instantly, and not affectionately, nicknamed Fella. In the recollections of his classmates, he was deemed to have “a chip on his shoulder,” “a short fuse,” and, just as unacceptable, “the wrong clothes.” There were a few Catholics on campus, but most of them worked in the kitchen or made beds. Almost all the students came to the school in eighth or ninth grade. Bobby entered in eleventh grade, after the cliques had already formed. His schoolmates insisted, somewhat defensively, that Milton was free of prejudice. “There were no ugly incidents,” said Joy Luke, who went to the coordinate girls’ school across the street. “But we were all aware his father was a bootlegger.” RFK could have remained an outcast, but for a friendship he formed while playing football.


At Portsmouth, Kennedy had been a slow, small, but inordinately determined second-string halfback. As he neared his seventeenth birthday, Kennedy had filled out and hardened. He still looked scrawny in street clothes and walked head down, “like a bird in a storm,” as one of the Milton girls described him. But he was taut and wiry. While his legs were short and stubby, his torso was long and muscled, and his arms, particularly his forearms, were well developed. “Bobby is going to be the most robust and Jack practically admits to us—though not to Bobby—that Bobby could throw him now,” Rose wrote Kathleen and Joe Jr. At football practice at Milton, he tore into tackling dummies “as if his life depended on it,” recalled Sam Adams, another would-be halfback trying out for the team. Adams and Kennedy both made the second backfield, along with a younger boy, a tenth grader named David Hackett.


Hackett would become a schoolboy god, Milton’s best football and hockey player ever, his schoolmates swore decades later. Little boys would follow him around, “like the Pied Piper,” recalled Mary Bailey Gimbel, who was at the Milton Academy girls’ school at the time. Hackett’s appeal to Kennedy, however, was less as a boy hero than as an anti-hero, a romantic renegade. In his famous coming-of-age novel, A Separate Peace, John Knowles would use Hackett (whom he had met at summer school at Exeter) as the model for his doomed golden boy, Phineas. Phineas possessed a “scatterbrained eloquence,” a “calm ignorance of the rules with a winning urge to be good.” He was a “model boy who was most comfortable in the truant’s corner.” So, in real life, was Hackett. “Hackett was offbeat,” said Joy Luke. “If he couldn’t find the right words, he’d try a different way.” Hackett was an astonishingly graceful athlete and “a wild man. He’d do anything and get away with it, in a charming way,” said Tom Cleveland, the more traditional campus “big man” of the era.


Hackett took an immediate shine to Kennedy. “We were both misfits,” he later recalled. Hackett liked Kennedy’s “impulsiveness and fearlessness,” he said. He enjoyed his irreverent humor and admired the fact that, in a world of conformity, Kennedy was “willing to embarrass his friends.” Bobby made no attempt to downplay his Catholicism; indeed, he tried to expose others, urging Hackett to join him at Sunday mass. Hackett was enormously impressed one Sunday when Kennedy, seeing that an altar boy was missing, suddenly hopped over the prayer rail. Quite unself-consciously, it seemed to Hackett, Kennedy began attending to the priest. Hackett was impressed with Kennedy’s unwillingness to compromise to gain acceptance. Kennedy would not join in dirty jokes. He disliked bullying and would step in when an upperclassman tried to push around a younger boy.


Hackett gave Kennedy his first real taste of friendship. They roughhoused together and played practical jokes. Hackett would be Kennedy’s friend for life, long after the adolescent hero worship wore off. For once, Kennedy had a sense of belonging, even a measure of stature in Hackett’s reflected glory. Kennedy’s confidence grew; his grades improved from D to C with an occasional B. He began to court, however timidly, the girls at the school across the street. He nurtured a crush on one girl for a whole year and never spoke to her. But then he mustered up the courage to approach a Milton girl named Piedy Bailey (Mary Bailey Gimbel). Gimbel has offered a touching picture of Kennedy walking her home after chapel on Sunday night, “four feet behind; head down. Everything was buried, including the bones of his face.” Kennedy was still “moon-faced” as a seventeen-year-old. Gimbel was very fond of Bobby, remembering him “one foot resting on the other foot; hands way down in his pockets,” peering out from under a shock of hair. He was “very appealing,” she said. “Funny, separate, larky; outside the cliques; private all the time.”


Hackett, curiously for someone so exalted by his peers, shared Bobby’s outsiderness. A day student who lived not in the dorm but with his genteel, threadbare family in nearby Dedham, Hackett identified with the dispossessed. He and Bobby earnestly questioned why they should be the privileged ones; when Milton played the local public school, Hackett said he felt as if he was on the wrong side of the ball. Something stirred inside Kennedy as well. He had always sided with the downtrodden at school. Now he began to notice inequity in the wider world. On a trip home to Hyannis Port, Bobby began questioning his father about the poverty he glimpsed from the train window. Couldn’t something be done about the poor people living in those bleak tenements? Kennedy Sr. dismissed his son’s show of social conscience.


Increasingly, as time wore on, the talk between Bobby and Hackett was about joining the marines. The world war was never far away, even from a cloistered prep school. The chapel tower was manned as an observation post, to spot any enemy planes that might be flying nearby. Maps of the Southwest Pacific and North Africa—American battle zones—were hung in classrooms. Almost as soon as he arrived at Milton in the fall of ’42, Bobby began agitating with his father to allow him to enlist. He wanted to catch up to his brothers.


JOE JR. AND JACK KENNEDY were distant and romantic figures in Bobby’s childhood. Engaged in a war for primacy, they were more absorbed in fighting each other than in coddling their younger siblings. “I used to lie in my bed at night sometimes,” Robert recalled, “and hear the sound of Joe banging Jack’s head against the wall.” Bobby tried, fitfully, to catch his brothers’ attention, to join in their private contest. In Palm Beach, he would swim after them, falling behind as they raced each other out into the ocean. Although he revered Joe, the chosen one, the destined heir, handsome and athletic and outgoing, Bob seems to have been more drawn to Jack. While Joe was bluff, at times bullying, Jack was more thoughtful and mentally playful. Often bedridden with one illness after another, Jack was a voracious reader. He disappeared into a romantic world of historical fiction and derring-do. Partly as a result of coping with frequent pain and suffering, he had learned to keep his true feelings to himself. He made little effort to really get to know his little brother. Even so, after school, he would occasionally take Bobby on walks, telling him the stories of his heroes, educated swashbucklers like T. E. Lawrence, the dashing and mystic Lawrence of Arabia.


A favorite author was John Buchan, spinner of spy yarns like The Thirty-Nine Steps. Buchan’s secret agent, Richard Hannay, was a precursor of James Bond. Together, Jack and Bobby were riveted by Hannay’s intrigues in the “queer subterranean world of the Secret Service.” The books had a lasting impact on both brothers. Buchan’s autobiography, Pilgrim’s Way, published in 1940 when Jack was twenty-three and Bobby was fifteen, reads like a primer for the values most esteemed by the New Frontier. Jack Kennedy called Pilgrim’s Way his favorite book. He identified with Buchan, an outsider from Scotland who made his way into the Edwardian establishment, winning a peerage (as Lord Tweedsmuir) and proving himself as an intellectual-adventurer in the twilight days of empire. The Kennedys found inspiration in Lord Tweedsmuir’s description of statesmen who were “debonair and brilliant and brave”—and died young in battle—who “held to the old cavalier grace and wherever romance called . . . followed with careless gallantry.” Two hours before he was shot to death in 1968, Robert Kennedy quoted Lord Tweedsmuir to a gaggle of newsmen standing outside his hotel suite in Los Angeles. “I like politics. It’s an honorable adventure,” Kennedy said. “That was Lord Tweedsmuir. Does anybody here know who he was?” The half-dozen reporters looked back in baffled silence.


War allowed the Kennedys to emulate the dashing aristocrats of Buchan’s novels. In 1942, Jack Kennedy, a lieutenant in naval intelligence, volunteered for duty in PT boats, the rough-riding torpedo craft that were sure to torture his bad back. Bobby was soon begging his father to let him join as an enlisted man. From the Pacific, Jack counseled against it. “To try to come steaming out here at 18 is no good. . . . It’s just that the fun goes out of war in a fairly short time and I don’t think Bobby is ready to come out yet.” Bobby was just as eager to follow Joe Jr. into naval aviation. On a visit to Norfolk, where Joe was learning how to fly bombers, Bobby was allowed (against regulations) to fly with his older brother, even hold the controls. The younger Kennedy was “hard-up for conversation,” reported Joe to sister Jean, but thrilled that his brother would take him on such an adventure.


Joe Sr. was decidedly not. With two sons already headed for combat, Joe was loath to put another at risk. Bobby was permitted to enlist in December 1943, during his last year at Milton. But it was understood that Bobby would join the V-12 program—training for naval officers—at Harvard in March 1944. That would keep him out of war for a couple of years. A picture of Bobby’s swearing-in appeared in the newspaper. In a letter from the front, Jack gently condescended to his little brother for still playing schoolboy games while the real men were at war:


The folks sent me a clipping of you taking the oath. The sight of you up there, just as a boy, was really moving, particularly as a close examination showed that you had my checked London coat on. I’d like to know what the hell I’m doing out here while you go stroking around in my drape coat. . . . After reading Dad’s letter, I gathered that the cold vicious look in your eyes was due to the thought of that big blocking back from Groton. . . . Well, black Robert, give those Grotties hell. . . .


Joe Jr. also patronized his little brother with a sly reference to his clumsiness. It was fortunate, the oldest son wrote home, that the war would be over by the time the third son could earn his wings: “The only thing he will have to be careful of is spinning himself in, and with his good steady head, he won’t have any trouble with that, or will you, Bobby?”


RFK spent part of the summer of 1943 working on a farm “not too enthusiastically,” Joe Sr. wrote Jack. While Bobby attempted to learn how to milk a cow, his older brothers were engaged in a quietly desperate competition for glory. “Dear Children,” Rose wrote in February 1943, “Jack brought me a miniature Torpedo Boat done in silver in the form of a tie clip. He is terrifically jealous of the fact that I wear Joe’s gold wings all the time and is bound that I have one of his insignias, and so I am to turn this tie clip into a pin some way or another.” Thus, out of sibling rivalry was created what would become one of the memorable symbols of the New Frontier. Jack won the race to become the first family war hero. In August 1943, when his PT boat was cut in half by a Japanese destroyer, Lieutenant Kennedy showed true bravery trying to rescue his men. “Kennedy’s Son Is Hero in Pacific” was the headline of a page-one New York Times story. Rose reported to the children that the family was “all terribly excited by Jack’s feat of glory. . . .” (She mentioned in passing that Joe Sr. had known that JFK had been missing in action for several days without telling her.) From Joe Jr., there was silence for several days, which was “considerably upset[ting]” to Joe Sr., who wondered why his eldest did not call. Joe Jr. finally weighed in unconvincingly that he had been too busy to call. Jealousy is a more plausible explanation. Writing home that he had received a “countless number of paper clippings about our young hero”—brother Jack—Joe sardonically announced “the battler of the wars of Banana River [Florida], San Juan, Virginia Beach, New Orleans, San Antonio, and San Diego, will now step up to the microphone and give out a few words of his own activities. . . .” The wave of adoration for Jack washed over Bobby as well. In Hyannis, strangers rushed up to the younger brother, mistaking him for Jack, “with effusive words of praise,” Rose wrote the other children. “Bobby was so bowled over that he didn’t have time to explain.”


IN MARCH 1944, Robert reported to his “ship”—Harvard’s Eliot House. He rose at reveille, ran two miles, dressed in a sailor’s suit, and then went to class, like any other student. At his first physics lecture, a group of student/sailors began joking about Ambassador Kennedy. A student sitting right behind Bobby called him “Bastard Kennedy.” Bobby whirled around and grabbed the heckler by his shirtfront. Other boys pulled them apart.


One of them was a former Middlesex School football player, Fred Garfield, who had played against Bobby at Milton. Garfield and Kennedy became friendly. Garfield found Kennedy to be at once earnest and sardonic, with a disarming sense of humility. The ex-ambassador’s son did seem a little too slavish in his devotion to Joe Sr., who was referred to by his children as “the Ambassador,” even though he had resigned in 1941. Garfield was put off when Kennedy used an anti-Semitic slur to describe Jews, but he figured that Kennedy was just reflecting his father’s prejudices. Kennedy told Garfield about some of his experiences at court, such as dancing with Elizabeth, the future queen. (Garfield: “What was she like?” Kennedy: “Just another girl.”) Kennedy seemed uncomfortable around girls, said Garfield, and never joined the dormitory chatter about sex. He was physically unable to sit through the compulsory film describing, with graphic slides, the consequences of venereal disease. That summer, Garfield and Bobby went on a double date in New York City. The evening was entirely arranged by “the Kennedy organization,” recalled Garfield. The boys met at the Kennedy apartment at the Carlyle, picked up two prearranged dates (professional models) at the Barbizon, dined at “21,” and danced (awkwardly) at the Copa. The club photographer asked for permission to take a snapshot. Garfield said yes; Kennedy said no. “In tomorrow’s paper,” Bobby explained, “there would be a picture of the ambassador’s son living it up while other sons are dying in the war.”


Bobby was acutely aware of the importance of image. He had seen public relations preached and practiced by his father. That same summer at Joe Sr.’s instigation, Reader’s Digest reprinted a gripping article by John Hersey in The New Yorker detailing Jack’s exploits in the Pacific. When Garfield visited Bobby at Hyannis, he saw stacks of the Reader’s Digest reprints lying around the house. “Rose handed them out to anyone who came through the door,” Garfield recalled. In England, Joe Jr. was determined to best his brother. After hearing JFK toasted as “our hero” at a Boston banquet, Joe had vowed to himself, “By God, I’ll show them. In July 1944, he volunteered for a virtual suicide mission: flying a bomber filled with high explosives against the Nazis’ secret V-1 launching pads near Calais and parachuting before detonation. The plane blew up on the way to the target.


Robert was home in Hyannis on an oppressively hot Sunday afternoon in August when two priests appeared bearing a telegram from the War Department. Joe Sr. assembled the children on the front porch and read the grim message that Joe had been lost. He told the children to be brave and to go ahead and race their sailboats. Jack ignored his father’s wishes and went to walk alone on the beach. Bobby dutifully followed orders and trudged off to the yacht club. Ambassador Kennedy collapsed, locking himself in his room.


Bobby, ever solicitous of his negligent father, tried to protect him. In September, Jack brought some of his war buddies and their wives out to the house on Cape Cod. Chafing at the ambassador’s one-cocktail-before-dinner rule, Jack, his sister Kathleen, and their guests went rummaging for liquor in the kitchen. Bobby found them sneaking Scotch and threatened to tell Joe Sr. One of the wives recalled a “scrawny little guy in a white sailor suit” who was “very upset.” Bobby, fearful and censorious, tensely faced his older siblings. “Kathleen handled him,” the guest recalled. “She told him to get lost.” Jack and his friends went out to the front lawn and began to sing and clap. Joe Sr. leaned out his bedroom window and called down, “Jack, don’t you and your friends have any respect for your dead brother?” Joe’s old friend, New York Times columnist Arthur Krock, suspected more than grief was eating at Joe. The ambassador’s prewar support for a policy of appeasement had prompted whispering that he was “yellow.” Joe had wanted to erase the family stain and died trying. “His father realized it,” said Krock. “He never admitted it, but he realized it.”


Joseph Kennedy was too consumed with his own grief to notice a subtle reordering in his own household. With Joe dead, Jack became the heir apparent. Jack was more independent minded than Joe, more likely to resist his father’s wishes, or to keep his distance even as he acquiesced. Joe Jr. had always been more pliable. In family debates before Pearl Harbor, Joe Jr. had reflexively joined his father’s side to argue that America should stay out. Jack had split away, arguing that the United States needed to come to the rescue of England. In the years ahead, Jack would accept his father’s mandate, but he would stage small rebellions to show his independence. Increasingly, it would fall to Bobby to mediate, to protect father and son from each other. When Bobby in his sailor suit had tried to quiet Jack and Kathleen and their carousing friends, he had been dismissed as a meddlesome spoilsport. But his true purpose had been to avert the inevitable filial confrontation with Joe Sr., brooding in his room upstairs. Bobby went largely unnoticed in these years. Ignored on his return from school one summer by Jack and his friends, who were chatting in the living room, Bobby paused on the stairs and forlornly asked, “Aren’t you glad to see me?” In the grieving over Joe Jr.’s death, Bobby remained invisible. But the death of the oldest son meant that Bobby had moved up a notch, and though no one was paying attention, begun to step tentatively into a role that would in time make him indispensable.


It is doubtful that RFK himself noticed these changes. Feeling his father’s anguish, wrestling with his own feelings of inadequacy, Bobby too was shattered. “He looked like death walking around,” recalled Garfield. Bobby’s religious faith was briefly shaken. That September, as they rode the subway into Boston, Bobby asked Garfield, “Fred, do you think there’s a God?” Back at Harvard for the fall, he failed to make the football team. “Dad’s kind of disappointed,” Bob wrote Hackett, who was finishing Milton. “Maybe I’ll make the B team and that will please him, for as you all know all he wants is his 9 children to do well.” Bobby ended with an attempt at bluster: “Say hello to all the Irish Catholics for me, and tell [th]em that next to John F. Fitzgerald and J.P. Kennedy I’m the toughest Irishman that lives which makes me the toughest man that lives.”


In November, Bobby was sent to Bates College in Maine to continue his officer training. The Maine woods seemed awfully far from the front. Bobby was increasingly manic about getting into the fight. He wrote Hackett in late January 1945, “Things are the same as usual up here, and me being my usual moody self I get very sad at times. . . . If I don’t get the hell out of here soon I’ll die.” Kennedy was writing his old teammate at an army base in Georgia, where Hackett had gone to become a paratrooper. More and more of Bobby’s classmates were going overseas and leaving Bobby behind. The thought that one of them might get into combat before him “makes me feel more & more like a Draft Dodger or something.” Just as irksome was the shirker’s mentality of some of his mates in V-12 at Bates. Kennedy complained to Hackett, “the attitudes of some of these guys really makes [sic] me mad especially after Joe being killed.”


Kennedy’s anger finally exploded. That spring, the war in Europe was ending; in the Pacific, Japanese island bastions were falling, though at great human cost. At dinner, one of Kennedy’s bunkmates proclaimed, “I won’t be the last man killed.” Kennedy, morose, looked up. “That’s not the right attitude to have,” he said. The man growled back, “Anyone who says that is a jerk.” Bobby’s eyes smoldered. “My brother didn’t feel that way,” he said, a bit cryptically; most of the other men at the table, including the man mouthing off, had no idea who his brother was or that he had been killed in action. The other man kept on pouring gasoline: “Your brother is a jerk,” he said. Bobby leapt from his seat and grabbed the man by the neck. An officer candidate named Richard Daly witnessed the confrontation. “He would have killed him if we didn’t pull him off. We had to pry Kennedy’s fingers off his neck,” said Daly. “It really scared us.”


In March, Kennedy wrote Hackett that he would try to get into flight training school so that he could have his “wings of gold.” He added, however, “I am not sure, between you and me, just how much I go for flying. . . .” He recounted an exceedingly melancholy weekend alone in New York, visiting the zoo and taking solitary walks in Central Park. He had made a date to see his father that weekend, but he was disappointed. Joe Sr. was so intently involved in his children’s lives that he once said, “my work is my boys.” He was referring to Jack and Joe, not Bobby. On this March weekend, the ambassador stood up his third son at the last minute. Bobby went to New York anyway and wandered about morosely. Then in May, RFK learned that he had flunked his aptitude test for flight school. In the depths, he wrote his father suggesting that maybe he should just flunk out of officer’s candidate school and enlist. Joe Sr. counseled against such rashness. Perhaps something else could be arranged. In July, a 2,200-ton destroyer, the Joseph P. Kennedy, Jr., was launched; Ambassador Kennedy had quietly lobbied his friends in the Pentagon to name a ship after his fallen hero son. The ambassador stood erect and tearful as the warship slid down the ways. Bobby was allowed to resign from officers’ candidate school and become an ordinary sailor aboard the Kennedy. It is not clear whether young Kennedy asked to go aboard the Kennedy or if his father arranged the berth for him. In any case, the assignment seems almost designed to reinforce Kennedy’s feelings of inferiority and subordination. He shipped out in the winter of 1946.


He had missed the war. He chipped paint, and then chipped paint some more. The ship steamed to Cuba, where Kennedy grew bored by the sunsets. His only pleasure was swimming. Against regulations, he dove off the bow of the ship as it rested at anchor in Guantánamo Bay. An officer upbraided him. “I fell in,” Kennedy sulkily responded. His shipmates regarded him as a quiet loner and barely noticed when he left the ship. In May 1946, Seaman Second Class Kennedy was discharged from the navy.


Robert Kennedy was twenty years old. He had been sidelined from the greatest test of his generation, failing to pass flight aptitude in the Maine woods while other young men were fighting and dying all over the world. In an earlier moment of moral weakness—and a rare instance of going with the crowd—he had reached for the stolen exam. He was inarticulate and moody and a mediocre student. His own family continued to judge him a failure. Asked about Bobby, one of his sisters had answered, “Forget Bobby. Let’s talk about Joe and Jack.” Kennedy seemed to regard himself as a loser. His letters to his friend Hackett are so mordant that his self-deprecation is almost embarrassing.


He was far too harsh on himself. Despite, or because of, his adversity, he was developing a sense of himself and a code of personal integrity. He was not the spoiled rich boy he might have been. Rather, he showed a genuine curiosity about, and nascent concern for, the less fortunate. More easily than his princeling siblings, he could identify with working people. His mother understood that he had learned a useful lesson as an enlisted man: “I enjoyed what you said about the officers not understanding the point of view of the men unless they had done the work themselves,” she wrote him while he was at sea. “After your rubbing and scrubbing these months, you will never again be in that position.” RFK could be funny, especially about himself. He was not a conformist. He had the courage to defy convention—as Hackett admiringly put it, to “embarrass his friends.” Realizing that he could not be popular, he did not try to ingratiate and was thus made free to follow his own conscience. He had shown raw physical courage on the football field and self-discipline in his personal habits. He had a strong and even rigid moral sensibility. Though in his letters to Hackett he joked about alienating the waiters and bartenders of New York by refusing to imbibe, he was the only one of the Kennedy boys to meet his father’s challenge of not smoking or drinking until the age of twenty-one (the reward was $1,000). Though lonely, he had shown a capacity for friendship. He was, if anything, too loyal. In his search for a role that would please his father, he was already finding one—as family protector. He would at last become a true family member, though at a cost: his independence of spirit would be sublimated, his more sensitive and winning qualities covered over in a hard defensive shell.





CHAPTER 2 TOUGH


GLOOMILY WAITING to get into the war, Robert Kennedy would from time to time accompany his grandfather, former mayor John F. “Honey Fitz” Fitzgerald, on walking tours of Boston. Honey Fitz would take Bobby and his little brother Teddy to climb aboard Old Ironsides or mount Bunker Hill. Honey Fitz, “the little Napoleon of Ward Six,” is remembered as an Irish pol full of blarney and cunning, but he tried not to play on ethnic jealousies. He was an Irishman proud of Boston’s Yankee history. As a candidate for mayor in 1905, Fitzgerald inveighed against parochialism. His fellow Catholics should not set up special schools, he implored, but “go to school with the superior men, read their words, listen to them, talk to them.” Many of his fellow Hibernians bridled at the description of Yankees as “superior men,” and to be sure, Honey Fitz had no admiration for the Brahmins of his day who, fearful of the immigrant tide, were retreating into their clubs on Beacon Hill. Nonetheless, he revered their Yankee ancestors, the eighteenth-century merchant princes who were the founding fathers of Boston. All that separated the Cabots and the Fitzgeralds, he liked to say, is “the difference of a few ships.”


Honey Fitz preached civic virtue and the myths of Boston’s proud past to his grandchildren. On those long and winding walks, he took the boys past monuments of the Revolutionary War—to the old North Church, where he would recite “The Midnight Ride of Paul Revere,” and out to Concord, where he would stand on the “rude bridge that arched the flood” and proclaim “the shot heard round the world.” Honey Fitz’s patriotic reverence affected all the grandchildren, even “Black Robert.” Bobby Kennedy liked to play the tough Irish “mick,” especially around Brahmins. He would enrage his WASPy classmates at Harvard by defending Irish neutrality in World War II. At the same time, he loved America in a deep and sentimental way. All his life, as he traveled around the country, RFK would make a point of visiting the birthplaces of presidents and other historic monuments and shrines.


Joe Kennedy shared his father-in-law’s admiration for the Yankee aristocracy—not the modern-day snobs but their forebears. At a St. Patrick’s Day speech in 1937, he antagonized some of his audience by chiding the Irish for lacking the “family tradition adequate to win the respect and confidence of their puritan neighbors.” Joe Sr. wanted his sons to not only belong to the ruling class, but to rule. Joe and Honey Fitz shared the same boundless ambition for the next generation and zeal for promotion. Within moments of the birth of Joe Jr., Honey Fitz had raced to the phone to call the newspapers, jocularly boasting, “Well, of course, he is going to be President of the United States.” With Joe’s death, Jack became the nominee of the Kennedy Party, whether he wanted to be or not. As a first step, Jack was to run for Congress. “I can feel Pappy’s eyes on the back of my neck,” Jack confided to his friend Paul “Red” Fay in 1946. “It was like being drafted. My father wanted his eldest son in politics. ‘Wanted’ isn’t the right word. He demanded it. You know my father.”


Characteristically, Joseph Kennedy cleared the way by spreading money around. By paying off his debts and promising to generously support his campaign for mayor, Kennedy persuaded the incumbent congressman from the Eleventh Congressional District, rogue politician James Michael Curley, to vacate his seat so that Jack could take it. Kennedy went on to hand out somewhere between $250,000 and $500,000—vast sums in those days—for billboards, newspaper ads, and radio broadcasts. “We’re going to sell Jack like soap flakes,” he cheerfully confided to a friend. No one was ever sure how much money Joe spent, or exactly how he spent it. Dave Powers, who became a charter member of Jack Kennedy’s so-called Irish mafia, recalled the secretive way Eddie Moore, Joe Kennedy’s henchman, handed out the cash: by inviting the recipient into a pay toilet. “You can never be too careful in politics about handing over money,” Moore explained.


Just returning from the navy in the late spring of 1946, Bobby was probably only dimly aware of the machinations behind his brother’s congressional campaign. A family friend recalled Bobby walking on the beach at Hyannis with the younger children, a safe distance behind Honey Fitz and Jack, who were engaged in an animated one-way conversation: “Fitz [was] talking about a mile a minute to Jack, you know, crowding him with information, crowding it into him—just hammering it into this guy’s skull.” Jack Kennedy ran as a member of the “new generation,” appealing to the returning vets. Movie-star handsome, he certainly appealed to their sisters, who crowded around him squealing “Sinatra!” But he loved and respected his grandfather and listened carefully to his instructions for survival in the back-stabbing byways of Boston politics. We can only guess at what Honey Fitz was telling his favored grandson. But one of the lessons can surely be found in Thomas H. O’Connor’s political history, The Boston Irish, which observes that “old-time politicians—and quite a few young ones, too—generally observed the well-known dictum . . . that a wise politician never puts anything in writing. ‘Don’t write when you can talk; don’t talk when you can nod your head.’ ” O’Connor notes that like most politicians of their era, Patrick Kennedy (Joe Sr.’s father) and John F. Fitzgerald left behind no compilation of official documents or personal papers. Certain rules of silence—the importance of compartmentalizing information, of knowing when to look the other way—fit naturally with the Kennedy clan’s insularity. In time, these lessons would be passed along to Robert, who would make them his own.


Joe Sr. could be just as secretive as Honey Fitz, but in his free-spending eagerness to elect Jack, he was a little heavy-handed. Jack Kennedy’s main opponent, Mike Neville, was complaining to newsmen that the Kennedy strategy was “Buy them out or blast them out!” In the late spring of ’46, with the decisive Democratic primary approaching in June, Joe Kennedy’s lavishness was beginning to backfire. The press jeeringly referred to his son the candidate as “Jawn the Pawn.” The Kennedys responded by throwing family into the breech. Eunice, Pat, and Jean were assigned to drive and pass out leaflets and pour coffee. Bobby, fresh off the Joseph P. Kennedy, Jr. and still in his sailor suit, was told to report to headquarters for his assignment.


Dave Powers recalled Bobby’s appearance at Jack’s smoky, slightly seedy room at the Bellevue Hotel. “Bobby turned to me and said very quietly and sort of in a shy way, ‘How is my brother going to do in Charlestown?’ ” Powers said he’d do fine; Charlestown, a gritty blue-collar area, admired courage. Bobby looked at Powers and said worshipfully, “My brother has more courage than anyone I have ever met.”


Jack Kennedy was less romantic—or gracious—about his brother’s help. “I can’t see that sober, silent face breathing new vigor into the ranks,” he told his navy friend Red Fay, who had volunteered to help on the campaign. One photograph of the two brothers standing together for the newspapers would do, said Kennedy. It “will show that we’re all in this for Jack. Then,” Kennedy instructed Fay, “you take Bobby out to [the] movies or whatever you two want to do.”


It is striking, given the closeness of their later relationship, that JFK was so dismissive of his little brother. The older Kennedy was too caught up in his complicated relationship with his father—at once defiant and dependent—to pay much attention to the worshipful kid brother in the sailor suit. At this stage of his life, JFK wanted worldly friends who could joke about life in the world-weary way of war veterans. He had no use for a former altar boy who might run off and tell Dad if his older brother did something rebellious or naughty.


Fay took Bobby to a vaudeville show. Bobby was monosyllabic on the way to the show, dead silent inside. He did not laugh at any of the jokes. “From his expression,” Fay later wrote, “he might have been paying last respects to his closest friend.”


Bobby was farmed out to another friend, Lem Billings, JFK’s old Choate roommate. Billings was in charge of some tough wards in Cambridge. Bobby asked to set up his own get-out-the-vote operation in the most remote and unwinnable of the wards, and he almost never came to headquarters thereafter. He was put off by the old hacks hanging around swapping lies and smoking cigars. He preferred playing softball with neighborhood kids in East Cambridge. Nonetheless, he worked hard chasing votes, and when Jack won the primary in June, he lost East Cambridge by smaller margins than expected.


As a favor to the family, Billings took Bobby on a trip through Latin America that summer. Still teetotaling, Bobby would drink Cokes and want to hurry Billings along from cocktails to dinner. He was abashed when South Americans asked him what he did in the war. He had nothing to say. “I used to kid him about it,” said Billings. “He didn’t think it was especially funny.” Instead, he compensated. In the black of night, he insisted on swimming at Copacabana Beach in Rio, despite warnings about a severe undertow. Skiing in the Andes, he demanded to hike beyond the lifts, in order to hurl himself down steeper and untracked pitches.


Still three semesters shy of a college degree, Robert was back at Harvard in the fall. He had been admitted to Jack’s undergraduate social club, the Spee, partly on the strength of his Milton pedigree. JFK had been grateful to gain admission to the Spee. Both Joe Sr. and Joe Jr. had been turned away by Harvard’s “final clubs,” with their Brahmin prejudice against Irish Catholics. JFK (whose election had been a close thing) welcomed the entree into the company of stylish and pedigreed young men. But Bobby quit the Spee when his snobbish clubmates blackballed an Irish Catholic. He was more comfortable across the river at Dillon Field House with the football team. Most of the players were older, returning vets on the GI bill. The large majority were not prep school boys; they had names like Rodis and Flynn and Drvaric and would not have known where to find the Spee Club. Kennedy was drawn to the best player, Kenneth O’Donnell, a combat veteran of thirty bombing missions over Germany. “I think it was the streetfighter in Kenny that attracted Bobby,” recalled Sam Adams, Bobby’s old Milton friend who was also on the team. O’Donnell had a sharp tongue, strong opinions, and a democratic instinct. Together O’Donnell and Kennedy entertained their teammates with lively debates at the Varsity Club while conspiring to get the coach, Dick Harlow, fired. O’Donnell regarded Harlow as a capricious martinet. Bobby’s motives were more personal. Coach Harlow had denied Joe Jr. his letter by keeping him on the bench during the 1937 Yale game. Joe Sr. had been so outraged that he had climbed down on the field after the game and angrily berated the startled coach. Harlow became a Kennedy family bête noire. In a letter to his parents, Jack Kennedy sarcastically referred to the Harvard coach as “our good friend Dick Harlow,” and clucked over a coaching blunder “which pleased us all, as it made Gentleman Dick look a little sick.”


RFK was playing for his father, not Harlow. In the copious family correspondence, the first positive mention of Bobby by Joe Sr. came in the fall of 1943, when Bobby, a Milton senior, was a blocking back and sometime receiver for the fleet Dave Hackett. Joe approvingly notes in letters to Jack and Joe Jr. that Bobby “played a swell game against St. Mark’s” and a “whale of a game Saturday” against Nobles. Joe Sr. did attend a Harvard practice or two to watch Bobby play and saw him catch a touchdown pass in an early-season rout of Western Maryland. But the real respect won by RFK was that of his teammates, who admired his physical courage.


At five feet ten, 155 pounds, Kennedy was too small and too slow for college football, but he was a fearless hitter. He insisted on tackling the 230-pound fullback, Vinnie Moravec, head-on. “For Christ sakes,” Moravec told the coach, “stop him before he gets killed.” Another player, Wally Flynn, looked up in the huddle after one play to see tears streaming down Kennedy’s face. He had broken his leg and, bravely or foolishly, kept on playing.


Kennedy did not just play furiously. He was furious. His anger boiled over at the slightest provocation. Shortly after his twenty-first birthday, Kennedy celebrated by buying his first beer. Soon he was buying rounds for everyone in the bar. Some of the patrons began singing “Happy Birthday” to someone else, and Kennedy, inebriated for the first time in his life, became enraged at their ingratitude. He smashed a beer bottle over one man’s head and refused entreaties by O’Donnell to apologize. Bobby was easily enraged by moral impurity, especially in his fellow Catholics. In his dorm at Milton, one of the masters had been a rare Catholic in a WASP school. A former Jesuit seminarian, the dorm master smelled of alcohol and tobacco. Bobby treated him with contempt. At Harvard, the campus Catholic priest, Father Leonard Feeney, was a bigot who denounced the university as a “pest-hole” for Jews and atheists. Kennedy publicly challenged him, writing the cardinal that Father Feeney should be removed from his post.


Rose Kennedy was shocked when RFK came home and denounced Father Feeney at the dinner table. Her little Bobby, her altar boy son, was challenging the authority and reputation of a priest. Kennedy’s attack on Father Feeney was telling. Just a few years ago, he had mindlessly aped his father’s anti-Semitism. Now he was openly attacking an anti-Semite. His outspokenness showed an independence of spirit, a willingness to question the establishment, that belied his youth and former timidity. There may as well have been unconscious forces at work. It is common for rebellious youths who find some indirect way of proclaiming independence—typically through music or dress or radical causes—rather than risk a frontal confrontation with their parents. Consciously, Kennedy worshipped and built up his family, overlooking or forgiving the slight interest his older siblings and father showed in him. He remained respectful to his mother for all his life, but he may have quietly resented her condescension to him as her “pet.” During his career as a congressional investigator and then as attorney general, Kennedy would channel fury at targets in a way that seemed disproportionate to the task at hand.


Outwardly, RFK was in no way a heretic or wild-eyed rebel. He remained religiously devout. A football teammate, Emil Drvaric, was startled to burst into Kennedy’s room one night and find him on his knees, praying. RFK was also, his trip to Harlem notwithstanding, prudish. There was considerable mirth on the team when someone arranged for Bobby to go on a date with Miss Lynn, Massachusetts, of 1946. What should I do with her? he anxiously asked. Buy her a drink, came the answer. Kennedy frowned. When he returned to the Varsity Club that night he was mortified. “I kissed her and she opened her mouth,” he explained to his teammates, who made no attempt to stifle their laughter.


Bobby’s priggishness was amusing, but, again, it may have been a revealing psychological reaction to feelings he probably felt or understood only dimly. He was in all likelihood overcompensating, rebelling against his own family’s licentiousness. By now, he was well aware of his father’s and brother’s reputations as lotharios. He seemed determined to go in the opposite direction, while perhaps envying their conquests. His vexation and confusion about romance were aggravated that winter of 1946–47, when his first true love was stolen by his brother Jack.


Kennedy had fallen hard for a beauty of the day named K.K. Hannon. Dave Hackett had introduced him to Hannon, whose family was middle-class Irish Catholic. Hannon, who physically resembled Lauren Bacall, had a steady stream of Harvard clubmen as suitors. One of them, George Plimpton, recalled the “odd sight” of Bobby sitting in the Hannons’ dining room in Brookline, working on a term paper as a wild party boiled around him. “I don’t think he got a lot of studying done,” recalled K.K. Hannon. “He wanted to be there, but he didn’t feel part of that crowd, the P.C. and A.D. Club boys who had gone to Groton and St. Mark’s. Their conversation was quick, and he couldn’t keep up. But he thought he could outwait them.” After the swells had left, Bobby would shyly mumble to K.K., “Do you want to go to the movies?”


Years later, she recalled RFK as “not tough at all. He was gentle. Mummy thought he was sweet, though she hated his father. I liked him. He was a touching person, really. He was wry and very dear. He was interested in everything, curious. He didn’t have good manners, but he tried. He was like a ten-year-old in a grown-up’s suit. There was nothing hale-fellow. His shoulders were a little bit hunched. He didn’t seem happy in his own skin.”


One night that winter, the two of them sat in Kennedy’s “junk heap” of a car after a movie. “My hands were freezing. ‘We can go in,’ I said. ‘Please stay,’ he said. ‘You can put your hands on my chest.’ ” The gesture was intimate but “it didn’t seem sexual,” said Hannon. “He just wanted to talk, and he was trying to make me comfortable.”


Kennedy asked her to marry him. Hannon demurred. “I wasn’t in love with him or ready to get married. I didn’t see my future with him.” A little later, Bobby and Hannon passed brother Jack on a Boston street. Bobby and K.K. were on their way to a movie. Jack was walking along with two of his aides—“thugs from Charlestown,” in Hannon’s description. Jack took one look at K.K., sexy and stylish in her fur coat, and said to his hangers-on, “Okay, fellows, good night.” As Hannon recalled, Kennedy turned around and accompanied his little brother and his brother’s girl to the movies. Hannon sat between them. “The next morning, Jack called up,” Hannon recalled. “I thought he was terrific. That was the end of Bobby. It was very awkward.” Bobby did not express any of the anger or jealousy he must have felt. He deferred. “He just sort of peeled off,” said Hannon.


Hannon went to visit Jack at Hyannis a half-dozen times that spring and summer of 1947. She felt a little intimidated. “The Kennedy girls frightened me to death. They were brazen. Mrs. Kennedy would disappear halfway through lunch. Joe was tough and terrible, but he had a real interest in what his kids thought.” After dinner one night, Joe took K.K. aside and told her she had picked the wrong Kennedy. “You should marry Bobby,” she recalled him saying. “That one.” Hannon said that she mumbled “something like, ‘You never know.’ ” Joe may have felt that Hannon was not quite grand enough for Jack. Though she was ardently pursued by the club crowd at Harvard, her own background was relatively modest. In any event, Jack soon moved on to other women; his romance with Hannon was “not serious,” recalled Lem Billings.


But it is significant that Joseph Kennedy was at least considering the romantic fortunes of his third son. Bobby was still very much a low man on the family totem pole. “Eunice and Pat didn’t give him much of a chance, and Jack condescended to him,” said Hannon. But Joe Sr. had finally begun to pay attention to his third son. In part, the patriarch may have been reacting to Jack’s rebellious streak. JFK had accepted his father’s draft to be the family standard-bearer and office seeker, but he grumbled and rebelled. At times, Hannon recalled, Jack Kennedy was barely speaking to his father. Bobby, by contrast, was willing to do anything to get his father’s respect. Hannon could see that Father Joe appreciated Bobby’s dutifulness. In Hannon’s observation, “Joe showed more respect for Bobby than for Jack, in a funny way. Joe was afraid of what Jack would do. Jack was a loose cannon. Bobby was more pliable. It was Jack who could say no and mean it. Bobby didn’t challenge his father. He knew he couldn’t change his mind. Bob was never an instigator in the conversation. His role was to be solicitous. The others didn’t give a hoot.”


For Bob, just getting his father’s attention was a triumph. As an officer candidate up at Bates in January 1945, Bobby had at last scored some decent marks. “I congratulate you, . . .” his father had written. “Let me know if there is anything I can do for you.” Bobby responded like a drowning man to rope: “I wish, Dad, that you would write me a letter as you used to Joe & Jack about what you think about the different political events and the war as I’d like to understand what’s going on better than I do now.” Joseph Kennedy wrote back a two-page, single-spaced letter. “Thanks very much for your letter, Dad, which is just what I wanted,” Bobby wrote back.


RFK uncritically regurgitated his father’s political views to his football mates at Harvard. Kenny O’Donnell, his debating partner and an ardent pro-Roosevelt New Dealer, thought that Bobby was a mouthpiece for his father’s too-cautious approach to the postwar world. Just as he had wanted to avoid American entry into World War II, Kennedy Sr. wished to avoid U.S. engagement in a cold war. In beery debate at the Varsity Club, Bobby hotly, if not always persuasively, repeated these admonitions against foreign entanglements.


Bobby’s friends, many of them war veterans with rough manners, scoffed at RFK’s deference to his father. O’Donnell regarded the senior Kennedy as a martinet, a “drill sergeant” who pushed around his sons, or tried to. RFK began bringing his football mates to Hyannis, where they mixed uneasily with the Kennedy clan. Bumptious and loud, the footballers smoked JPK’s cigars and sampled his liquor and behaved boorishly towards Kennedy’s siblings. Eunice Kennedy recalled that Bobby would bring home friends who were “not at all like Jack’s friends,” whom she described as “Long Island sophisticates.” O’Donnell and the other Varsity Club men teased Bobby about his father’s pretensions. When they saw the senior Kennedy parading about the house in a robe emblazoned with a coat of arms, they asked RFK if his father sported a coat of arms on his underwear as well. They were amused when the salty Honey Fitz told off-color stories and JPK left the room in disgust. And they badgered RFK to stand up to his autocratic father. “Why don’t you tell him off once in a while?” O’Donnell baited Bobby. “Oh, you tell him off,” RFK replied. “I like it the way it is.”


RFK was not ready to openly defy his father. He was grateful to have found a role. He was the reliable one, dutiful, helpful, and “tough.” Kennedy Sr. was very impressed that Bobby had won a varsity H at Harvard, something Joe Jr. and Jack had failed to do. At last, he had his father’s grudging admiration. In March 1948, just as Bobby was graduating from Harvard, Joe Sr. wrote Lord Beaverbrook, the British press baron: “He is just starting off and he has the difficulty of trying to follow two brilliant brothers, Joe and Jack. That in itself is quite a handicap, and he is making a good battle against it.” More important, Joe Sr. had begun to recognize himself in Bobby. He had been so focused on creating a next generation that could rise above the station to which Joe Kennedy had been consigned by the Harvard snobs that he had failed to notice his true kinship with his third son. The elder boys had been by and large accepted into the Protestant elite. But Bobby, defiantly Irish, had his father’s outsiderness, the drive that comes from resentment.


Following his brothers did not, at that point, mean going into politics or public service. Bobby had idly told friends that he might go into business, but he seemed unenthusiastic. Secure in his father’s fortune, RFK does not appear to have given much thought to making, keeping, or spending money. Kenny O’Donnell was shocked one day to find Joseph Kennedy’s reward to RFK for not drinking or smoking until age twenty-one—a check for $1,000—carelessly tossed in a corner of Bobby’s footlocker, uncashed after three years. Kennedy was not ascetic; he had become accustomed to a fairly luxurious upper-class lifestyle. Indeed, he was spoiled in the fashion of most wealthy children. He had to show up for meals on time and have carefully read the newspaper to participate in table talk, but he was not required to make his bed or clean his room or do household chores. As he grew up, RFK did not so much demand a certain level of service and comfort as take it for granted. There is not much evidence that he even noticed his grand environs at home—the broad lawns and gardens of the Kennedy houses in Riverdale and Bronxville, the gilded ambassador’s residence in London, the seaside villa in Palm Beach, the roomy, airy “cottage” on Cape Cod. He was not at all fastidious about his appearance. His clothing can best be described as shabby-preppy: ratty sweaters and torn khakis. “He did not care about the amenities,” recalled his sister Eunice. For most of his youth he was oblivious to fashion, culture, and society. Beyond a vague wish for adventure, he had no ambition, save one: to please his father.


In the summer of 1943, Bobby had wanted to go to sea and work on a fishing boat, but his mother had demurred; she already had two boys off in dangerous places. So Bobby had faithfully worked on a farm, then as an office boy at the same bank in East Boston where Joe Sr. had started out. Bobby was bored by the drudgery, though he enjoyed taking the subway and encountering, for the first time, common folk. He lacked any entrepreneurial instinct. As a little boy, he had started a paper route once, but tired of it quickly and began delivering his papers from the family’s chauffeured Rolls-Royce. Law school was a possibility, but his grades, mostly C’s and D’s, were too low for Harvard Law School. He considered Harvard Business School, then said to be partial to football players, but his D in introductory economics did not bode well. Finally, the University of Virginia Law School took him in, with the warning that he would have to greatly improve his academic performance.


As Kennedy slipped deeper into his father-pleasing, tough-guy persona, he became more insensitive and selfish around his peers. At Virginia, a school with a gentlemanly cast, Kennedy was known for his rudeness. His landlord complained that he ruined the floors with football cleats. His few friends griped that, in the manner of the careless rich, he carried no money and that he seldom paid anyone back. His genteel classmates were offended when he picked up meat with his hands and put his muddy feet on the table. He kept unleashed a large German police dog who liked to bite. An impatient golfer, he cut ahead of slower players at the country club. The once-considerate little boy, it appeared, had become a bit of a lout, his inner sweetness by now well concealed.


As ever, he spoiled for fights. When his father came down to the law school to speak and urged isolationism, the law school paper ran an editorial headlined “Mr. Kennedy, the Dinosaur Is Dead.” Kennedy showed up in the paper’s offices “ready to punch someone in the nose,” recalled Allison Page, who was the only person in the office at the time. With some difficulty, Page persuaded Kennedy that it would do no good to hit him, since he had not written the article. Kennedy’s most spectacular confrontation came over a more worthy cause. The University of Virginia was whites-only and its seat, Charlottesville, was segregated. With an eye, perhaps, on tweaking the southern dandies in his law class, Kennedy in the spring of 1951 invited Ralph Bunche, who as a UN peace negotiator had won a Nobel Prize, to address the university. Bunche, an African-American, refused to address a segregated audience. Kennedy was determined he should come and that the university should open its doors. When other student leaders balked, Kennedy stood up and shouted, “You’re all gutless!” He became so enraged addressing the university’s governing board that he was virtually incoherent. But Kennedy’s insistence worked: Bunche spoke to an integrated audience, open to the public.


It is reassuring to see the stirrings of Kennedy’s social conscience in these early episodes, and there is no doubt that he was sincere in his identification with the downtrodden. But he had trouble relating to people in ordinary human ways. He was so absorbed in pleasing his parents that he was heedless of others. In her memoirs, Rose Kennedy unwittingly reveals a small but telling story of how her once thoughtful boy now thought mostly about himself. Bobby had taken a friend, who could not sail, out in one of the family sailboats. The wind was fading, and as lunchtime approached, Kennedy realized that they might not make it ashore in time for lunch. Obsessed with his father’s insistence on punctuality, he simply dove overboard and swam for shore, leaving his helpless crewmate to fend for himself. After flailing about, the friend was rescued by a passing boat. Kennedy made no attempt to apologize. Bobby was not a boy at the time. The incident occurred in 1948, when he was twenty-two years old and headed for law school.


Bobby had shown little interest in girls after K.K. Hannon at Harvard. There was one, however, who was interested in him. During Jack Kennedy’s congressional campaign in the spring of ’46, Jean Kennedy had brought along as a volunteer her roommate at Manhattanville College of the Sacred Heart. Ethel Skakel was a bubbly, headstrong young woman who loved to tease and who wanted, as much as any Kennedy, to win. She greeted everyone, “Hiya kid,” and distracted the nuns at Manhattanville with her gags and practical jokes. A tomboy, she had been indifferent to boys. Working with Bobby in East Cambridge that June, however, she developed a crush. Bobby did not reciprocate. He was more romantically inclined towards Pat Skakel, Ethel’s older sister. Ethel was determined to win him away. When Bobby invited Pat down to Palm Beach for Easter, Ethel got herself invited by Jean. More athletic and outgoing than Pat, she “turned the tide,” Jean Smith later reported. By the time Bobby was at law school, he was regularly flying up to visit Ethel on the weekends. At Hyannis house parties, Ethel, sporty and joshing and ebullient, became difficult to distinguish from the Kennedy sisters.


A fling briefly diverted Kennedy on the way to the altar. After he had graduated from Harvard in the spring of 1948, Bobby went alone on a grand tour of the Middle East and Europe before starting at Virginia in September. While he was in Italy, recovering from a case of jaundice, his sister Kathleen died in a plane crash in the south of France. In deep mourning, Kennedy wandered on to London, where he gloomily attended a popular play called The Chiltern Hundreds. The play was based partly on the much-publicized drama of Kathleen’s marriage, outside the faith and against her mother’s wishes, to the son of the Duke of Devonshire. In the starring role—as the American millionairess who marries the son of an earl—was a blond twenty-seven-year-old actress named Joan Winmill. Smitten, Kennedy asked Winmill out to dinner the next night. She later recalled his boyishness—his freckles and toothy smile—and the intensity of his stare. The two began a secretive and slightly lugubrious romance, visiting Kathleen’s grave and her late husband’s ancestral home, Chatsworth. Inevitably, Joe Sr. found out and disapproved. He would not have his son marry a showgirl. Promising he would return, Bobby said goodbye to Winmill in August. According to Winmill’s memoirs, Bobby wrote her often, sending her chocolates and perfume and hand-me-down dresses with expensive labels from his sisters. She considered herself “in love,” she later wrote, until she received a letter from him in the summer of 1949. The letter said, “I am getting married to Ethel Skakel.”


Ethel had her own distractions. She had been raised as a strict Catholic by her mother, whose piety rivaled Rose Kennedy’s. Ann Skakel kept a prie-dieu and font of holy water in her house for daily prayer. In the fall of 1949, Ethel briefly considered entering a nunnery. “How can I fight God?” Bob wondered aloud as he walked the beach at Hyannis. Ethel’s absolute and literal faith in the Catholic Church complemented RFK’s devotion, which was not quite as unquestioning, but still strong. The former altar boy and the would-be nun were joined more closely by the mysteries of the faith. In Ethel’s purity Kennedy may have found refuge from temptation. Despite his dalliance with a British showgirl, Kennedy openly scorned “loose women,” recalled a University of Virginia classmate, Endicott Davison. To friends, Ethel and Bobby seemed more matey than romantic, but the affection was real, and it deepened to love.


By winter they were engaged. “My fiancee [sic] followed me down here,” Robert wrote his sister Pat from Charlottesville in the spring of 1950, “and wouldn’t let me alone for a minute—kept running her toes through my hair & things like that. You know how engaged couples are.” Robert and Ethel were married that June in a huge society wedding in Greenwich, Connecticut, attended by 1,200 guests. The heat that day was stifling. Rose carried a parasol made from the same cloth as her Paris designer dress. Bobby’s groomsmen, most hulking linemen from the 1947 Harvard football team, sweltered in the cutaways that RFK had rented for them. The bride and groom, with their toothy smiles and dark tans, could easily have passed for cousins. They had no financial worries. In addition to RFK’s trust (probably about a million dollars) Ethel had family money. Her father, a midwestern industrialist, once quipped that his hobbies were “old money and new money.” The Skakels were a flamboyant and rambunctious clan. Mixed and stirred with alcohol, Ethel’s reckless and headstrong brothers and Bobby’s lumbering ushers created a critical mass. Earlier that week, Bobby’s free-for-all bachelor party had wreaked thousands of dollars of damage on the Harvard Club of New York. At the wedding, all the bridesmaids were thrown in the pool.


That fall, one of Bobby’s football friends, Wally Flynn, paid a surprise visit on the newlyweds in Charlottesville. The kitchen was “an unbelievable mess,” he recalled. Dirty dishes were stacked in the sink and the refrigerator was empty, save for some frozen steaks. Tidiness was not one of Ethel’s fortes. Nor was thriftiness. She was extravagant in her buying habits, showering Bobby with expensive presents. She was also unstinting in her affections. Ethel believed, as she herself put it, in “goodies and baddies.” To her, Bobby was perfect. A law school classmate, E. Barrett Prettyman Jr., remarked that Ethel “looked at Bobby like she did at God. God did inexplicable things, but he was never wrong.” Ethel lifted her husband’s spirits and made him meet people. She would launch into a story, then turn to her husband and say, “Bobby, you tell it.” She was an inexhaustible source of good cheer, and she put up with his moods. She gave him the one thing he had never had before: unconditional love. For Kennedy, who had spent his life at a table where the major portions of love and respect were passed to others, Ethel’s utter devotion marked the end of a long emotional fast.


JACK KENNEDY was the best man at Bobby’s wedding. In shaky health from chronic disease, overcome by heat, he fainted before the service. That night, he rallied, taking an attractive young socialite, Mary Pitcairn, to Gentlemen Prefer Blondes and a late dinner at “21.” But he kept thinking about the solemnity of the occasion he had just witnessed. Throughout the evening, Pitcairn later recalled, Jack “couldn’t get over the seriousness of the vows Bobby had taken. . . . He kept going on and on about it. The fact that his little brother had agreed to do all these things and had committed himself for life to this girl. He just couldn’t leave it alone, all evening.” For a moment, at least, Bobby had won his older brother’s attention and, possibly, his envy.


The relationship between the two men, so central to their later lives, was still distant in 1951. Both men remained focused on their father—Jack at keeping the patriarch at arm’s length, Bobby at winning his attention. They were neither rivals nor partners, but rather remote planets orbiting the same sun. The paths of the two brothers did not really cross, their interests did not coincide, until 1952, when JFK ran for the Senate and needed someone who could handle his overbearing father.


Jack Kennedy’s election as a U.S. senator that year, against difficult odds, made the oldest surviving Kennedy son a national figure, a contender to fulfill Father Joe’s dream of a Kennedy in the White House. The race was equally important for Robert Kennedy in the politics of the Kennedy family. No longer the “runt,” RFK had already begun to win his father’s respect for toughness and steadiness. But his role in electing Jack to the Senate permanently defined Bobby in his father’s eyes. It secured his place as brother protector. Joe came to see Bobby as the reliable one, fiercely loyal (in contrast to the detached, more free-spirited Jack), willing to sacrifice himself, to do the messy and hard jobs for the greater glory of the family. After initial reluctance, Bobby seemed to embrace this role, burying, for the time being, any resentment that he had been required to sublimate his own ambitions.


JFK’s opponent was Henry Cabot Lodge, a Brahmin scion whose grandfather by the same name had been senator from Massachusetts before him. An incumbent, Lodge was heavily favored to win reelection. At the outset, the Kennedy for Senate campaign was “an absolute disaster,” according to Kenny O’Donnell, Bobby’s football pal, who, bored by law school, had gone to work as a political aide to Jack. Joe Kennedy had taken charge of getting his son elected, throwing money about the state and catering to “elder statesmen who knew nothing about politics,” said O’Donnell. Kennedy Sr. was about twenty years out-of-date in his knowledge of the Massachusetts political scene, O’Donnell later scoffed, but he was “such a strong personality that no one dared argue with him.” Eager to assert his independence, Jack was barely speaking to his father. O’Donnell, caught in the middle, felt helpless. The campaign, he recalled, was in a state of “utter chaos.” Realizing that “the only one who can talk to Kennedys is another Kennedy,” he called Bobby and begged him to help.


After graduating in the middle of his law school class, Robert Kennedy had, with his father’s help, secured a job at the Justice Department. He had just been given his first real case, a political corruption investigation in New York, when O’Donnell called and asked him to join the campaign. Bobby angrily resisted. He said that he didn’t know anything about politics or Massachusetts. “I’ll just screw it up,” he told O’Donnell. A week later, RFK called back, sounding resigned. “Okay,” he said, “I guess I’ll have to do it.” It may be significant that Kennedy took a week to decide, and accepted his duty only grudgingly. He must have struggled with some stirrings of independence, some desire to strike out on his own and forge a career that was not entwined with the empire building of his father or the political aspirations of his brother.


Helping his brother get elected—and mediating between domineering father and rebellious son—was, at the outset at least, a thankless task. John Kennedy was not glad to see his little brother when he arrived in Boston in late May. The candidate berated O’Donnell for meddling. JFK apparently believed that Bobby’s presence would just irritate Joe Sr. and make him more intrusive. “Jack was very upset that I’d called Bobby,” O’Donnell remembered. “He was irritated with me.” O’Donnell discovered, to his surprise, that the brothers were not at all close: “Bobby didn’t know what Jack was doing, Jack didn’t know what Bobby was doing, and neither one cared very much what either one was doing. I had been under the impression that they were peas in a pod. They certainly weren’t.”


Born eight years apart, possessing very different temperaments, John Kennedy and Robert Kennedy were not considered close even by their own siblings. “All this business about Jack and Bobby being blood brothers,” their sister Eunice remarked, “has been exaggerated.” She noted that they had “different tastes in men, different tastes in women.” At their father’s insistence, the two brothers had traveled together on a seven-week tour of the Far East in the fall of 1951. Jack fretted beforehand that Bobby would be “a pain in the ass.” Jack had never chosen to socialize with his little brother and may have felt that he had been drafted to play tour guide and baby-sitter by his father. It was Bobby who ended up as caretaker. Jack became critically ill on the trip. In Okinawa, he was rushed to a military hospital with a temperature of 106 degrees. In the family tradition, Bobby had teased Jack about his susceptibility to illness, joking that if Jack were bitten by a mosquito, the mosquito would die. But to sit alone by his brother’s bed on a remote Pacific island while a priest read the last rites had to have been a jarring experience for RFK. “Everyone expected him to die,” he later recalled.


Always sickly, Kennedy had been diagnosed in 1947 with Addison’s disease, a failure of the adrenal glands that could lead to weakness, weight loss, vomiting, and circulatory collapse. Not properly cared for, the disease could be fatal. In 1950, cortisone was found to be an effective treatment, and Joe Kennedy immediately began stashing the drug in safe-deposit boxes around the country so that Jack would never run out. But the cortisone was not a cure-all, and it had some disturbing side effects, including inducing a state of euphoria. Addison’s disease was not Kennedy’s only health problem. His unstable back, damaged by war and football, also caused him excruciating pain.


In the 1952 Senate race, Kennedy’s health was his greatest campaign vulnerability. Had voters known how truly sick the handsome war hero was, his political career could have been a nonstarter. The Kennedys were determined that the voters would never find out. His recurring fevers from Addison’s were passed off as mild flare-ups of malaria from his wartime service in the Pacific. Kennedy’s healthy tan, refreshed by a sunlamp, kept up a mask of false vitality. Although Kennedy needed crutches to get around much of the time, voters rarely saw him hobbled. The crutches were left in the car. “Those who knew him well would know he was suffering only because his face was a little whiter and the lines around his eyes were a little deeper, his words a little sharper,” Bobby Kennedy said. “Those who did not know him well detected nothing.” It’s doubtful that Kennedy regarded his brother’s brave show as a cover-up. He was, in any case, accustomed to keeping family secrets. His personal prudishness did not stand in the way of his willingness to act as a procurer for his father. Kay Halle, a Washington socialite and family friend, recalled being approached at a restaurant by both Jack and Bobby Kennedy in about 1950. Their father was in town and needed some discreet help finding a girl for the night, the Kennedys told a startled Halle. Did she know of any?


RFK became the manager of JFK’s Senate campaign “by elimination more than design,” recalled Kenny O’Donnell. After Bobby arrived at campaign headquarters on Kilby Street in Boston, Charlie Bartlett, a Palm Beach friend of the family’s who had volunteered, heard Bobby talking on the phone to his father. “Yes, Dad,” Bobby kept patiently saying. “Yes, Dad.” Bobby was not so much acquiescing to his father as humoring him. He had learned how to placate and temporize.


RFK was no longer a mere agent for his father’s wishes. His brother-protector role cast him more as a mediator, a go-between who could keep peace between controlling father and stubborn oldest son. At several important moments during the campaign, RFK rejected his father’s advice. Joe Kennedy wisely did not push too hard. Shrewdly, and because he was truly more ambitious for his son than for himself, Joe Kennedy learned to lower his profile. He understood the risk of being identified as the man behind the curtain, the cardinal to the dauphin. Joseph Kennedy was acutely PR conscious and justifiably prided himself as a clever image maker. He understood that the whisperings about his alleged criminal associations and shady dealings on Wall Street created an image problem for his son, whose political appeal rested partly on running as a standard-bearer for the “new generation” of war veterans. Joe Kennedy did not want to read stories about “bootlegger’s son” John Kennedy.


Bobby’s active presence in the campaign allowed Joe to step back into the shadows. With Bobby’s arrival, Joe stayed strictly in the back room, concentrating on his own special interests. The senior Kennedy busied himself with the advertising and television (not much in those early days) and kept the money flowing. His other job—an important one—was to handle Senator Joe McCarthy. The demagogue from Wisconsin was at the height of his power in 1952, and his appearance on behalf of the Republicans would have sunk Kennedy. But the fearsome red hunter never came to the Bay State. A large donation to the McCarthy campaign from Kennedy Sr. and a few quiet words from the Catholic hierarchy in Massachusetts—from Richard Cardinal Cushing, at Joe’s behest—kept him out.


Unable to abide laziness or freeloaders, Bobby goaded the campaign out of its lassitude. He was curt and dismissive to the hacks who hung about headquarters waiting for handouts from Joe. He banned the usual freebies of sandwiches and coffee and derisively told the old boys that if they were looking for something to do, they could start addressing envelopes. A former mayoral candidate who had once campaigned by traveling around Boston in a sound truck singing “Danny Boy” was taken aback when Bobby did not know his name. Kennedy threw him out for using profanity around female staffers. Bobby recoiled from the backslapping and glad-handing of the hustings. “I don’t know how you stand it,” he said to Larry O’Brien, a shrewd campaign organizer who had signed on (and would remain, with Kenny O’Donnell and several others, the Kennedys’ “Irish mafia”). Kennedy used the word “politician” as a form of disparagement. In a confrontation with the headquarters hangers-on, he shouted, “I don’t want my brother to get mixed up with politicians!” The politicians felt nearly the same way about Bobby. “The candidate’s brother,” as he was usually introduced, just shrugged. “I don’t care if anyone around here likes me,” he muttered, “as long as they like Jack.”


Jack was more than happy to let his brother play the heavy. JFK liked to remain above the fray, coolly elegant and sardonic. He let Bobby deal with the hacks and favor-seekers, as well as run interference with their father. From the start, the Kennedy campaign had declared its independence from the state Democratic organization. At first, there had been no objection from the incumbent governor, Paul Dever, who regarded young Kennedy as a drag on the ticket. But in the September primaries, their fortunes reversed; Kennedy ran ahead of Dever, who had sweated and stumbled through a nationally televised speech at the Democratic convention in August. Now Dever wanted to join forces with Kennedy and share headquarters. A believer in making deals with the party bosses, Joseph Kennedy wanted to go along with Dever for the sake of party unity. Believing that a new generation of voters were tired of the old politics, O’Donnell and O’Brien regarded Dever as a creature of a dying order and did not want him running under the same banner. JFK sided with O’Brien and O’Donnell and decided to deny Dever’s request. “Don’t give in to them,” instructed JFK, “but don’t get me involved in it.” It was Bobby’s job to deliver the bad news—first to his father, then to the governor. With Dever at least, Bobby was blunt. When RFK left his office, Dever angrily grumbled, “Keep that young kid out of here.”


Bobby threw himself into creating a political organization that was separate and apart from the existing party structure. “We couldn’t win relying on the Democratic political machine,” Robert Kennedy later recalled, “so we had to build up our own machine.” Kennedy wanted civic-minded amateurs who were not tainted by the old ways. Larry O’Brien went to work recruiting three hundred campaign “secretaries” in cities and towns around Massachusetts. Many were young veterans and some were Republicans or not even registered to vote. It all had the feel of newness and freshness, “new politics” for a “new generation,” except that the basic animating principle was old. Back in the late nineteenth century, when the Irish immigrants were slowly undermining the political power of the Yankees, they had created a system of “ward bosses”—Honey Fitz had been one—to act as a shadow government on the real one.


Bobby was “not a very good organizer,” recalled Richard Donahue, a young lawyer from Lowell who would join O’Donnell and O’Brien in the Irish mafia. “He was not good at follow-through and he was not always realistic. He would say, ‘Let’s have a tea for five hundred people tomorrow in Worcester.’ ” Kennedy’s failings as an organizer—his impatience, his amateurism, his predilection for going outside channels—would become problematic. But for the time being his shortcomings were hidden by the sheer force of his determination. Bobby was still softhearted in some ways. He hated to fire anyone whose family depended on a paycheck. He was solicitous of the many young women who, starstruck by the candidate, volunteered to work for the campaign. “Bobby admired women,” said Joe Gargan, RFK’s twenty-two-year-old cousin who bunked with him at a rooming house on Marlborough Street. “He wanted women in the campaign because they were the workers.” RFK instructed Gargan to walk female volunteers to the subway if they worked late. Some evenings, the campaign manager would take a carload of volunteers over to the Ritz for ice cream sundaes.


Such chivalry and courtliness notwithstanding, the image of Bobby Kennedy as “ruthless” probably began during his brother’s 1952 Senate campaign. He was “the enforcer,” said Donahue. He made sure tasks got performed, no matter how trivial. He was extremely demanding, but of no one more than himself. If a campaign poster needed to be tacked up a little higher, Kennedy would be the one to perch precariously on the ladder. He would personally go door-to-door handing out a campaign tabloid newspaper extolling JFK’s virtues, which he had ordered printed up at great expense. Joe Kennedy was perplexed and a little vexed by Bobby Kennedy’s costly pursuit of each and every voter. By the judicious application of a $500,000 loan to the cash-poor publisher of the Boston Post, the patriarch had switched the paper’s influential endorsement from Lodge to Kennedy. Why was Bobby wasting money on an expensive tabloid that required hand delivery? RFK stood up to his father and pushed ahead with the canvassing, climbing the steps of rotting double-deckers on the poor backstreets of Dorchester to knock on doors. “Bobby had never seen tenements before,” recalled Kenny O’Donnell.
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